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ABSTRACT 

A large body of research (Journell, 2012; Allen & Seaman, 2014) indicates that 

enrollment in online courses has been increasing. Although online learning venues are 

effective means for communicating content (Harasim, 1996; Anderson, 2008; Moore & 

Kearsley, 2011), little has been researched on whether or not this educational medium 

effectively teaches what Dewey termed as “the whole self". The purpose for this 

qualitative research study involved exploring instructors' and student's perceptions of the 

implementation of inquiry-based instruction in online courses, in regard to how the 

inclusion of inquiry-based learning within online venues promoted students’ learning 

with the whole self (i.e. student's holistic learning). In addition, this study examined what 

the construction and implementation of a curriculum and instruction poetry framework 

might reveal about holistic online instruction when used for evaluation purposes. 

The study was framed by four research questions: 1) What are instructors’ and 

students’ perceptions of the use and effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies within 

online courses? 2) In what ways (if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within 

online courses inform and meet students’ affective and academic needs? 3) In what ways 

(if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within online courses inform students’ 

self-discovery or promote self-expression? 4) What insights can be gleaned from using 

“the curriculum and instruction as poetry framework” as a lens for examining online 

instruction—and inquiry strategies, in particular—regarding the improvement of online 

instruction? 
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Findings showed that participants expressed positive feelings about the use and 

effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction in their online courses. The curriculum and 

instruction poetic framework provided a fresh lens for evaluating the effectiveness of 

inquiry-based strategies by including holistic criteria that allowed for a snapshot of 

student growth, rather than reducing evaluative feedback solely to numerically described 

outcomes or scores. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Online learning: Walk, Don’t Run!1 

—with the whole self— 

No matter how fast technology develops 

How great the demand for expanding student access 

Educators, administrators, and instructors 

in the transition,  

be calm, cautious, mindful 

of student's learning with the whole self: 

cognitive 

 social 

   and affective 

    Experience: past, present, future 

needs to be connected. 

Feelings, emotions: never apart from experiences 

needs to be connected 

Interconnections make transformation 

Learning with the whole self, 

Learn with interests, 

intrinsic motivation, 

high cognition, 

great ambition  
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to construct knowledge. 

Learning with the whole self, 

think creatively 

act dynamically 

work collaboratively  

view critically  

Learning with the whole self, 

 To construct and reconstruct 

 To arouse curiosity 

 To release imagination  

 To explore the world 

--With the whole self-- 

Online learning: Walk, Don’t Run! 

 
In recent decades, the student enrollment in online learning in higher education 

has been increasing exponentially in the United States (Goldsmith et al., 2010; Torres, 

2013). Allen and Seaman (2007) reported that nearly 20% of all U.S. higher education 

students were taking at least one online course in the fall of 2006.  The Sloan Survey of 

Online Learning showed that 7.1 million higher education students from more than 2,800 

colleges and universities were taking at least one online course (Allen & Seaman, 2014). 

Journell (2012) believed that online learning had the potential to become the future of 

public education in the United States and offer equal academic opportunities. Thinking 

about the rapid growth of online learning, I was wondering what made it develop that 
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fast, what lured higher education into online avenues, and if online learning only offered 

benefits without any challenges. The literature about online learning revealed that aside 

from the benefits, which included improving student access (top reason), increasing the 

rate of degree completion, and growth in continuing and professional education, online 

learning is not automatically an educational panacea (Conrad, 2002; Allen & Seaman, 

2007; Journell, 2012), in that it is easy for online instruction to contain limited interaction 

and to utilize traditional, ineffective pedagogical approaches. Teaching online may also 

elicit resistance from faculty because they often do not accept the value of online learning 

(Allen & Seaman, 2007). For online teaching to be effective, teachers must adjust their 

current pedagogical strategies to new practices that are more facilitative within an 

electronic venue (Palloff & Pratt, 2000). Palloff and Pratt (2000) were writing under the 

assumption that everyone who taught face-to-face was using old pedagogical models 

when they said that it took more time to prepare for an online course. It is an instructional 

technology perspective, rather than a curriculum and instruction one. For people who 

already use constructivist pedagogy, the question is not how I leave my old teaching 

models behind, but how I transfer constructivist teaching to an online venue. On the 

students’ side, online instruction increases the need for self-discipline, and introduces the 

possibility that potential employers will not accept online degrees. 

The above challenges regarding the use of online learning illustrate the need for 

seeking, constructing, and applying pedagogical and instructional practices that best 

enhance the quality of online learning. For teachers to be effective in utilizing online 

instruction, they must not only be grounded in best instructional practices in general, but 

they must also know how to transfer those best practices to venues involving electronic 
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pedagogy, or the art of teaching online (Palloff & Pratt, 2000). In addition, they must 

become cognizant of ways to meet the needs of their online students in ways that involve 

what is often called the "whole self" (Dewey, 1938). 

A large body of research indicates the characteristics that inform best practice 

instruction. Such practices acknowledge the interconnection of cognitive, social and 

affective factors in learning, or the student’s “whole self” (Dewey, 1938; Zemelman, 

Daniels & Hyde, 2005). Learning that attends to the whole self, therefore, often involves 

activity that is student –centered, experiential, and interactive. According to Smart and 

Cappel (2006), learning quality is promoted when students are the center and actively 

involved in the learning process. Huang (2002) indicated that in experiential learning, 

students learned actively and constructed new knowledge based on their prior knowledge. 

Dewey (1938) believed that experience is truly experience only when objective condition 

are subordinated to what goes on within the individuals having the experience. In many 

years later, in Curriculum as Conversation, Applebee (1996) shared the same viewpoint 

of learning needed to be experiential and transforming. Applebee (1996) wrote "the focus 

of all learning needs to be on the “knowledge-in-action” rather than the “knowledge-out-

of-context” (p.2). Consequently, learning with the whole self is the process of learning by 

doing or through inquiry within which learners are able not only to acquire knowledge 

content and skills but express and invent themselves as well.  This fosters a quest for 

effective instructional approaches and curriculum theories that best satisfy the needs 

mentioned.  
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Constructivist curriculum theory following in the path of Dewey, Piaget and 

Vygotsky and inquiry-based learning both encapsulate student-centered and experiential 

learning in ways that attend to a “whole-self” approach or teaching paradigm. Dewey 

(1916) noted that problem-solving and free discovery should come together to enhance 

learner motivation, because the methods of constructivism focuses on the development of 

learners’ ability in solving their real life problems.  In a discussion about Constructivist 

Learning Theory at the International Committee of Museum Educators, Hein (1991) 

explained that the idea of constructivism refers to learning that learners construct 

knowledge for themselves, which means each learner individually (and socially) 

constructs meaning when he or she learns. Meanwhile, inquiry-based learning grounded 

in Dewey's educational philosophy is a student-centered and active learning approach that 

focuses on questioning, critical thinking and problem solving (Healey & Jenkins, 2000; 

Savery, 2006). Therefore, in order to create an effective learning environment, instruction 

should be based upon constructivist curriculum theories, which are often embodied 

through the use of inquiry-based instruction (Petraglia, 1998; Huang, 2002). Also in these 

studies, Petraglia (1998) and Huang (2002) raised an awareness about the importance of 

transferring and integrating constructivist theory and inquiry-based instruction in online 

learning.  

For these reasons, it is a must to figure out best practice for online learning to 

assist online teachers overcome the challenges when shifting teaching paradigm from 

conventional classroom to online setting. Concomitantly, the best practice helps enhance 

online students' learning outcomes in terms of learning with the whole self—students' 

holistic learning. Based upon the above discussion, I suppose that implementing the 
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integration of constructivist curriculum theory and inquiry-based instructional approaches 

in online learning will provide an authentic learning environment. However, I have no 

evidence to assure that my thoughts are appropriate or not. My curiosity encouraged me 

to conduct a research study to explore this assumption. The best way for the exploration 

is to learn from the perceptions of those (online instructors and students) who directly 

participate in this type of learning environment. Hence I decided to carry out this study to 

investigate what online students and instructors perceive the effectiveness of inquiry-

based instruction in promoting holistic learning. Additionally, I examined the 

effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies in improving student's learning with the whole 

self through a fresh lens of curriculum and instruction as poetry framework. The rationale 

for utilizing this poetic framework will be discussed later in this chapter in the 

Researcher's lens.  

To sum up, within the particular context of this study, I explored the instructors' 

and students' perceptions of learning with the whole self in two inquiry-based courses 

which were taught on Blackboard Learning Management System. The effectiveness of 

inquiry-based strategies was viewed through the lens of curriculum and instruction as 

poetry framework. 

Background to the Problem 
My research interest in online learning stems from my experience in taking online 

courses. I started experiencing online learning at the beginning of my doctoral program, 

and I had hard time to get familiar with this new learning format. The challenges made 

me think about what I should do to learn more effectively in online learning, and how I 
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would teach an online course if I was assigned. Later in the second year of my 

coursework, I took a qualitative research method class, and the course required each of us 

to conduct a research study of my own interest. Spontaneously, the idea about online 

learning popped up in my head. I was talking to myself that I wanted to learn more about 

online learning. But what should I investigate about it? Because the nature of qualitative 

research is to study human being experience and perceptions, so, I decided to explore 

professors' perceptions of the benefits and challenges of online learning. Since it was my 

first time conducting a real qualitative research and due to the time constraint of the 

semester, I could only choose two professors participants in my study through interactive 

interviews. Although the findings of the study was not published, they gave me insights 

about how the participating professors perceive of online learning. The findings showed 

that teaching methodology, preparation and background experience in online learning had 

strong impacts on the participants' perceptions. A year later, I cooperated with a 

classmate to continue exploring experience in online learning in an advance course about 

qualitative research. In this study, we explored the perceptions of not only instructors but 

also students with the purpose to hear the voices from both sides. The findings of our 

study confirmed the benefits that online professors and learners face in cyber classrooms; 

in that, it offers flexibility, and cost efficiency. Besides the advantages, we found that it 

was challenging for them. Among all, their major concerns were the about the lack of 

interactive feedback, absence of non-verbal communication, time management, and 

organization skills.  

Although our findings explored experience of the online professors and learners, 

the study did not really uncover the key features that lead to the success of online 
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learning. After reading more studies about online learning, reflecting on my own 

experience of taking online course and our study’s results, taking the Narrative Inquiry 

course, and assisting my academic advisor with teaching the course Curriculum Theory: 

Foundation to graduate students, I realized that in order to enhance the quality of online 

learning, it needs more than the research on the benefits and challenges of online 

learning. I have been asking myself what we need to focus on in curricula for online 

learning, and which instructional approaches to recruit to make online learning 

experiential and meaningful. 

Questions after questions appeared and stayed in my mind. For example, 

reflecting on my own experience as an online learner, I wondered how I could express 

my feelings in the class where there is no face-to-face communications. Or when I read 

The Heart of a Teacher (Palmer, 1997), I asked if my professors taught who they were in 

my online courses. Also, I thought about to which extent I and other online learners 

invent ourselves when I read The Arts and the Creation of Mind by Eisner (2002). 

Especially, the question “How teachers can make learning experience in online learning 

transformative” came to me when I read Experience and Education by Dewey (1938).   

As an international doctoral student, I took online courses because I had no 

choice. I always preferred face-to-face classes, because beside the content knowledge, I 

feel I need to be adaptive to the culture, socialization and real communication with the 

instructors and peers. We definitely can take online courses as long as we have internet 

connection anywhere all over the world. Nevertheless, this does not mean that I am 
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against online learning. I am stating this here in the study because I am also curious about 

other online learners’ self-perceptions of their academic life and future career.  

Personally, I recognized that I learn best when I am in inquiry-based courses in 

which the professors facilitated the learning activities and let me and other students to 

explore new knowledge and skill to apply them in authentic tasks or projects. For 

instance, when I took the qualitative research course conventionally, my professors 

guided us to construct a real life research study. Or, in an online course about teaching 

online on Blackboard Learning Management System, the professor assigned us different 

tasks and activities so that by the end of the course I had a new developed online course 

designed by myself. Thinking about other graduate online learners, I am curious how 

they perceive their experience in online learning, especially in inquiry-based online 

courses.  

Hence, I conducted this study to explore the perceptions of the professors and 

doctoral students of the use and effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction in online 

learning. The evaluation on the effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction was viewed 

through the lens of curriculum and instruction as poetry. The curriculum and instruction 

as poetry emphasizes on the learning with the whole self. During the process, experience 

is transformed through consciousness, contemplation, imagination, interaction, creation 

and reflection. 

Statement of the Problem 
Online learning has challenged instructors to find effective instructional and 

pedagogical strategies to make online learning experiences as transformative as ones in 
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conventional classrooms. Effective learning needs to be student-centered, experiential, 

and holistic. Is it possible for instructors to copy what they have in face-to-face 

classrooms and apply in online courses? While research indicates that online learning 

venues are effective means for communicating content, little has been researched on 

whether or not this educational medium effectively teaches what Dewey termed as “the 

whole self". Research shows that the shift from conventional classrooms to online 

learning lead the changes of teaching and learning paradigms of instructors and students. 

How would that shift be effective in terms of promoting students' learning in online 

courses? Could best practice in conventional classroom be transferred into online venues? 

A large body of research proved that inquiry-based strategies were found to be one of the 

best practices in conventional classrooms, but not much has been done to explore how 

effective they are in online setting. In order to gain deep understandings about the 

effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies in online courses, it is important to explore 

perceptions of students and instructors. Therefore, more research about the effectiveness 

of inquiry-based strategies in promoting student's learning with the whole self—student's 

holistic learning—has to be conducted. 

In addition, the effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies needs to be examined 

through a lens of a curriculum and instruction framework to ensure its reliability from the 

curriculum and instruction point of view. The need for a fresh lens leads the construction 

of a new framework which based on the characteristics of poetry and learning with the 

whole self.  
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Purpose of the Study 
The primary purpose of this study is to explore the instructors' and students' 

perceptions of the use and effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies in online courses. The 

second purpose is to develop a new curriculum and instruction framework based on the 

characteristics of poetry and learning with the whole self—student's holistic learning. The 

third purpose is to use the new framework as a fresh lens to examine the effectiveness of 

inquiry-based strategies in promoting student's holistic learning in online courses. 

Research Questions 
The following research questions guided the study:  

1. What are instructors’ and students’ perceptions of the use and 

effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies within online courses? 

2. In what ways (if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within 

online courses inform and meet students’ affective and academic needs? 

3. In what ways (if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within 

online courses inform students’ self-discovery or promote self-

expression? 

4. What insights can be gleaned from using “the curriculum and 

instruction as poetry framework” as a lens for examining online 

instruction—and inquiry strategies, in particular—regarding the 

improvement of online instruction? 
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Definitions of Terms 
Online learning: Online learning is an educational format in which most or all of 

the content is delivered online, and there is no face-to-face meetings (Allen & Seaman, 

2007). 

Synchronous: existing or occurring at the same time (Oxforddictionaries.com). 

In online learning, synchronous activities involve the participants of instructor(s) and 

students at the same time to join a meeting on a chat room during which they can see and 

talk to each other. The chat rooms can be on Skype, Google Hangout, Viber, or other 

media tools. In this study, the synchronous sessions happened on Blackboard Collaborate.  

Asynchronous: Asynchronous means not going at the same rate and exactly 

together with something else, in particular (Oxforddictionaries.com). Asynchronous 

online courses refers to those having no synchronous and face-to-face meetings. The 

interaction in asynchronous courses are via emails, and discussion boards on learning 

management system (LMS). For example, in this study, the asynchronous activities 

happened on Blackboard LMS.  

Blackboard Collaborate TM: This is a simple, convenient, and reliable online 

collaborative learning solution (blackboard.com). This platform is used for synchronous 

meetings in online courses so that instructor(s) and students can get together in the same 

room via collaboration and conference tools.  

Learning with the whole self: Learning with the whole self is process-oriented 

and often results in individuals or communities experiencing positive change or making 

larger personal connections (Palmer, 1990). It is learning that acknowledges students’ 
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identities and contexts. This can mean, in terms of instruction, that attention is paid not 

only to students’ cognitive processes, but to affective and social factors as well 

(Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 2005).  

Inquiry-based instructional approaches: The inquiry-based instructional 

approaches were selected in this study because they focus on process-oriented learning 

and reflect the learning with the whole self, in that they deal with the cognitive, affective 

and social aspects of learning. The approaches were considered in this study are as 

below: 

• Inquiry-based learning: Inquiry-based learning is a student-centered 

learning approach that focuses on questioning, critical thinking, and 

problem solving. In inquiry-based learning classrooms, activities begin 

with a question followed by investigating solutions, creating new 

knowledge, discussing discoveries and experiences, and reflecting on new-

found knowledge (Savery, 2006) 

• Problem-based learning: Problem-based learning is also a student-

centered learning approach that results from the process of working 

toward the understanding or resolution of a real world problem (Barrows 

and Tamblyn, 1980; Bellan et al., 2006).  

• Project-based learning: Project-based learning is a comprehensive 

approach to classroom teaching and learning that is designed to engage 

students in investigation of authentic problem (Blumenfield et al., 1991). 

The uniqueness of project-based learning approach is based on five criteria 
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which are centrality, driving question, constructive investigations, 

autonomy, and realism (Thomas, 2000). 

Poetry: Poetry is an art form in which poets use language in different formats to 

encapsulate a deep response in a few words to evoke their emotion and experience. I 

chose poetry as a criterion to construct a new curriculum and instruction framework 

because poetry produces the feelings and emotions in readers and writers (Pollart, 2011). 

It is also process oriented and contextual like what inquiry-based instructional approaches 

and learning with the whole self is meant to be. The inquiry-based instructional 

approaches need a framework that attends to students' experiences and affective concerns 

as well as their cognitive processes. The framework was constructed from an extensive 

literature review about the poetry, which focuses on student's learning with the whole 

self—holistic learning. 

Significance of the Study 
The significance of the study is to discover what inquiry-based strategies were 

used the online courses considered in this study and how effective they were in 

promoting students' learning experiences, especially students’ learning with the whole 

self. The perceptions of the students and instructors were sought though the study to 

provide deep understandings about what they perceived of the impacts of inquiry-based 

strategies on their learning, and what should be done to improve the learning in inquiry-

based online courses.  

The new constructed curriculum and instruction as poetry framework provide a 

fresh lens to evaluate the effectiveness of instructional strategies in promoting student's 
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holistic learning. The findings of the study will be beneficial for the online instructors, 

online students, school administrators and others who are involved in designing and 

developing online courses and programs at the university. To a larger scale, it will be 

reflection for educators and teachers who find themselves while reading this study.  

Theoretical Framework 
This study was guided by John Dewey's theory of experience in education, and 

Richard E. Clark's belief in the influence of instructional methods on student's learning 

outcomes. Dewey (1938) focused on the experiences of students involving past, present 

and future experience because he believed that education must be based upon experience 

to accomplish its ends both for the individual learner and for the society. Dewey believed 

that there should be an interconnection among students' prior experience, what they 

experience in school and their later experiences in their life. The lack of this connection 

can impact negatively on students' learning. Hence, according to Dewey (1938), teachers 

need to provide meaningful learning experiences for students to ensure the connectivity 

between students' present experience and their future learning experience. Dewey's theory 

about experience influenced how I view the students' learning experiences in this study, 

and what effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies in improving students' learning with 

the whole self—holistic learning.  

 Research shows that the benefits of technology are enormous if online instructors 

know how to utilize them effectively (Hiltz & Turoff, 2005). Technology with the 

support of media tools is the main gate for the communications between instructors and 

students, but whether it is the key element in the success of online learning is still a big 
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concern. Clark (1983) claimed that "media are mere vehicles that deliver instruction but 

do not influence student achievement any more than the truck that delivers our groceries 

causes changes in our nutrition" (p. 445). Sharing different points of view about the 

impact of media on learning, Komaz (1991) concluded that "various aspects of the 

learning process are influenced by the cognitive relevant characteristics of media: their 

technologies, symbol systems, and processing capabilities" (p.205). Responding to 

Komaz's criticism, Clark (1994) once again confirmed that media do not influence 

learning under any conditions, and are not responsible for motivating learning. Clark 

(1994) concluded that "Media and their attributes have important influences on the cost 

or speed of learning but only the use of adequate instructional methods will influence 

learning" (p.27).  Clark (2012) concluded that "media and their attributes have important 

influences on the cost or speed of learning but only the use of adequate instructional 

methods will influence learning" (p. 183). In his presidential speech at the Association for 

Educational Communication and Technology (AECT) 2013, Clark still claimed that the 

instructional methods but not technology and media influence learning outcomes. 

Influenced by Clark's viewpoint, I conducted this study with the belief that instructional 

methods but not technology and media tools decided the students' learning experiences. 

In the context of this study, I explored the use and the effectiveness of inquiry-based 

strategies in two online courses. One course is completely asynchronous, and the other 

one is the integration of both asynchronous and synchronous sessions. The difference 

allowed me to examine what Clark believed in the particular cases in this study. 
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Researcher's Lens: A Curriculum and Instruction as Poetry Framework 
Eisner (2004) stated that driven by discontent with the performance of our 

schools, American schools were once again in the mist of education reform, as we were 

in 1983 with A Nation at Risk, in 1987 with America 2000, and a few years with Goals 

2000. No Child is Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 was enacted and effective in 2002. 

The purpose of NCLB was a standards-based education reform based on the premise that 

setting high standards and establishing measurable goals could improve individual 

outcomes in education. Reflecting on the education reforms, Eisner (2002) wrote: 

We want, especially in America today, a tough curriculum, something rigorous, a 

curriculum that challenges students to think and whose effects are visible in 

higher test scores. At best the arts are considered a minor part of this project. 

(p. xi) 

The focus of these reforms until today has been on the achievements based on the 

test scores. Eisner (2002) stated that if we were going to use test scores as good proxies 

that have predictive validity, we needed proxies that predict performances that matter 

outside the context of the school. The formulation of standards and measurement of 

performance has been a controversial topic for educators, teachers, and the society to 

debate. It is important to step back, sit down, and have a deep look into the true value of 

education, and what the true purpose of education is before moving forward for a so-

called education reform. Therefore, I have questioned if students need only high scores 

and achievements to be able to get a high-paid job after schools. Is it the ultimate goal of 

education? Why are the arts being considered a minor in education reforms?  
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According to Eisner (2002), a school system designed with overriding 

commitment to efficiency may produce outcomes that have little enduring quality. What 

students need are beyond the scores of standardized-tests or academic achievements of 

intensive competitions. In this sense, Simpson, Jackson and Aycock (2005) stated that 

students need to develop a view of life that helps them get beyond their personal interests, 

and consider the interests of others, including their schools, communities, nation, and 

world. Simpson et al. (2005) wrote: 

Teaching considerably entails more than having knowledge of subject matter, and 

pedagogy, and being gifted (whether from nature or experience or study or all 

three), but also includes a set of understandings, activities, interactions, 

relationships, ways of thinking, and grounded habits of intuiting based on a broad 

knowledge of many things, such as society, families, children, psychology, 

democracy, learning, ethics, community, pedagogy, and forms of inquiry and 

creativity. (p.5)  

Therefore teaching is more than transferring the knowledge of subject matter, but it is an 

art and teacher is as an artist (Simpson et al., 2005). Dewey (1897) believed that "the art 

of thus giving shape to human powers and adapting them to social service, is the supreme 

art; one calling into service the best artists; that no insight, sympathy, tact, executive 

power is too great for such service" (cited by Simpson et al., 2005, p. 5). Dewey (1897) 

claimed that teaching remains a distinctive art, and a complex undertaking that demands 

the best artists.  
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Dewey believed that education is the process of transformation involving the 

teacher and student cooperating – much like director and actor – as the student become 

more intellectually capable, personally independent, and socially responsible (Simpson et 

al., 2005). Students have had experiences that have helped make them beautifully 

different, more insightful, reflective, and whole (Simpson et al., 2005). Schools make 

possible a shared way of life, a sense of belonging and community, and they are a 

medium for growing things, in this case children’s minds (Eisner, 2002). Experience is 

central to the growth as it is the medium of education. In turn, education is the process of 

learning to create ourselves, and it is what the arts, both as a process and as the fruits of 

that process, promote. For Eisner (2002), 

Work in the arts is not only a way of creating performances and products; it is a 

way of creating our lives by expanding our consciousness, shaping our 

dispositions, satisfying our quest for meaning, establishing contact with others, 

and sharing a culture. 

The actual work of art is not apart from human experience, but is what the product does 

with and in experience (Dewey, 1934). Education is a process of learning how to become 

the architect of your own experience and therefore learning how to create yourself 

(Eisner, 2002). Palmer (1997) stated that “good teachers join self, subject, and students in 

the fabric of life because they teach from an integral and undivided self; they manifest in 

their own lives, and evoke in their students, a capacity for connectedness" (p. 16). The 

school curriculum is a mind-altering device, and we design educational programs not 

merely to improve schools, but also to improve the ways in which students think. The arts 
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are believed to have distinctive contributions to make to that end through their emphasis 

on the expression of individuality and through the exercise, and development of 

imaginative capacities (Eisner, 2002).  

Evoking the experiences enables the consciousness and imagination of students, 

or vice versa. The interactions between human and the world provoke the imagination of 

human beings into their experience, and expand the present experiences to a broader and 

wiser experiences. Greene (1995) confirmed that among our cognitive capacities, 

imagination is the one that permits us to give credence to alternative realities, and allows 

us to break with the taken for granted, to set aside familiar distinctions and definitions. 

For example, when we read poems, and journals; listen to music and stories; we find 

ourselves actually entering into the authors’ realities by means not solely of our reasoning 

power but of our imagination (Greene, 1995). Imagination is the “gateway” through 

which meanings derived from part experiences find their way into the present, and it is 

“the conscious adjustment of the new and the old (Dewey, 1934). Learners who ground 

themselves in poetic experience confront a question of what it means to be human 

because aesthetic experience has the capacity to move learners and to transform them 

(Greene, 1995). Supposing there is an interconnection among consciousness, 

imaginations, experiences, and poetry, the description of the characteristics of poetry will 

help shed lights on how this connection is. 

Poetic Characteristics 

Poetry is the language of emotion which can encapsulate a deep response in a few 

words (Keifer, 2010). As Farijeon (n.d., cited in Kieder, 2010) described, poetry is not a 

rose, but the sense of rose; not the sea, but the sound of the sea. Kieder believed that 
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poetry does more than mirror life, since it reveals life in new dimensions, and goes from 

delight to wisdom. According to Keifer (2010), poetry communicates experience by 

appealing to both the thoughts and the feelings of its reader, and demands total response 

from the individual – all the intellect, senses, emotion, and imagination. Back in the 

twentieth century, Oakeshott (1959) wrote:  

Poetry begins with an emotional experience undergone by the poet himself (anger, 

for example, or love, or dejection, or loss of faith), this emotional experience is 

then contemplated, and from this activity of contemplation a poetic image is 

generated which is an ‘expression’ of an analogue of the original emotional 

experience and consequently may be expected to give us what Sidney (Apologie 

for Poetri) calls “a more familiar insight” into the experience. 

The process of making a poem transforming and revitalizing experience is not simply an 

affair of using associations of ideas and metaphors in order to remind us of the way our 

minds work and deepen our appreciation of everyday reality, but, on the part of the poet, 

an exploration (Skelton ,1963). The meaning of a poem (or any other type of text) is 

created through the interaction of the poet’s experiences, knowledge, and written words 

with the reader’s experiences and knowledge (Collins, 2008). An example of a poetic 

reader is the case of Young (2002). After reading the long poem Giscome Road (1998), 

Young (2002) wrote a poetic response involving an aesthetic interpretive practice and 

extends both personal and academic meaning making through critical theory. Young 

(2002) found that conducting a poetic response through critical theory is an active 

process of engagement, and an interventionist practice and transformative experience in 
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which she began to think differently about curriculum research and practice. In every 

poem, a self is implicit (Baker & Citino, 2002). According to Rosenblatt (2005), the 

experienced work is what should be being analyzed or criticized. 

Reflecting a primary characteristic of poetry (Leavy, 2009), the work of 

Rosenblatt (2005), Eisner (2002), Simpson (2005), Dewey (1938) and Greene (1995) 

support the notion that effective instruction involves a total response from each 

individual. The first characteristic that could be used to help evaluate the effectiveness of 

inquiry-based assignments in online course is the experience which demands a total 

response for an individual. The inquiry-based assignments must be designed and 

developed in a way that students can be directly engage in the learning activities, and able 

to solve authentic problems based on their prior knowledge and experience with the 

scaffoldings from teachers as facilitators. The inquiry-based assignments should be built 

Poetry

Emotional

Experiential

SelfExploratory

Transforma
-tive

Figure 1: Characteristics of Poetry 
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upon experiential learning theory followed the constructivist philosophy. It is also 

important for teachers to pay attention to how to integrate technology inquiry-based 

assignments in online courses, because without the presence and support of technology, 

online learning cannot occur. The effectiveness of inquiry-based assignments can be 

evaluated by the transformative experience that students learn from each learning task, or 

assignment. In the learning process, students should have the opportunities, if desired, to 

talk freely about the experience with peers and with the teacher (Rosenblatt, 2005). 

According to Simpson et al. (2005), students have had prior experiences that could help 

make them beautifully different, more insightful, reflective, and whole. Dewey (1938) 

claimed that the transformation process must involve the teacher and student cooperating 

as the student become more intellectually capable, personally independent, and socially 

responsible. Eisner (2002) believed that helping the young learn how to make that 

transformation is another of education’s most important aims. Eisner indicated that 

students need to learn to connect what they have learned in their school to the world 

beyond it, extend and apply it to other domains. Finally, the most important characteristic 

of poetry that could be used is the whole self, because education is the process of learning 

how to invent oneself (Eisner, 2002). The self appears as activity “imagining”, i.e., the 

self-making and recognizing images, and moving about among them in manners 

appropriate to their characters and with various degrees of aptitude (Oakeshott, 1959).   

From a thorough review of the roles of the arts and schools, and the 

characteristics of poetry, I constructed a curriculum and instruction as poetry framework 

entailing six dimensions: 
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Imagining the whole self is the destination of educational process. The process 

involves the learning contexts and the prior experiences of teachers and learners through 

which they will reflect upon the past to form new experience to explore the world. 

Forming new experience requires one’s consciousness and contemplation, imaginations, 

and creativity. In teaching, it is the responsibility of the teacher to initiate the process, and 

transform the knowledge and skills to the learners through the interactions between 

him/her with the learners. There must be connections between what students see in the 

world around them and what happens in school (Collins, 2008). The process is not an 

imposition from teachers or above only serving for the goals of achieving good 

performances with high standards and scores. But, it is a transformativeve 

processduringwhich learners are encouraged to be confident in themselves, and be able to 

Whole Self
(Reflection)

Exploration + 
Creation

Experience + 
Context

Consciousness+ 
Contemplation

Imagination + 
Creativity

Interaction + 
Transformation

Figure 2: Curriculum and Instruction as Poetry Framework 
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relate and apply what they learn into their life, the real world. Dewey (1938) believed that 

“Education is not preparation for life; education is life itself”. Furthermore, the 

application will provoke their imaginations and creativity for creations. Therefore, 

transformation is continuously being transformed. 

Assumptions 
When I took coursework in the first three years of my doctoral program, I 

experienced many online courses. Some of them were inquiry-based and some were not. I 

also conducted a research study in instructors' and students' perceptions of the benefits 

and challenges of online learning. Although the research findings have not been 

published yet, they provided me with deeper understandings about online learning. 

Hence, I believe that my experience in taking online courses and doing research in online 

learning allowed me to develop some assumptions regarding student's learning 

experiences in inquiry-based online courses. I assumed that instructors and students 

would have positive perceptions of the use and effectiveness of inquiry-based 

instructional approaches their online courses; students could be able to learn with their 

whole self during the courses; and the curriculum and instruction as poetry framework 

would be a fresh lens to evaluate the effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies in 

promoting student's holistic learning. 

Limitations of the Study 
This study was conducted as a qualitative case study research within the context 

of two online courses on Blackboard LMS. The limitation of the study was that I could 

not access the emails that the students contacted with the instructors due to the 
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confidentiality while the email content might be a resource for exploring the holistic 

aspect of the learning process.  

Chapter Summary 
This chapter starts with a poem I wrote about my feelings about online learning 

and the importance of learning with the whole self in online setting. The chapter provides 

an overview of the study with the introduction to the study, background to the problem, 

statement of the problem, purpose of the study, research questions, definitions of terms, 

significance of the study, theoretical framework, researcher's lens, assumptions, and 

limitations of the study. The purpose of this study was to explore the instructors' and 

students' perceptions of the application of inquiry-based instructional approaches in 

online courses. The participants' thoughts of the effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies 

were also investigated. Regarding examining the effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies 

in improving student's holistic learning in online courses, I utilized the new constructed 

curriculum and instruction as poetry framework as a lens. The framework was used for 

the examination because it entails all the dimensions that are included in the notion of 

learning with the whole self (holistic learning). The framework was constructed based on 

the characteristics of poetry and the learning with the whole self. The study was guided 

by Dewey's theory regarding the impacts of experience in education and Clark's 

viewpoint about the influences of instructional methods on learning. The next chapter 

will address literature supporting to the study. 



Texas Tech University, Thanh Thi Ngoc Phan, December 2015 

27 

CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 
This chapter discusses the literature supporting my research study. The chapter 

starts with an introduction to online learning including its brief history, benefits, and the 

challenges of effective online instruction. The application of constructivist theory in 

online learning will be also mentioned together with the quest for transferring best 

practice to online venues. Under the umbrella of constructivism and experiential learning 

theory, inquiry-based instructions like inquiry-based learning and project-based learning 

will be discussed with the aim to figure out why they are effective instructional strategies 

for promoting student's holistic learning. 

Brief History of Online Learning 
Online education is a descendent of distance education and has a shared history 

with correspondence learning (Caruth & Caruth, 2013; Harasim, 2000). Online learning 

is the fifth generation of distance education since the worldwide explosion of the internet 

(Moore & Kearsley, 2011). The first totally online courses for adult education began in 

1981 with noncredit “mini-courses” and executive training programs (Harasim, 2000). 

During the 1980s, online courses and programs were continuously developed with the 

great turning point of the Internet revolution in 1989. In 1989, the first large scale online 

course was launched in the Open University in the United of Kingdom with the 

enrollment of 1,500 students (Harasim, 2000). The worldwide enrollment of online 

learners has reached into thousands since online education has taken over the emerging 
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markets (Deal, 2002; Karber, 2001).Since the early twentieth century, online education 

has become a vehicle to provide access to underserved populations (Singh & Pan, 2004). 

The appearance of web-based programs has provided a conducive environment 

for online learning. The 1990s were time of other significant firsts in online educational 

activities (Harasim, 2000; Moore & Kearsley, 2011). In 1993, the first web browser 

called Mosaic was created and gave educators a powerful new way of opening access to 

learning at a distance (Moore & Kearsley, 2011). In 1995, major online research 

programs, such as the TeleLearning and Network of Center of Excellence (TL.NCE), 

were initiated (Harasim, 2000). A number of universities started running web-based 

programs, for example, the Online Campus of the New York Institute of Technology, 

Connect Ed in partnership with the New School for Social Research in New York, and 

the International School of Information Management (Harasim, 2000). 

In the last three decades, the number of people who have gained access to the 

Internet has been increasing in the United States. The statistics of the Miniwatts 

Marketing Group (2010, cited in Moore & Kearsley, 2011) showed that in 1995 only 9% 

of American adults had access to the Internet; however, by 2010 that number had 

increased to 77%. The number of students taking at least one online course in the United 

States has been increasing at a robust rate. Allen and Seaman (2014) reported that "there 

were 412,000 more online students in Fall 2012 than in Fall 2011, for a new total of 7.1 

million students taking at least one online course" (p.15). 

The rapid enrollment growth has made online learning no longer peripheral or 

supplementary (Harasim, 2000). More and more online programs have been launched in 
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many colleges and universities across the United States. Since "everything happens for a 

reason", the increase in online learning must have its own rationale. Examining the 

reasons for the expansion will deeper understandings about this new learning format.    

Rationale for the Increase of Online Learning 
Perhaps the lure of online learning stems from the benefits it has offered to 

learners.  The first advantage of taking an online program is the flexibility in terms of 

time and location (Li & Irby, 2008; Simonson, Smaldino, Albright & Zvacek, 2012; 

Song, Singleton, Hill, & Koh, 2004). Li and Irby (2008) found that online learning 

attracted individuals with work or family constraints. Learners still can keep their jobs 

and take care of their families while taking online courses because they can arrange study 

times that best fit their own schedules. Besides the flextime, online students are granted 

the opportunities to study from anywhere in the world. By participating in online 

programs, students do not have to travel back and forth to campus, but they still can 

access to the course sites and work at their own pace (Li & Irby, 2008). Additionally, in 

online learning, "all students, regardless of gender, ethnicity, appearance, or disabling 

condition, are on equal ground" (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright & Zvacek, 2012, p.126).  

Online learning is not only beneficial for learners but also for institutions offering 

both conventional and online learning programs. When providing online programs in lieu 

of face-to-face ones, educational institutions can save some cost such as classroom 

operations, travel, etc. Twigg (2003) found that all thirty institutions in his study reduced 

costs by about 40% on average, with a range of 20% to 84% when applying the new 

models for online learning (p. 30). In a corporate learning environment, Zhang and 
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Nunamaker (2003) found that about 40% of money spent on in conventional classroom 

training is eaten up by travel cost.  

Delivery Formats of Online Learning: Synchronous versus Asynchronous 
The unique characteristic of online learning is the contact between teachers and 

students through the use of emails and other electronic means (Karber, 2003). According 

to Larreamendy-Joerns and Leinhardt (2006), online instruction that relies on 

synchronous and asynchronous learning networks fulfills the ideal of interactive distance 

learning (p. 583). In asynchronous online learning, students can access online courses 

anytime while synchronous online learning allows for real-time interaction between 

students and instructors (Ally, 2004). The emphasis on problem solving, the use of 

dynamic representations, and the regular provision of feedback can transform passive 

learning experiences into active ones. 

As a new learning format, not only does online learning offer benefits for 

educational institutions and students but also challenges in term of selecting and applying 

effective instruction in online learning. Exploring the challenges of online instruction 

helps figure out a suggested solutions for enhancing the learning quality.  

Challenges of Online Instruction 
Coyner and McCann (2004) stated that technological challenges in online learning 

could be caused by utilizing incompatible classroom materials with the electronic format, 

and some elements, such as video clips that may not be accessible to students. However, 

technology was not found as the biggest challenge but still bring hassles for both teachers 

and students, especially those who do not have basic technological skills. The networking 
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technology available lacked elements needed for education application (Reeves, 2002). 

Therefore, it is hard for instructors to interpret hidden meanings in what the student 

writes and be able to provide instructive feedback without overextending their time 

commitment to each student (Moore and Kearsley, 2011). Online instructors will not 

know how students react to what they have written (or say in a live session), unless you 

ask them to tell you through some feedback mechanism.   

Lack of sense of community, time constraints, and the difficulty in understanding 

the objectives of online courses are also challenging students (Song, Singleton, Hill & 

Koh, 2004; Palloff & Pratt, 2000). Due to the rapid growth of online learning, Ouzts 

(2006) concerned about the quality of instruction related to the lack of interaction, social 

process, and social presence to promote socialization of students into a profession. Li and 

Irby (2008) indicated that online education could empower learners to reach their career 

goals and to meet degree or certification recruitment as long as it was effectively 

managed. This raised a great demand for effective instructions which should focus not 

only on the technological aspects of the online courses but also on the learners' goals, 

objectives, and expectations (Song, Singleton, Hill & Koh, 2004).  

Online learning is a new specialty that precluded faculty from teaching as they 

used to teaching (Dielekmann et al., 1998). The shift from face-to-face classrooms to 

online learning requires the teachers to adjust their teaching paradigm in the way that the 

entire course from the regular classroom is translated to web-based environment (Reeves 

& Brown, 2002).The upfront planning and organization is a vital challenge to the 

teachers (Coyer & McCann, 2004). Online learning requires faculty to move beyond old 
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pedagogical models into new practices that are more facilitative (Palloff & Pratt, 2000). It 

posts a new challenge and brings a new paradigm to educators, and its potential is still an 

undiscovered territory waiting to be explored (Li & Irby, 2008). In order to be successful 

in online teaching, faculty must be able to think out of the box and set aside the tradition 

teacher-centered instructional model (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright & Zvacek, 2012). 

Therefore, the question here is how faculty can overcome those challenges to find 

a teaching paradigm that best fits online learning environment to ensure the learning 

quality as good as in face-to-face classrooms. Is it possible for faculty to translate the best 

practice in conventional learning to online learning? Is it effective when the best practice 

is translated and implemented in online learning? This is what this study aims to explore. 

The following part will uncover what was found to be effective instructions in 

conventional classroom and could be transferred into online venues.  

Constructivism in Online Learning 
Constructivist learning theory supported this research study in terms of providing 

a theoretical foundation. Fosnot and Perry (1996) defined constructivism as a 

psychological theory which stemmed from the burgeoning field of cognitive science. 

Constructivists viewed learners as active rather than passive (Dewey, 1916; Piaget, 1973; 

Vygotsky, 1978; Bruner, 1996; Fosnot & Perry, 1996; Ally, 2004). In other words, the 

learner is the center of the learning, and the instructor is considered as a guide or a 

facilitator rather than a director (Dewey, 1916; Ally, 2004). As described by Ally (2004), 

when implementing constructivist theory, online learning should be an active process 

which keeps learners active doing meaningful activities resulting in high-level 
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processing, and asks learners to apply the information in a practical situation. Ally (2004) 

also suggested that in constructivist-based online learning, learners should be given 

control of the learning process, time and opportunity to reflect. Learning should be made 

meaningful, interactive, collaborative and cooperative. In a discussion about 

constructivism in online learning, Campbell (2008) concluded that incorporating 

constructivism in an online environment required forethought and willingness to adapt. 

Best Practice 
Best practice is a shorthand emblem of serious, thoughtful, informed, responsible, 

state-of-the-art teaching, which draws a long history of inquiry into the psychology and 

dynamics of learning (Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 2005). They described best practice 

included three main clusters which are student-centered, cognitive and social. The first 

cluster consists of five principles: student-centered, experiential, holistic, authentic, and 

challenging. The next five principles focus on the cognitive and developmental aspects of 

teaching and learning including cognitive, developmental, constructivist, expressive, and 

reflective. The final three principles remind us to attend to social and interpersonal 

aspects of teaching and learning in schools. 

Eisner (2004) concerned about the learning experience of students: What 

connections are students helped to make between what they study in class and the world 

outside the school? Can students apply what they have learned or what they have learned 

how to learn? Can they engage in the kind of learning they will need in order to deal with 

problems and issues outside of the classroom? In a free democratic state, at least a part of 

the role of education is to help youngsters learn how to define their own purposes. Dewey 
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(1897) believed that under the proper educational conditions, a spark of intrinsic interest 

can be nurtured into a flame of committed life purpose. 

In a school that is doing well, opportunities for the kind of thinking that yields 

good questions would be promoted because the major aim of education is the transfer of 

learning (Eisner, 2004). In best practice classes, students are centered and the starting 

point is students’ real interests, and investigating students’ own questions should always 

take precedence over studying arbitrarily and distantly selected content (Zemelman, 

Daniels & Hyde, 2005). 

In Making Sense of "Best Practice" in Teaching History, Hartzler-Miller (2001) 

revisited reform proposals in history education which call for increased emphasis on 

historical inquiry. According to Hartzler-Miller (2001), historical inquiry can be viewed 

as an instructional approach that brings together new understandings in the discipline of 

history with recent developments in cognitive research, especially in regard to children's 

historical thinking. The beginning history teacher in this qualitative case study held 

knowledge and beliefs about subject matter and students considered essential for teaching 

historical inquiry. However, the teacher was reluctant to take this approach, for reasons 

that shed light on divergent interpretations of best practice. 

Teaching with best practice can enhance students' learning experience and help 

them to be able to connect what they learn to their real life, and spark their intrinsic 

motivation to become life-long learners. Reflecting on Dewey's belief in experience, 

education must be conceived as a continuing reconstruction of experience (1897). 

Experience is important to enhance students' learning quality. 



Texas Tech University, Thanh Thi Ngoc Phan, December 2015 

35 

Experiential Learning 

Definition 

Experiential learning was considered as a necessary component of formal 

instruction in colleges and universities for several reasons (Kolb, 1984; Cantor, 1997). 

Learning from experience was centered in the theories of constructivists such as Dewey, 

Lewin, Piaget, and James. Those scholars believed that experiential learning is a 

statement of fact, i.e., people do learn from their experiences (Kolb, 1984). Learning is 

the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience 

(Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2005). Basically, the rationale for experiential learning 

originates from faculty’s concern and the complexity of college students. Faculty were 

trying to provide the chances for their students to more easily enter their chosen 

professions or meet their desired goals upon graduation (CAEL, 1990; Gettys, 1990, cited 

in Cantor, 1997).  

Kolb, Boyatzis, and Mainemelis (2001) believed that experiential learning theory 

(ELT) helps us to understand learning and flexibility at a deeper and yet more 

comprehensive level than previously. ELT is the foundation for an approach to education 

and learning as a lifelong process that is soundly based in intellectual traditions of social 

psychology, philosophy, and cognitive psychology.  

Why Experiential Learning is Important in an Online Setting 

Experiential learning was found effective when being applied in online courses 

(Strait & Sauer, 2004). In online courses, students may come from different states or even 

countries so it is challenging to provide a quality experience to meet the needs of multiple 

students in multiple communities. Online instructors were more concerned with the 
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mechanics of course delivery than with the individual concerns of students due to no 

face-to-face interactions (Richmond & Cummings, 2005). (Strait & Sauer, 2004) 

indicated that online learning challenged students to think in new ways, explore new 

ways of problem solving, and raise critical questions about their learning and service. 

Strait and Sauer (2004, p.62) found that “experiential education provides a bridge 

between learning in the classroom and learning on the job" (p.62). They introduced 

service-learning or e-service to offer excellent outreach to community organizations and 

fill a void in meeting community needs. Strait and Sauer (2004) believed that service-

learning experiences allowed students not only to sharpen the focus of their own 

instruction and learning but also to deepen their level of inquiry through question, making 

connections, and honoring multiple perspectives. They concluded that the service 

learning experiences enhanced student's academic experience through experiential 

learning that reflects the complex issues of student's future workplaces. 

In online learning it is important that faculty must know which pedagogical and 

instructional methods that best enhance the learning experience. If the goal is to achieve 

best teaching practice, pedagogical and instructional issues are paramount (Chizmar & 

Williams, 1998). This study recommends the implementation the inquiry-based 

instruction in online courses based on the findings of Stripling (2008). The examination 

on the literature about inquiry-based learning will support this choice. The next part will 

discuss what inquiry-based learning is, how it has been applied in online learning, how it 

relates to best practice and experiential learning, and why it is connected to the whole self 

of learners.  
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Inquiry-Based Learning 

Background and Development of Inquiry-Based Instruction 

Grounded in Dewey’s educational philosophy, inquiry-based learning (IBL) is a 

student-centered and active learning approach focusing on questioning, critical thinking, 

and problem solving (Savery, 2006). Much inquiry-based learning draws on ideas from 

experiential learning theory which was mentioned in the previous part (Healey, 2005). 

Kolb (1984) stated that "knowledge is created through the transformation of experience" 

(p.38). In inquiry-based learning, students will be provided with opportunities to directly 

engage with research, and a range of different learning experiences and styles (Healey & 

Jenkins, 2002). IBL is a process that allows the teacher and students to post questions 

about topics that are already in the curriculum (Mazzulla, 2011).  

Inquiry-based learning approach emphasizes on experiential learning in which 

learners are the center and directly involve in their learning process through questioning, 

inquiry, and critical thinking (Boss, 2011). IBL reflects the constructivist philosophy but 

under different scopes. It is important to understand the constructivist philosophy to be 

successful in implementing inquiry-based learning in class, especially in online courses. 

According to Krajcik et al. (1994), in constructivist philosophy, the locus is on the need 

for students to learn by addressing authentic problems, to construct multiple 

representations and to apply information, and the role of a learning community in 

creating understanding. Basically, the focus of the learning process in inquiry-based 

instruction entails a shift in learning objectives and roles from teacher-centered to 

student-centered. The shift from teaching in traditional classrooms to teaching applying 

new instructional approaches can conflict with deep-seated beliefs on the part of a 
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teacher, leading to conflicts which can take a good deal of time to resolve (Thomas, 

2000). Teachers must be capable of recognizing and accepting this shift in their function 

to become comfortable with implementing student-centered pedagogies (Grant & Hill, 

2006).  

According to the common wisdom of Confucius, the nature of instruction and 

human learning focuses on the involvement of learners (Hmelo-Silber, Duncan, & Chinn, 

2007). The Confucius's belief focused on the involvement of learners in the 

understanding process. In responding to this, the inquiry-based learning answers even 

more than the level of understanding. Inquiry-based instructional approaches involves the 

learner with appropriate scaffolding, in the practices and conceptualizations of the 

discipline and in this way promote the construction of knowledge we recognized as 

learning (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007). The focus is the experiential learning process during 

which learners are directly engaging in constructing new knowledge. The learning is 

continuing process within which learners gain transformative experience, which means 

they can apply what they have learned in the real world.  

In inquiry-based learning classrooms, activities begin with a question followed by 

investigating solutions, creating new knowledge as information is gathered and 

understood, discussing discoveries and experiences, and reflecting on new-found 

knowledge (Savery, 2006). The general goal of IBL was to help students recognize that 

they were ultimately responsible for their own learning (Albright et al., 2012). McKinney 

(2010) stated that IBL refers to a variety of pedagogies that involve students in discovery 

or research, and employ approaches to learning that are essentially student-led. Inquiry-
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based instruction allows students the opportunity to acquire specific investigation skills 

(Edelson, Gordin, & Pea, 1999, p.393). 

In general, these approaches emphasized on experiential learning in which 

learners are the center and directly involve in their learning process through questioning, 

inquiry, and critical thinking (Boss, 2011). Each reflects the constructivist philosophy but 

under different scopes. It is important to understand the notions of constructivist 

approach to be successful in implementing these approaches, especially in online courses. 

According to Krajcik et al. (1994), in constructivist philosophy, the locus is on the need 

for students to learn by addressing authentic problems, to construct multiple 

representations and to apply information, and the role of a learning community in 

creating understanding. Basically, the focus of the learning process in three mentioned 

approaches entails a shift in learning objectives and roles from teacher-centered to 

student-centered. The shift from teaching in traditional classrooms to teaching applying 

new instructional approaches can conflict with deep-seated beliefs on the part of a 

teacher, leading to conflicts which can take a good deal of time to resolve (Thomas, 

2000). Teachers must be capable of recognizing and accepting this shift in their function 

to become comfortable with implementing student-centered pedagogies (Grant & Hill, 

2006).  

In online learning, it is more challenging for online instructors to construct 

inquiry-based tasks and assignments because the communications and interaction in 

online course are only by texts. Although there are also synchronous activities set up for 

live chat, most activities are asynchronous. As information explores and teachers 
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recognize that they can never deliver all the important information in their subject area, a 

new consensus is forming about the necessity of teaching students how, rather than what, 

to learn (Stripling, 2008). Hence, the power of inquiry to provoke deeper learning has 

been increasingly recognized (Stripling, 2008). Stripling (2008) suggested that the 

general cycle of most models of inquiry including the following criteria:  

• Tapping into prior experience, background knowledge, 

• Generating intriguing questions or problems that can be investigated, 

• Developing a plan for investigation, 

• Selecting resources – select, analyze, and evaluate information that 

addresses the questions or problems, 

• Organizing information, finding patterns, drawing conclusions and new 

understandings, 

• Creating demonstration of learning and sharing with others, and 

• Reflecting on the process and product of learning; generating new 

questions. (p.51). 

Besides, in cyberspace where all the learning process occurs with the support of 

technology, teachers need to pay attention to how to integrate technology as a cognitive 

support for inquiry (Owens, Hester, & Teale, 2002). Owens et al. (2002) stated that 

inquiry-based learning is not new; however, the availability of technology to support the 

process provides a key element.  
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Project-Based Learning (PjBL) 

Harada, Kirio and Yamamoto (2008) stated that PjBL is rooted in the experiential 

learning theory. It has been emerged as an effective approach to learning and teaching as 

a result of revolutions in learning theory over the last 25 years, and fundamental shifts in 

thinking about education in a changing world (The Buck Institute for Education, 2002).  

Bell (2010) defined PjBL as an innovative approach to learning that teaches a 

multitude of strategies critical for success in the twenty-first century. PjBL is a model 

that organizes learning around projects (Thomas, 2000). Blumenfeld et al. (1991) 

believed that PjBL is a comprehensive approach to classroom teaching and learning that 

is designed to engage students in investigation of authentic problems. In PjBL, students 

learn with a student-driven, teacher-facilitated approach to learning and pursue 

knowledge by asking questions that have piqued their natural curiosity (Bell, 2010). 

When students involved in a project, their performance was improved. Hence they 

worked harder and they gave better quality of work (Tamim & Grant, 2013). In PjBL, 

learners are supposed to be the center of learning process and the investigators of their 

learning.  

According to Thomas (2000), the uniqueness of PjBL projects are based on five 

criteria which are centrality, driving question, constructive investigations, autonomy, and 

realism. PjBL experiences are frequently organized around a driving question 

(Blumenfeld et al., 1991). In PjBL, students are engaged in investigating an authentic 

question or problem that drives activities and organizing concepts and principles; result in 

students developing a series of artifacts, or products that address the question/problem; 

allow students to engage in investigations; and involve students, teachers, and members 
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of society in a community of inquiry as they collaboration (Krajcik et al., 1994).  Bell 

(2010) perceived that PjBL is a key strategy for creating independent thinkers and 

learners, and in PBL, students solve real-world problems. Learners with similar inquiries 

may elect to work cooperatively, thereby nurturing twenty-first-century collaboration and 

communication skills and honoring students’ individual learning styles or preferences” 

(Bell, 2010). 

Inquiry-Based Learning in Online Learning 

To teach and learn effectively in an online environment, we must understand the 

concepts of student-centered learning (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2012, 

p.122). When sharing his experience in teaching online, Pelz (2010) suggested three 

principles of effective online pedagogy. The first principle is to let the students do most 

of the work and the teacher should move from "sage on the stage" to "guide on the side" 

(Pelz, 2010, p.103). The second principle is to consider interactivity as the heart and the 

soul of effective asynchronous learning. The third principle is to strive for social 

presence, cognitive presence and teaching presence. Teaching experience of more than 30 

years helped Pelz to realize that the learner is, for the most part, in charge of what gets 

learner.  

Although there are also synchronous activities set up for live chat, most activities 

are asynchronous. As information explores and teachers recognize that they can never 

deliver all the important information in their subject area, a new consensus is forming 

about the necessity of teaching students how, rather than what, to learn (Stripling, 2008). 

Hence, the power of inquiry to provoke deeper learning has been increasingly recognized 

(Stripling, 2008). In online learning where all the learning process occurs with the 
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support of technology, teachers need to pay attention to how to integrate technology as a 

cognitive support for inquiry (Owens, Hester, & Teale, 2002). Inquiry-based learning is 

not new; however, the availability of technology to support the process provides a key 

element (Owens et al., 2002). Technology only helps carry out the same old activity a bit 

faster or easier, and the activity itself has to change (Salomon, Perkins, & Globerson, 

1991). 

While research indicates that online learning venues are effective means for 

communicating content, little has been researched on whether or not this educational 

medium effectively teaches what Dewey termed as “the whole self".  

The Importance of Learning with the Whole Self 
Learning with the whole self is process-oriented and often results in individuals or 

communities experiencing positive change or making larger personal connections 

(Palmer, 1990). It is learning that acknowledges students’ identities and contexts. 

Student-centered is the key approach in learning with the whole self, i.e., students take 

ownership of their learning through inquiry. The students do not only gain new 

knowledge and skills, but also apply what they learn in authentic real world situations. 

What students experience during the learning process is not merely the learning content 

but the affection and social presence within and out of the classroom. Hence, in order to 

teach effectively,  the teachers should not only pay attention to students' cognitive 

processes, but also to affective and social aspects (Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 2005). 

In best practice classroom, students are the centered of the learning process, 

which means they are actively involving in authentic activities. Learning should be 
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holistic, challenging and experiential. Sharing the same view, Kolb and Kolb (2005) 

stated that learning is a holistic process of adaptation to the world, and it involves the 

integrated functioning of the total person – thinking, feeling, perceiving, and behaving. 

Palmer (1990) described an authentically educated person is the one who can both 

embrace and transcend the particularity of his or her story.  

If we believed that knowing requires a personal relation between the knower and 

the known (as some new epistemologies tell us) our students would be invited to 

learn by interacting with the world, not by viewing it from afar. By keeping 

students passive and feeding them a steady diet of facts, we try to kill off their 

passions. Conventional education strives not to locate and understand the self in 

the world, but to get it out of the way. (Palmer, 1983, p.35) 

The best practice was proved to be successful in traditional classrooms. For example, at 

Martin Elementary School in South San Francisco, California, Best Practice in Reading 

was applied to help English learners practice reading (Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 2005, 

p. 63-72). By the end of the program, the students seemed to understand the importance 

of the work they were doing with literature and with each other. One of the students said 

reading is for getting smart. But, the question here is how it can be translated and applied 

in online setting which is free of face to face communication. Palmer (1990) believed that 

when students do not see the connection between subject and self, the inducement to 

learn is very low. That is true because negative emotion such as fear and anxiety can 

block learning, while positive feelings of attraction and interest may be essential for 

learning (Kolb & Kolb, 2005).  
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Hunt (1987, 1991) described inside-out learning as a process of beginning with 

one in learning by focusing on one’s experienced knowledge, that is, the implicit theories, 

metaphors, interests, desires, and goals that guide experience. Hunt suggested that 

making space for inside-out learning by linking educational experiences to the learner’s 

interests kindles intrinsic motivation and increase learning effectiveness.  Under the 

proper educational conditions, a spark of intrinsic interest can be nurtured into a flame of 

committed life purpose (Dewey, 1897). By developing their effectiveness as learners, 

Keeton, Sheckley and Griggs (2002) supposed that students can be empowered to take 

responsibility for their own learning by understanding how they learn best and the skills 

necessary to learn in regions that are uncomfortable for them (p.209). Good teachers need 

the courage to expose one's ignorance as well as insight to invite contradiction and 

consent to yield some control in order to empower the group, and to evoke other people's 

lives as well as reveal one's own (Palmer, 1990, p.16). Providing students with a strong 

community will help them develop a sense of true self because "only in community can 

the self exercise and fulfill its nature: giving and taking, listening and speaking, being and 

doing" (Palmer, 2009, p.39). 

The Connections Between Learning with the Whole Self and Inquiry-Based 

Instruction 

As defined above, learning with the whole self is process-oriented and student-

centered, which is aligned with the nature of inquiry-based learning approach in terms of 

enhancing the educational transformation. When students are learning with their whole 

self, they take the ownership of their study as they do in learning through inquiry. 

Reminiscent of what Freire (2000) stated, learners who, in learning to read and write, 
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come to a new awareness of selfhood and begin to look critically at the social situation in 

which they find themselves, often take the initiative in acting to transform the society 

(p.17). The emphasis on inquiry is a nature extension of John Dewey's ideas of learning 

through experience (Stripling, 2008). Dewey (1938) believed that learners draw meaning 

of what they learn by connecting one experience to another and to the future and by 

reflecting on and organizing the ideas that emerge from the experiences. Stripling (2003) 

described the inquiry process as follow. 

 

Figure 3:Inquiry Process (Adapted from Strippling, 2003) 

  
In inquiry-based learning, students are connected to the self and prior knowledge 

(connect). Dewey (1897) believed that emotions are the reflex of actions, therefore 

education must begin with a psychological insight into the student's capacities, interests, 

and habits. Students in inquiry-based class are more motivated to pursue learning on their 

own than students who are fed pre-organized information (Stripling, 2008). This confirms 

Dewey's belief about the self of learners in education. Dewey (1897) believed that "the 

only true education comes through the stimulation of the child's powers by the demands 

of the social situations in which he find himself" (p.77). Students' curiosity is aroused by 

wondering about the real world problems and start generating questions, making 

questions and developing hypotheses (wonder). Learning is not an imposition of the 

teacher to require students to form certain habits, and to follow certain ideas (Dewey, 

1897). With the guidance of the teachers, the students find and evaluate information to 
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answer questions and test hypotheses (investigate). The data from the investigation helps 

the students to build new understandings, draw new conclusions about questions and 

hypotheses (construct). In the two last phases, students will communicate new ideas, and 

apply understandings to a new context or situation (express). Finally each student reflects 

on one's own process of learning and new understandings gain from inquiry, and pose 

new questions (reflect).  

Why exploring the learning with the whole self in inquiry-based online 

learning through a poetic lens?  There is a dearth of literature connecting student-

centered, holistic instruction with online learning. Research venues that offer researchers 

a fresh lens for analyzing data with the “whole self” (Dewey, 1987) are important for 

making changes. A possible lens for improving online instruction in such a way that it 

accommodates students’ whole self is the vehicle of poetry as a format for both 

communication and analysis. According to Leavy (2009) "the poetic representation of 

social scientific data offers qualitative researchers a representational form that can in 

some ways be understood as an extension of what they may already do; however, poetry 

also offers a very particular form in which to interpret and represent human experience 

and should not be viewed simply as another writing template" (p. 64). Research (Bonk & 

Cunningham, 1998; Thomas, 2000; Zemelman, Daniel, & Hyde, 2005) indicated that 

learning environments containing characteristics that attend to students promote 

instruction that is lasting, effective, even transformational. In order to better comprehend 

and re-construct this type of holistic instruction—especially within new venues (online)--

educators also need a lens or framework that incorporates these characteristics in a more 

holistic manner. Poetic formats hold the potential for offering teachers and researchers a 
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means of observing, analyzing and communicating about instruction in ways that better 

capture the “whole” picture of an educational context and students’ experiences. 

Therefore the following section will provide both a literature review and a rationale 

regarding poetry and its use in education. 

Rationale for Poetry as Communication and Meaning Making in Instruction 
Inquiry-based instruction engages students directly in learning activities with 

scaffolding from the teacher to explore the new knowledge and skills through solving 

authentic problems (Colburn, 2000; Hmelo-Silver, Duncan & Chinn, 2007). Responding 

to Kirscher, Sweller, and Clark (2006), Hmelo-Silver et al. (2007) stated that inquiry-

based learning (IBL) is not minimally guided instructional approaches but rather provide 

extensive scaffolding and guidance to facilitate student learning. Hmelo-Silver et al. 

(2007) concluded that the goals of learning should include not only conceptual and 

procedural knowledge but also the flexible thinking skills and the epistemic practices of 

the domain that prepare students to be lifelong learners and adaptive experts. 

The first characteristic that could be used to help evaluate the effectiveness of 

inquiry-based assignments in online course is the experience which demands a total 

response for an individual. The inquiry-based assignments must be designed and 

developed in a way that students can be directly engage in the learning activities, and able 

to solve authentic problems based on their prior knowledge and experience with the 

scaffoldings from teachers as facilitators. The inquiry-based assignments should be built 

upon experiential learning theory followed the constructivist philosophy. It is also 

important for teachers to pay attention to how to integrate technology inquiry-based 
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assignments in online courses, because without the presence and support of technology, 

online learning cannot occur. The effectiveness of inquiry-based assignments can be 

evaluated by the transformative experience that students learn from each learning task, or 

assignment. In the learning process, students should have the opportunities, if desired, to 

talk freely about the experience with peers and with the teacher (Rosenblatt, 2005). This 

is because students' prior experiences help make them beautifully differently, more 

insightful, reflective and whole (Simpson, Jackson, & Aycock, 2005). Learning is a 

transformative process involving the teacher and student cooperation because the student 

become more intellectually capable, personally independent, and socially responsible 

(Dewey, 1938). Assisting students learn how to make that transformation is another of 

education’s most important aims (Eisner, 2002). Students need to learn to connect what 

they have learned in their school to the world beyond it, extend and apply it to other 

domains (Eisner, 2002). Finally, the most important characteristic of poetry that could be 

used is the whole self, because education is the process of learning how to invent yourself 

(Eisner, 2002). The self appears as activity imagining, i.e., the self-making and 

recognizing images, and moving about among them in manners appropriate to their 

characters and with various degrees of aptitude (Oakeshott, 1959).   

Chapter Summary 
This chapter reviewed the relevant literature supporting the transformation and 

application of inquiry-based instruction in online learning, and the use of poetic 

framework for examining student's learning with the whole self—holistic learning. The 

review of the literature suggested that one of the most challenging issues of online 

learning was finding and applying effective instructions which can enhance student's 
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holistic learning. The best practice in conventional classrooms under the mechanism of 

constructivist theories were found effective in promoting student's learning experience 

not only in terms of cognitive, but also social and affective. I found that inquiry-based 

instructions have characteristics matching the principles of best practice and they could 

be transferred into online learning. The experiential learning theory was also explored in 

this chapter to support the decision to select inquiry-based instructions to improve 

student's learning with the whole self. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 
This chapter explains the rationale for the research design, and describes the 

research methods used for data collection, data analysis and data representation. First, I 

will provide a brief description about the choice of research design, which is a qualitative 

case study. Follow is the information about the participants in this study. Data collection 

and analysis process will be presented. The reasons for the decision to represent the data 

in art-based formats will also be expressed. The chapter ends with trustworthiness 

assurance. 

Research Design 
Identifying a paradigm is the first and most important step for a researcher; much 

like laying the first brick when building a house. Kuhn (1974) described a  paradigm as a 

way of looking at the world, which exerts influence on a field of study by providing the 

assumptions, the rules, the directions, and the criteria by which normal science is carried 

out. Hence, before I conducted this study, I needed to identify the research paradigm that 

most fit within the purpose of the study. The purpose of this study is to explore the 

perceptions of faculty and students regarding what it means to learn with the whole self 

within inquiry-based online courses. In addition, this study explores some of the ways in 

which poetry—whose holistic characteristics potentially reflect experiences integral to 

inquiry-based learning—can be utilized as a framework for better understanding and 

describing the effectiveness of inquiry-based learning within online venues. The research 

questions investigated are as follows: 
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1. What are instructors’ and students’ perceptions of the use and 

effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies within online courses?  

2. In what ways (if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within 

online courses inform and meet students’ affective and academic needs? 

3. In what ways (if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within 

online courses inform students’ self-discovery or promote self-

expression?  

4. What insights can be gleaned from using “a curriculum and instruction 

as poetry framework” as a lens for examining online instruction (and 

inquiry strategies in particular) in order to improve online instruction? 

Reflecting on Creswell's (1998) notion of research methods, I found that in a 

qualitative study, the research question often starts with a how or a what so that initial 

forays into the topic describe what is going on. The aim of qualitative research is for 

understandings while quantitative research focuses on explaining. Preissle (2006) states 

that under the umbrella label of qualitative research, qualitative researchers practice 

inquiries that make sense to the public and to what they study. Among many other, Eisner 

(1981) supposed that in qualitative studies, each researcher acts as the research 

instrument. In this study, I, as the main research instrument, became engaged within the 

complexity of two online courses as I interacted with both instructors and students who I 

selected through purposeful sampling. Due to the nature and purposes of qualitative 

research, this study did not investigate cause and effect relationships, but, instead, 

focused on observing the complex dynamics of online courses integrating inquiry-based 
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instruction, in order to gain insights into the ways in which the learning needs of  

students’ whole selves were met (or not) within this venue.   

In qualitative study, the researcher plays a subjective role by using his or her own 

experience in making interpretations (Stake, 2010). Differently, the quantitative 

researcher makes methodological and other choices based partly on personal preference, 

but usually tries to gather data objectively rather than subjectively (Stake, 2010). Unlike 

quantitative research, qualitative studies emphasize the researcher’s role as an active co-

learner who seeks to explain meaning from the participants’ views rather than adopting 

the position of an expert who passes judgment on participants (Creswell, 1998). Denzin 

and Lincoln (2003) argue that quantitative researchers seldom capture their subject’s 

perspectives because they have to rely on more remote, inferential empirical methods and 

materials. The major concern of this study is not to generalize the findings but to 

maximize discovery of the heterogeneous patterns and problems that occur in online 

courses (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993). 

This study is an inquiry involving a process that moves towards understanding the 

complex dynamics of specific settings. It is based on distinct methodological traditions of 

inquiry constructed to explore particular problems and questions (Creswell, 1998). The 

study relies primarily on human perception and understanding; not on linear attributes, 

measurements, and statistical analysis (State, 2010). Because perception is not an 

objective concept, implementing qualitative research is more desirable than quantitative 

research (Guba, 1990). Therefore, a qualitative research methodology best fits the 

purpose of this study. 
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Case Study 
Among the five traditions of qualitative research listed by Creswell (1998), the 

case study was selected as the research design for this study. Creswell (1998) defined a 

case study as “an exploration of a “bounded system” or a case (or multiple cases) over 

time through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information 

rich in context” (p.61). Case study research is conducted using diverse methodologies, 

methods, and data sources, like participant observation, interviews, audiovisual materials, 

documents, etc. (Silverman, 2010; Creswell, 1998). In addition, a case study offers a 

means of investigating complex social units consisting of multiple variables of potential 

importance in understanding a phenomenon (Merriam, 1998; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 

This form of research was therefore well-suited for studying the phenomenon (along with 

its attendant impact on students) that as curriculum and instruction faculty have shifted 

from face-to-face learning to online learning, they have seen the need to re-invent some 

of the ways, in which they had once constructed holistic, experiential learning 

environments within online venues. Specifically, this study was guided by Lincoln and 

Guba’s (1985) case study structure, which offers a framework for studying the problem, 

the context, the issues, and then offering “lessons learned” (p.362). 

It is also important to note that this case study will be descriptive. In order to 

depict participants’ perspectives and experiences in ways that add holistic layers to my 

descriptions, I will also write much of this descriptive case study using arts-based formats 

(Leavy, 2009). Not only will this approach aid my data analysis through necessitating 

precise descriptive choices, but it will also allow provide a means for capturing 

participants’ experiences in ways that better reflect their whole selves. Writing as a 
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method of inquiry framed how I constructed the representation of this study. Based on 

Richardson's (2000) description, writing as a method of inquiry provides a research 

practice through which we can investigate how we construct the world, ourselves, and 

others, and how standard objectifying practices of social science unnecessarily limit us 

and social science" (p.924).  

This study explored two cases of inquiry-based online courses for an entire 

semester. The data sources of the study included semi-structures interviews with the 

faculty members and students, observations of class activities, audio and text records, and 

course materials. The prolonged observations helped to capture all the activities in the 

two online courses to figure out the issues in inquiry-based online learning.  

Participants 
The central to naturalistic research is purposive sample, and qualitative 

researchers look more for quality than quantity, more for information richness than 

information volume (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993). Through purposeful 

sampling, I recruited six doctoral students, and three faculty members in two different 

online courses operated on Blackboard 9.0 Learning Management System.  The selected 

courses were online doctoral level and within the courses, the professors applied inquiry-

based learning as the main instructional approach. The professor recruitment started in 

the Summer Session II, 2014. I knew these professors in person and from our 

conversations I learned that they would utilize inquiry-based learning to teaching their 

online courses. With this knowledge, I invited them to participate in my study and they 

agreed. The student recruitment started in January 2015. The next step was to request the 
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professors to assist me with student recruitment by posting an announcement on the 

course sites. Students took the survey included in the announcement to inform if they 

agreed to participate or not. The survey consisted of two questions which asked students 

about their willingness to be observed and interviewed. The survey results showed that 

100% students agreed on my presence in the courses for observation, 10 students (52.63 

%) in the Applied Research in STEM Education and 7 students (38.89%) in the 

Advanced Internship in Curriculum and Instruction volunteered to join the interviews. 

The students who agreed to be interviewed provided their names and contact information 

in a text box in the survey. After that, I selected three students in each course. The 

rationale for this choice was relied on Creswell's (1998) notion of qualitative research, 

i.e., in a qualitative study researchers typically choose no more than four cases. The 

selected students were living in different states across the United States such as Alaska, 

New  Mexico, Missouri, Texas, and Alabama. 

Table 1: Participants Demographics 

Name Gender Ethnicity Location 

Miller Male White Texas 

Lewis Female White Texas 

Wright Male White Texas 

Stephanie Female White Texas 

Elizabeth Female White Alabama 

Macey Female Hispanic New Mexico 

Jessica Female African American Alaska 

Fiona Female White Missouri 

Justin  Male White Texas 
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Data Sources 
The data sources of this study included professor and student interviews, online 

course observations, course documents, and my researcher's reflexive journal. The course 

documents consisted of syllabi, professors' and students' posts on the course sites.  

Interviews 

The primary data source in the study was the semi-structured interviews. The 

interviews helped me, as a researcher, to understand the experience of the participants 

and how they made meaning of their experiences (Seidman, 1991). Erlandson et al. 

(1993) states that interviews help the researcher to understand and put into a larger 

context the interpersonal, social, and cultural aspects of the environment. Furthermore, 

during an interview, the researcher and the respondent are able to move back and forth in 

time to construct the past, interpret the present, and predict the future (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  

According to Merriam (1988), semi-structured interview is a set of basic 

questions and issues to be explored, but neither the exact wording nor the order of the 

question is predetermined. Glense (2010) indicated that semi-structured questions allow 

the  researcher to capture the context of the interview and leave room for the participant 

to communicate perceptions, while the interviewer can follow up with unforeseen leads 

during the interview. Erlandson et al. (1993) states that interviews require verbal 

interaction, and terminology and nuance need to be as clear and mutually understood as 

possible. Therefore, for the participants who live in town, I conducted face-to-face 

interviews, and for those living in other cities or states, the interviews occurred 

synchronously on Skype and Microsoft Lync.  
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Observations 

The second data source was observations. Marshall and Rossman (1989) 

describes observation as a systematic description of events, behaviors, and artifacts in 

social setting chosen for study. I included observation as one of the main data sources 

because observations allowed me to discover the here and now interworking within the 

environment via the use of the five human senses (Erlandson et al., 1993). 

I used both descriptive and focused observation strategies during the ongoing 

observation process. The descriptive observations provide the general perspectives of the 

participants in inquiry-based online courses (Spradley, 1980). The focused observations 

helped narrow down the scope of what I was looking for, i.e., learning with the whole self 

of participants in inquiry-based online classes through the lens of curriculum and 

instruction as poetry. The observation data was helpful in enhancing the trustworthiness 

of the study because from observing participants’ reactions during the interviews as well 

as observing their activities in their online courses, I was able to double check the 

information given in the interviews. 

Documents/Records 

Documents constituted a third source of evidence in the study because as 

Erlandson et al. (1993) believes that documents can be used in the same manner as those 

derived from interviews and observations. The documents can be used to verify the data 

from the interviews and the observation (Goodwin & Goodwin, 1996). According to 

Merriam (1998), personal documents reflect the participant's perspectives which are what 

most qualitative research is seeking. In this study, I was looking for the participants' 

perceptions of the application of inquiry-based learning in their online courses.  
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Researcher’s Journal and Field Notes 

I kept a researcher’s journal written since the study started. The reflexive journal 

supported not only the credibility but also the transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability of the study (Erlandson et al., 1993). The purpose of keeping a journal was 

so that I could record all of the information related to the study, which reflected my 

feelings, emotions, and interpretation during the study. As recommended by Lincoln and 

Guba (1985), a researcher's journal is a kind of dairy in which the researcher on a regular 

basic records information about him- or herself. Additionally, field notes were taken 

during the interviews, the observations and document readings, and were subsequently 

compiled in my researcher's journal.  

Data Collection Procedures 
The data collection started early January and continued through May 2015. Data 

included interviews with the professors and doctoral students, observations, documents, 

and my researcher's reflexive journal.  

Interviews 

The interviews were conducted in two stages. That is, each participant was 

interviewed twice, and every interview lasted approximately 30 minutes. The duration of 

each interview varied between 20 and 40 minutes for the first stage, and from 17 to 40 

minutes for the second stage. The first interviews were conducted at the beginning of the 

semester from February to March, and the second interviews took places during the last 

week of April, and early May 2015.  

A convenient time for the interviews was scheduled based upon the participants’ 

availability. The interviews with the three professors were conducted face-to-face in their 
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office on campus. Only one student participant lives in town, so I met with her face-to-

face. However, for the other students we used Skype and Lync for the interviews. All the 

interviews were audio recorded with the permission of the participants, and then were 

uploaded as audio files in my personal computer. During the interviews, I used the 

interview protocol file on my laptop to take notes on what the participants said, the 

interview setting, as well as their facial expressions. 

The first interview was to explore the perceptions of online learning experience of 

the participants, their feelings about the implementation of inquiry-based learning 

approach, and their initial thoughts about the effectiveness of inquiry-based learning in 

enhancing the learning with the whole self. The second interview focused on their 

perceptions about what they experienced during the course, and how they can 

invest/express themselves in inquiry-based learning online learning after 16 weeks.  

Observations 

After obtaining the agreement of the professors and the students for me to observe 

their activities in these two courses, I was added as a teaching assistant in each of the 

courses considered in this study. In the role of teaching assistant, I could access the 

courses at any time. I conducted asynchronous observations in course the Applied 

Research in STEM education. In the course Advanced Practicum in Curriculum and 

Instruction, I observed both synchronously and asynchronously because the professors 

included 8 synchronous sessions during the semester. I attended 6 synchronous sessions. 

During the observations, I took notes in my researchers' journal.  
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Documents and Records 

The documents in the study were the course syllabi and the writing pieces of the 

participants posted on the course sites on Blackboard. I downloaded and stored them in a 

folder called “Documents” in my personal computer.  

Researcher’s Reflexive Journal 

I kept a notebook as my researcher’s journal, and I wrote at least two entries each 

week about my feelings and interpretations along the process involving the literature 

review, data collection, data analysis, and findings. Additionally, I wrote all the field 

notes of my observations in this researcher’s journal.  

Data Analysis 
Throughout the research process data was analyzed by using constant comparative 

method and open coding (Erlandson et al., 1993). Glesne (1992) describes the constant 

comparative method as an effective way for qualitative researchers to look for 

commonalities and differences in the data sources. Data analysis in a naturalistic inquiry 

is an ongoing interactive process, not a one-time event (Elandson et al., 1993). 

Throughout the research process, tentative emergent themes became evident, which 

reflects Lincoln and Guba’s explanation that (1985, as cited by Erlandson et al., 1993), 

“data analysis involves taking constructions gathered from the context and rescontructing 

them into meaningful wholes" (p. 117).  

Right before collecting data, I used pseudonyms to replace the participants’ real 

names to ensure the confidentiality. I took notes in my researcher’s journal regarding 

what occurred during the interviews, and the observations and wrote reflections on what I 

found and felt after that.  
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The final data analysis began after I completed the transcription of all the 

interviews. I printed out all the transcripts, read through all of them to get myself to 

“feel” the data, and wrote reflections on each transcript in my researcher’s journal. I used 

color coding system to code the data. Each participant was assigned a color: Dr. Miller - 

red, Dr. Lewis – orange, Dr. Wright – yellow, Stephanie – light green, Elizabeth – light 

blue, Macey – aqua, Jessica – purple, Fiona – pink, Justin – dark green. The color coding 

system was applied to all the data sources in order to distinguish the data from different 

participants for audit trail. Initially I highlighted the meaningful statements with different 

color in accordance with the color coding system on Microsoft Word. I called each 

meaningful statement a unit. After unitizing the data, I copied all the units to Microsoft 

Excel spreadsheets (Figure #4).  

#/

Color 

Coding 

Unit(s) Int/Obs/Doc.Line.Page(s) Category/Code(s) 

6 Feedback is a huge struggle and I 

struggle with. 

I.4.02 ONL.Chlg 

Figure 4: An example for unitizing data on Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. 

 

After that, I printed out all the spreadsheets, and cut each unit in a separate piece 

of paper which I called an "index card". I shuffled the cards and placed the ones having 

common meaning under the same category. Several cards could be placed in different 

categories. After that, I entitled the categories which emerged from careful data analysis 

from immersing myself in the data. Lastly, I wrote descriptive sentences to illustrate the 

themes of the findings. 
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However, due to the fact that I was utilizing a poetic framework in order to better 

understand my participants’ experiences, my data analysis also continued into and further 

informed the actual writing of my findings. Having decided that I could better capture 

students’ holistic (or lack thereof) learning by viewing them through a lens comprised of 

poetic characteristics (curriculum and instruction poetic framework), I also represented 

data analysis and meaning making via arts-based formats. While not all of the formats I 

used were literally poetic, as arts-based expressions, these various narratives reflected 

differing characteristics attributed to poetry. Reminiscent of Louise Rosenblatt’s Reader 

Response Theory (1938/1995), in which the narrative text is christened “the poem,” these 

representations and re-representations were co-constructed expressions of participants’ 

whole-self learning experiences and perspectives and my own guided (poetic framework) 

interpretations.  

Not only did the use of arts-based format for data representation aid in more fully 

capturing the “whole-self” learning data I was after, but they also allowed me to further 

refine my initial traditional analysis with writing through inquiry. Representing data in 

mixed-genre format opened a lee way for me to escape from standard prose writing 

which is believed to conceal the handprint of the researcher who produced the final 

written text (Richardson, 2000). Richardson (2000) writes:  

Writing "data" as poetic representations reveals the constraining belief that the 

purpose of a social science text is to convey information as facts or themes or 

notions existing independent of the  contexts in which they were found or 
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produced-as if the story we have recorded, transcribed, edited, and written up in 

prose snippets is the one and only true one: a "science" story. (p. 933) 

Writing through inquiry is "a way of finding out about yourself and your topic", which 

offers an additional or alternative research practice (Richardson, 2000, p. 923). 

Richardson (2000) suggests researchers explore their own processes and preferences 

through writing because the researchers will be more fully present in their work, more 

honest, and more engaged.  

Employing art-based practices, qualitative researchers are able to access and 

represent the multiple viewpoints made imperceptible by traditional research methods 

because art-based research often evokes emotional responses (intentionally) from 

audiences (Leavy, 2009). 

The importance of supporting researchers in moving towards research modes such 

as these is captured by Glesne (1997). He writes: 

Researchers need to be aware of many ways to re-present data and to experiment 

with them to learn about their data, themselves in relation to the data, and about 

their skills and abilities to communicate inquiry in different ways. (p.219) 

Art-based representational forms consist of, but not limited to, short narratives, novels, 

experiential writing forms, poems, collages, paintings, drawings, performance scripts, 

theater performances, dances, documentaries, and songs (Leavy, 2009). Therefore I 

decided to present the data in three different art-based representational forms which are 

short narrative, poetic transcription, and readers' theater. 
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Short Narratives 

Reflecting on Leavy's (2009) discussion about "Ghostwriting and Narrative", I 

found that narrative is an alternative way for representing qualitative data. Leavy (2009, 

p.28) describes that "the nature of narrative inquiry is to rely on small sample size, and 

focus on experience in order to produce rich case studies. Leavy (2009) restates Rhodes's 

(2000) view about the differences between using traditional model and using narrative 

form to write up qualitative results. Rhodes (2009, as cited by Leavy 2009) argues that 

the traditional format "actually obscures the role of the researcher in the process, thus 

making reflexivity and transparency all the more difficult to achieve" (p.34). Leave 

(2009) indicates that this format "may consequently render invisible the role of the 

researcher in eliciting the information that the informant (s) said, from scheduling the 

interview, to asking guiding questions, to selecting quotes for the written report" (p.34). 

In this study, I, as the research instrument,  was involving in the whole process. Hence, it 

was not possible to disaggregate the role of the researcher from the research findings.  

Poetic Transcription 

Richardson's (1992) and Glesne's (1997) transformation of interview transcripts 

into poetic formats inspired me to include poetic transcription as one of the data 

representational techniques in this study. Richardson (1992) considers her work "Louisa 

May's Story"  is "both a poem masquerading as a transcript and a transcript masquerading 

as a poem." Learning from Richardson, Glesne (1997) utilizes poetic transcription to 

represent the interview data. Leavy (2009) states that in the recent decades, the use of 

poems in the production of social scientific knowledge has increased greatly because it 

offers a form for the evocative presentation of data. Leavy (2009) continually shows that 
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"Poetic transcription is an approach to analysis and writing derived from a grounded 

theory perspective (although not precisely the same), where code categories develop 

inductively out of data" (p.75). "Poetry invites us to experiment with language, create, to 

know, to engage creatively and imaginatively with experience (Leggo, 2007, p. 165). 

Leavy (2009) believes that poems can create a vivid and sensory scene that compels the 

reader, teaching him or her something about a particular aspect of social experience.  

Readers' Theater 

The third format chosen to represent the data in the study was readers' theater. 

"The most important reason for displaying data in a readers' theater format is its potential 

for generating discussion (Donmoyer & Donmoyer, 2008, p.217)." According to 

McMillan and Price (2005, p.143), "a readers' theater performance also opens space for 

dynamic unity to emerge amongst a myriad of voices". The dramatic form "allows one to 

retain, at least somewhat, the human dimensions of the life experiences qualitative 

researchers attempt to study" ((Donmoyer & Donmoyer, 2008, p.216). 

Setting 
The settings where this qualitative research took place were two online courses of 

a doctoral cohort program at a public university in West Texas. The online courses were 

taught on Blackboard 9.0 Learning Management System and were held during the Spring 

semester of 2015. One course was Applied Research in STEM Education (mixed method 

research) instructed by two professors, and there were 19 students. The other course was 

Advanced Internship in Curriculum and Instruction instructed by one professor, and there 

were 18 doctoral students. As members of a cohort program, all students have taken most 

of their required courses online, and meet every summer on campus where they partake 
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in face to face courses. Prior to enrolling in the two courses considered in this study, the 

students were acquainted with each other.  

In both courses considered in this study, the professors implemented an inquiry-

based learning approach to guide students to conduct scientific research. In the Advanced 

Internship in Curriculum and Instruction course, the professors created 8 synchronous 

sessions where the whole class met on Tuesday evening every two weeks. The students 

who could not attend the synchronous sessions could choose to submit a paper of 1000-

2000 words discussing a topic related to what had been addressed during the class 

meeting. To qualify for this exemption, the students were required to inform the 

professors in advance. In the Applied Research in STEM Education course, all activities 

occurred asynchronously. Different from the other course, this course required students to 

post on discussion board every week. More details about these two courses will be 

described below. 

The Advanced Internship in Curriculum and Instruction 

The course required the students to complete three main tasks including the 8 

collaborate sessions/writing activity, individual presentation on research paper, and final 

paper. The collaborative sessions occurred on Blackboard Collaborate which is a new 

platform available on Blackboard 9.0 and recently adopted and implemented at the 

university where this study took place. In the first two sessions, the class met and 

discussed the readings required by the professors. Then the students were asked to choose 

a group to work with on writing their paper. The professors let the students have the 

freedom to choose whom they liked to work with because they believed the students 

would work better with the ones they liked. During the last 3 class sessions, the students 
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were required to presenting their research paper to the whole class on Blackboard 

Collaborate. Lastly, students were required to submit their research papers to the 

professors by the end of the semester, and also located a journal that they could 

potentially submit their paper for publication.  

The Applied Research in STEM Education 

In this course, students were required to conduct a full mixed methods study. In 

order to attain this goal, students were guided by the professor to fulfill different 

assignments such as weekly discussion posts, literature review, research proposal, data 

analysis, and final paper. Before submitting the final paper, the students worked on peer 

review process. The professor assigned the peer reviewer with the wish to provide the 

students with the similar experience of peer review when they submit their papers to a 

journal for publication.  

Ensuring Trustworthiness 
According to Erlandson et al. (1993), valid inquiry must "demonstrate its truth 

value, provide the basis for applying it, and allow for external judgments to be made 

about the consistency of its procedure and the neutrality of its findings or decisions" 

(p.29). The trustworthiness of the study was ensured by a consorted effort to meet all of 

the expected criteria including credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability.  

Credibility 

The credibility of the study was established by prolonged engagement, persistent 

observation, triangulation, peer review and member checks (Erlandson et al., 1993). I was 

engaged in the courses for the whole semester to observe the class activities. I observed 
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the courses at least once a week both formally and informally, which helped me build a 

rapport with the participants and the course settings. Being added as a teaching assistant 

in the courses, I was able to access to the course sites as much as I could, and this 

provided me opportunities to understand the process of implementing inquiry-based 

learning approach through different learning activities. Different data sources such as 

interviews, observations, documents, and researcher's reflexive journal were utilized for 

triangulation. I also used member checking during the process of data collection and 

analysis. In the interviews, I restated the information given by the participants for clarity 

or I contacted the participants via emails for checking the transcripts and observations. 

During the time conducting my dissertation study, Elizabeth Isidro helped with peer-

debriefing. 

Transferability 

Different from a traditional study, a naturalistic study is judged "in terms of the 

extent to which its findings can be applied in other contexts or with other respondents" 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, as cited by Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 31). The applicability of the 

study must be transferable across contexts because of shared characteristics. In order to 

facilitate the transferability of the study, a thick description and purposive sampling were 

utilized. The purpose of the study was not to gain a representative picture through 

aggregated qualities, but seek to maximize the range of specific information that can be 

obtained from and about the context of online learning (Erlandson et al., 1993). Therefore 

the samples (participants) in this study were purposefully selected. Transferability is most 

adequate when a thick description has been utilized. According to Erlandson et al. (1993), 
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"effective thick description brings the reader vicariously into the context being described 

(p.33). 

Dependability and Confirmability 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) indicated that there is a close relationship between 

dependability and credibility that they may somehow overlap. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

suggested that a naturalistic inquiry study must provide its audience with evidence and 

must meet the criterion of consistency. The findings of the study are the product of its 

inquiry and not of the biases of the researcher. In this study, I used an audit trail to 

provide the dependability and confirmability. The audit trail documented the data sources 

so that evidence could be easily traced. My researcher's reflexive journal was also 

considered as a support for the dependability and confirmability.  

Chapter Summary 
This chapter focused on presenting the methodology employed in this study. The 

study was guided by the following research questions: 1) What are instructors’ and 

students’ perceptions of the use and effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies within 

online courses? 2) In what ways (if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within 

online courses inform and meet students’ affective and academic needs? 3) In what ways 

(if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within online courses inform students’ 

self-discovery or promote self-expression? 4) What insights can be gleaned from using 

“the curriculum and instruction as poetry framework” as a lens for examining online 

instruction—and inquiry strategies, in particular—regarding the improvement of online 

instruction? Qualitative case study was conducted to find the answers for these questions.  
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The setting of the study was two graduate level online courses operated on 

Blackboard 9.0 Learning Management System. The courses were part of a distance 

doctoral program. The participants were three professors, and six doctoral students. The 

data sources of the study included the interviews with the participants, class observations 

which occurred both synchronously and asynchronously from February 2015 through 

May 2015. Course materials and researcher's reflexive journal were also utilized as data 

sources. The data analysis employed the constant comparative method. The 

trustworthiness of the study was ensured by the prolonged engagement, researcher's 

journal, member check, and thick description. 
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS 

This chapter contains findings regarding the use of inquiry-based instruction that 

has been constructed from my analysis of data from interview transcripts, observations, 

documents and my researchers' reflexive journal. In addition, findings regarding the use 

of a poetic framework as a lens for evaluating inquiry-based instruction will be presented. 

Findings from this research project will be displayed primarily in a multi-genre, arts-

based format that includes short narratives (vignettes), reader's theater scripts, and poetic 

transcriptions. The first section, The Journeys to Online Learning, consists of 9 vignettes 

providing a brief introduction about each participant's background and experience in 

online learning as well as their perceptions about the benefits and challenges of online 

education. The second section includes the reader's theater scripts and poetic 

transcriptions encapsulating the themes emerging from the data sources. Themes based 

on findings focusing on participating professors will be presented separately from those 

focusing on student participants' responses.  

The themes found from the professors' data will be communicated through a 

reader’s theater script and poetic transcriptions, for the purpose of capturing their 

responses more holistically. Within the reader's theater script, the following themes will 

be explored: 1) The professors perceived the application of inquiry-based approaches in 

online courses helped improve the students' learning experience; and 2) Inquiry-based 

online learning allowed students to take ownership of the learning process. The poetic 

transcriptions will capture the professors' often congruent, yet sometimes contradictory, 

experience and perceptions of inquiry-based instruction and online learning. The data 
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showed that all the professor participants expressed positive feelings about the 

application of inquiry-based instruction in their online courses. 

The themes found from the students' data will be also presented in a reader's 

theater script and poetic transcriptions. The reader's theater script will illustrate the 

following themes: 1) The students perceived that they were the ones who took ownership 

of the learning process in inquiry-based online courses; and 2) The students expressed 

that they needed more interaction with and feedback from the professors and their 

classmates. The poetic transcriptions will encapsulate the students' feelings during the 

semester, including the following themes: 1) The students expressed positive feelings 

about inquiry-based online courses; 2) The students pointed out that due to the time 

constraint they felt somehow frustrated to  finish a real life research projectwithin one 

semester and 3) The students conveyed that the inquiry-based process has helped them to 

change from the mood of uncertainty at the beginning to the mood of certainty by the end 

of the semester. 

The third section of this chapter will discuss students' holistic learning (or lack 

thereof) by viewing them through a lens comprised of poetic characteristics (curriculum 

and instruction poetic framework). 

Section 1: Journeys to Online Learning 
This section provides a thick description about the participants' background and 

experiences in online learning. The description will be presented in vignette format. 

There were nine participants in total; six were students and three were professors. Dr. 

Lewis and Dr. Wright were co-teaching the course Advanced Practicum in Curriculum 
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and Instruction. Dr. Miller was teaching the course Applied Research in STEM 

Education.  

Vignette 1: "Online Learning is an Opportunity to Have Distributed Audience."2 

Dr. Lewis 

Dr. Lewis is an assistant professor in Curriculum Studies. She has been involved 

in online teaching since she was a PhD student co-teaching an online course with her 

professor. When she first started as an online instructor, Dr. Lewis thought online 

teaching is interesting yet strenuous. She shared that she was shocked how much more 

work she had to do up front."3After overcoming the learning curve, however, she really 

enjoyed teaching online. So far, Dr. Lewis has been teaching online for almost six years. 

One of the things she liked about online learning was that it offered an opportunity to 

have a distributed audience. She was intrigued by the kinds of conversations with the 

distributed audience, i.e., students living in different states or even countries. For 

example, she explained that “you can have a class where someone is in Vietnam, 

someone in Taiwan, Nicaragua, Texas, or Denver, and have those students bring their 

current living realities into talking about what we are talking about in the class."4 She is 

interested in teaching synchronous online courses because she believes that it is important 

to create embodied experiences in online learning. She focuses on using the body, or on 

constructing ways that they can have a feeling of physical presence. She tries to establish 

a feeling of real communication, almost a sort of touching and being together in an online 

environment.  
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Vignette 2: "Teaching Online Is So Different from Teaching Face-to-Face."5 

Dr. Miller 

Dr. Miller is an Assistant Professor with focus on STEM education. Dr. Miller 

came to higher education after 20 years of teaching at the high school level as a science 

teacher. He first started teaching online as an adjunct at a university in the midwestern 

United States in 2003. Since he moved to his current university in 2013, he has been 

teaching all online courses with a specialization in STEM education. Dr. Miller supposed 

that his last two years teaching here has been challenging because teaching online is so 

different from teaching face-to-face. He believed that in face-to-face classes there were 

so many things that he could get done because he can communicate with students in real 

time. He has taught all of his online courses asynchronously. Dr. Miller perceived that 

"teaching online full time was a challenge because he was not able to see the students 

face-to-face, read their body language, look at their facial expressions, interact with them, 

and see products that they constructed."6 Feedback was also a huge challenge for him, 

and he expressed that he struggled with it. Besides the challenges, Dr. Miller supposes 

that online learning has its own benefits.  

Vignette 3: "It Was Not a Choice."7 Dr. Wright 

Dr. Wright is an Assistant Professor with specialization in Social Studies. Dr. 

Wright approached online learning when he was a master’s student but did not have 

much experience in teaching online. He has taught online courses for two semesters since 

he moved to his current university. When being asked about his journey to online 

teaching, he replied that it was not a choice but that was what the university does and so 

if he wanted to keep teaching, he had to do that. In his opinion, online learning offers 
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learners flexibility in their schedules. However, the student engagement in online courses 

seemed to be the biggest problem. He stated that "the interaction between students is 

minimal."8 He continued saying that "we try to get around to give them discussion 

questions, and kind of require them to respond to other students. But often times we 

found what happened is that they respond to a very minimal amount of students."9 

Vignette 4: "Being Online Gives Me the Flexibility to Be Able to Be Here at 

Work."10 Stephanie 

Stephanie is a full time curriculum coordinator at a regional education service 

center. She has experienced online learning since she started her doctoral program in 

2012. Most of her coursework was online, except for their two-week meeting on campus 

every summer. She believed that it really made a difference when she met people face-to-

face, because after the face-to-face meetings she could hear that person's voice in [her] 

head when she read the discussion posts.11 Stephanie decided to enroll in online program 

because online courses allowed her to schedule her coursework around her life better, as 

opposed to being on campus. She said: "It has been helpful to have that flexibility."12 

However, online learning was also challenging because learners could let themselves be 

disconnected. She explained that there was not a person standing there looking at you 

face-to-face.13 

Vignette 5:"The Number One Benefit of Online Learning is the Flexibility and 

Time"14 _Elizabeth 

Elizabeth is a full time mother, who only works on Friday morning to observe and 

grade student teachers. In addition, she writes curriculum online. Elizabeth's experiences 

with online learning have been both current and also somewhat prolonged, because as an 
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undergraduate student she had a history of participating in online instruction that 

continued throughout her time in higher education. As an undergraduate, she took two 

online courses in the summer. However, her master program was completely online, and 

now she has been in a distance doctoral program for three years. According to Elizabeth, 

the number one benefit of taking online courses was the flexibility, because she could 

control her own schedule. She said: "This one is super flexible, and I do not feel like I am 

taking any time from my son." 15 When being asked about the challenge of online 

learning, she responded "Challenge is the same as benefit, the time management."16 Her 

strategy to deal with the challenge was to try to schedule it out, every day, every week.  

Vignette 6:"I Can Be Here and Attend a School That Is Six Hours Away, and I Can 

Just Study Whenever It Is Best for My Schedule."17 Macey 

Macey is working full time as an educational coordinator for a university in the 

Southwestern United States. She is currently working for a big research infrastructure 

grant funded by National Science Foundation. Macey began taking online courses after 

enrolling in this distance doctoral program. For her, online learning offered her the 

flexibility and convenience. She still can take the coursework without moving and taking 

time away from her family. She explained that her husband has a job there and she has a 

young daughter. She usually did not have time during the day, so she pretty much studied 

in the evening.18 The disadvantage of online learning is that "it is harder to have the 

connections with my classmates and my professors.19 She believed that in order to 

succeed in an online learning environment, learners have to be very self-motivated and 

organized because you do not have face-to-face interaction.20 
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Vignette 7: "The Benefits of Online Learning Are Self-Expression and Self-

Discovery."21_Jessica 

Jessica is a full-time teacher at a community college in the Northwestern United 

States. She experienced online learning in her master’s degree program in 2008. She 

shared that she was a full-time employee at a high school, also a mother, and a wife, so 

she had her plate full and did not have so much time to actually drive, and be physically 

present in the classroom at the right time."22In 2012, she started a distance doctoral 

program and has taken a lot of online courses during her coursework. Once again, online 

learning offered her an opportunity to pursue her higher education degree without 

quitting her job and being away from her family. In her opinion, the most highly valued 

benefits of online learning were self-exploration and self-discovery. She perceived 

herself as a treasure hunter. She said she was actually a treasure hunter, and she was the 

one looking for all the treasure, all the knowledge; so it was a big opportunity for all 

kinds of discovery.23 The challenge of online learning was that some instructors had a 

difficult time navigating what they did in a face-to-face classroom and transferring that 

approach to the online classroom.24 

Vignette 8: "It Is Very Beneficial for Me Because I Could Continue My 

Education."25 Fiona 

Fiona is a full time first grade teacher at an elementary school in the Midwestern 

United States. She first experienced online learning when she was pursuing her master’s 

degree, and since then she has been taking most of her doctoral class online. Fiona was 

interested in online learning because it allowed her to continue doing things that she 

needed to do for her family, and she could complete her assignments at the time that was 

convenient for her.26 It was challenging for her when she first started because she was not 
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really sure how to do things. However, Fiona did not perceive challenges in online 

learning as difficulties because she supposed that it was part of the learning process.27 

Vignette 9: "I Am Able to Create Time That Matches My Schedule."28 Justin 

Justin is a full time high school teacher and department chair in the northeast 

Texas. He began taking online classes in his master’s degree program in 2000. Most of 

his doctoral program has been online. Justin chose online learning because he believed 

that he could take the class and had a full time job, a family and so forth.29 The second 

benefit for him was the ability to replace. He explained: "If there is a professor in front of 

the room, you will hear only one talk. In online courses, if I forget or need to replace 

something, I can do it."30 However, the online class itself tends to be more challenging 

because there are more assignments to complete.  

Narrative Interpretations: The Professors' Standpoints 

The background of each professor in online learning is different, and this might 

influence their perceptions of teaching in online environment. Dr. Lewis was the one who 

was exposed to online teaching early, when she was a doctoral student, and online 

learning has become one of her research interests. Dr. Miller has experienced online 

teaching for quite a long time, but he thinks teaching online is challenging, and it is so 

different from teaching face-to-face. Lastly, Dr. Wright has the least experience in online 

teaching, and he thinks it was not his choice.  

Narrative Interpretations: The Students' Standpoints 

All of the student participants are experienced online learners. The rationale for 

their selection of online learning was basically the same for all of them, i.e., job and 

family constraints. Most of them, except for Elizabeth, are working full time. Online 
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learning allowed them an opportunity to pursue a higher education degree without 

negatively impacting their jobs and family. The most often mentioned benefit of online 

learning was its flexibility, which allows the learners to study wherever and whenever it 

best fits their schedules. Also, by taking online courses, the students were able to go over 

the learning content or participate in the discussion boards at different time. Besides the 

benefits, online learning has its own challenges. Time flexibility is like a double-edge 

sword. On one hand, the students are able to work on their own schedule, which is very 

convenient for them. On the other hand, if the students cannot manage their time, they 

will fall behind in the class and may feel overwhelmed. Participants stated that there is 

more work to complete in online courses.31 

The next section will describe the application process, the strategies as well as the 

effectiveness of inquiry-based learning in their online courses considered in this study.  

Section 2: The Students' and Professors' Perceptions  
of Inquiry-Based Online Learning 

Professors' Perceptions 

The themes found from the professors' perceptions of inquiry-based online 

learning will be presented in the reader's theater scripts and poetic transcriptions. The 

reader's theater scripts capture two themes which are displayed in two scenes. Scene I 

covers the first theme: The professors perceived the application of inquiry-based 

approaches in online courses was a need because it helped improve the students' learning 

experience; and Scene II demonstrates the second theme: Inquiry-based online learning 

allows students to take ownership of the learning process.  
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Within the poetic transcriptions, three themes emerging from the data are: 1) 

Inquiry-based practice is the best way to learn, and the application of this approach is an 

art thing; 2) The application of inquiry-based practice in online learning is a great 

experience, but it is difficult and time consuming; 3) Inquiry-based practice provides the 

students real world experience and build intrinsic values. 

Scene I: Inquiry-Based Instruction Helped Improve Students' Learning Experience 

in Online Courses 

Narrator: Dr. Miller, Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright apply an inquiry-based learning 

approach in their online courses. While Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright are co-teaching one 

class, Dr. Miller instructs his class by himself. Dr. Miller's course is completely 

asynchronous while Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright’s course is the integration of synchronous 

and asynchronous on Blackboard Learning Management System. Although utilizing 

significantly different technology formats, these professors shared commonalities 

regarding their teaching philosophies. All three believed that applying instructional 

approaches like inquiry-based learning enhanced the learning experience of the students 

in their online courses. 

Dr. Lewis: I believe that online learning is best done when it involves 

experiential learning, is based on the real world, and when it is built on something that is 

theoretically based and also very practical. For example, when teaching students how to 

create a warrantable claim within the paper they are writing, I will first ask them to read 

the chapters about it. And then, in their small groups, they will go through those chapters 

that kind of teach us about warrantable claims to find an artifact, picture, video or 

something that they can use to help teach us this concept, and discuss that in their groups. 
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After that, they will come back to the class and teach us, and present to us on this subject. 

Each group has a different subject.  

The Interpreter: In addition to experiential learning and theoretical soundness, a 

major concern about the learning experience of students is what connections the students 

are helped to make between what they study in class and the world outside the school 

(Eisner, 2004). Applying inquiry-based learning does enhance the students' learning 

experience by guiding them to fulfill assignments and class projects. However, the 

driving questions on most of our minds involve how to skillfully transfer inquiry-based 

learning to online venues and how to creatively implement inquiry-based learning in 

online setting, etc. 

Commentator: (Wondering) What were the strategies that these professors 

implemented to create inquiry-based learning environment in their online courses?  

Narrator: Pay attention to Dr. Miller. He teaches his class asynchronously for the 

whole semester.  

Dr. Miller: Throughout the course I, as the instructor, modeled pedagogical and 

content knowledge skills that addressed various inquiry-based teaching and learning 

standards. This approach was designed to encourage the students to  experience concept-

development techniques, problem-solving strategies, manipulate concepts, and various 

small-group configurations to work comfortably in the "uncomfortableness" of a research 

environment.  

The Interpreter: Our professors value what is authentic within sites for learning: 

the feel of a true research situation for one, the success of authentic products for another. 
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Dr. Lewis: In my own online courses, one of the important things I have my 

students do is to go out to their community or in their classroom to  try to use and think 

about was whatever they are doing. The goal was to create a presentable or publishable 

paper. The instructional approach I used in this class was project-based learning. The 

goal of the project is to create a publishable paper. Therefore, all of the activities are 

meant to be in that project.  

Commentator: Listen as they continue to unpack the value of a particular type of 

inquiry-based instruction (pause) -- project-based learning. 

Dr. Wright: Well, yeah. The project-based fits into the inquiry-based. It is all 

about posing questions, gathering evidence, evaluating the evidence and communicating. 

At the end, we are going to have presentations, and since the goal of this course is to have 

the students to create a research project from scratch with research questions, rationale, 

literature, all kinds of stuff, and they prepare an Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

proposal. That is a full cycle. In that sense, they are experienced.  

The Interpreter: Given an opportunity to experience the entire research cycle, 

the students were exposed to conducting real life research based on their own interests. 

Reflecting on Dewey's belief about new education, these professors' emphasis in inquiry-

based process was on the freedom of the learner (1938).  

Dr. Miller: A lot of what I am trying to do is very open ended. It is an open 

inquiry. I think in the inquiry process, it allows for personalization, interaction with the 

individual experience. It is almost a project-based environment, but I inserted more open 

inquiry because it is not about producing a product, but about doing research. 
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Narrator: Regarding the inquiry-based strategies, these professors creatively 

designed different learning activities to guide their students to learn by doing real world 

projects. Listen as they enthusiastically share their experiences about what and how they 

accomplished authentic, experiential instruction within their online courses.  

Dr. Lewis: I think, for me, the most effective strategies come down to student-

centered teaching. In some ways, it is sort of problem solving. Rather than Freire, I go to 

Dewey here.32 Usually what I do is that I talk about what the concept is, what we are 

learning and thinking about, and then we have an activity.33 

The Interpreter: Dewey (1938) theorized that learners are able to make meaning 

of what they learn by connecting one experience to another. How can the instructors 

facilitate the students' learning so that it is meaningful and connected?  

Dr. Miller: I have modeled what it means to be a good doctoral candidate. I have 

to provide them a lot of opportunities to experience things like writing a good literature 

review, looking at the literature with critical eye, providing their peers with critical 

feedback, and designing research methodology 34 It is about doing research with real 

people in a real life setting.35 

Commentator: Dr. Miller was trying to provide his students with a good doctoral 

candidate model. He expected them to do real life research and become researchers. Is 

this what the other two professors were doing in their class? I asked Dr. Lewis and Dr. 

Wright.... 
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Dr. Wright: We give them opportunities to experience writing, do independent 

research, and to present their work. And another point of this course is that they have to 

submit their written work to a journal.36 

Dr. Lewis: We also have to provide the students with some scaffolding; 

otherwise, some students tend to get lost. So, I have found that creating templates for 

what is expected is usually good for writing and helpful so that I can leave the door open 

to let them write about what they want to talk about, what they want to do research on. I 

am sure they can find ways for their projects to be based on what their passions are.37 

Commentator: Experiential learning is an important component of inquiry-based 

approaches, and active learning is a factor that the professors consistently emphasized. It 

was said that the students were either given opportunities to conduct their research with a 

guiding template, or that their instruction included scaffolding when it came to 

conducting their own research project. So, what did this look like within their online 

courses? What made it possible for their students to successfully navigate an entire 

research cycle? 

Dr. Wright: This course is quite different from traditional online courses. We 

designed eight synchronous sessions on the university Blackboard Collaborate during the 

semester. We do not actually see everybody face-to-face, but we do get to hear from 

them. They get to hear us. They ask us live questions.38 We are meeting to talk. 

Dr. Lewis: I have to say that last semester when I was teaching asynchronously, I 

felt it was not as good as an experience, because I was limited to asynchronous 

teaching.39 
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Dr. Wright: I think it is much more effective because there were people who 

traditionally are kind of asynchronous posting. There were certain students, I can tell, 

who put it in their schedules when they would go online to do the online discussions and 

when they would go online to do the replies.40 

Commentator: While Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright used Blackboard Collaborate to 

enhance the learning experience in their course, Dr. Miller did not integrate any 

synchronous formats in his class. In spite of the fact that Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright 

viewed synchronous instruction as extremely important to the success of the course, Dr. 

Miller did not. Naturally this leads one to ask: “So, how does Dr. Miller teach his 

inquiry-based online class asynchronously?” 

Dr. Miller: I tried really hard to put the learning objectives in the course syllabus 

and let them know how they are going to be assessed up front. If it is going to be through 

a rubric, I will give them the rubric to help guide their learning. And as they go through 

the teaching and learning experiences, I try inquiry pedagogy. But if they are not getting 

it, I can see it online, in discussion board posts, through casual conversations, or through 

email exchanges with students. I am very fortunate because my students will text or call 

me, and I feel comfortable with them doing that. I will step back, take a look at what we 

are doing and what I had provided, and try to determine whether or not it is actually 

getting the students to master the objectives. If it is not, I will change what I am doing. A 

lot of what I am trying to do is very open ended.41 

Narrator: In spite of Dr. Miller's easy rapport and communications with his 

students, he ran into some problems... 
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Dr. Miller: However, on Blackboard it is kind of hard for me, because I am also 

trying to figure out how to provide that open inquiry to give them enough guidance so 

that they feel comfortable being uncomfortable. It is hard to do your own investigation.42 

I, as a facilitator, get out of their way, give them feedback when they need it, help them 

determine quality and make some judgments, and inform the judgment to give them 

opportunities to build their own knowledge.43 

The Interpreter: It would appear that authentic student engagement is generated 

due to practical tools and practical purposes (pause)…. Add appropriate scaffolding and 

authentic purposes, and we are better able to see a road to inquiry-based praxis. Please 

listen, as these ideas—and more—unfold… 

Dr. Miller: I provide them with the presentation slides, the modules, and usually 

there are some sort of dynamic activities that they need to do. They are going to use those 

materials and/or processes that we are talking about in the module in a practical, 

pragmatic way in their own teaching and job life.44 

Dr. Lewis: One of the things I have noticed is that if you scaffold the project well 

they actually figure out what to do, what the teacher is asking. And it is something easy 

for the students.45 On Blackboard Collaborate, I try to figure out opportunities for people 

to talk about what their work is, to give their opinions, to answer back, and to push back 

and forth.46 

Dr. Wright: The synchronous session is much better because you can hear in real 

time.47 On this format, because we put them in class on Blackboard Collaborate, they are 

forced to listen to other people and they get to hear more variety.48 With this kind of 
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course without face-to-face meetings, we try to find new avenues for communications 

which are not just emails, or phone calls but also Skype, Google Hangout, and try those 

types of communications. Therefore, we will see their faces and hear their voices.49 

Commentator: A desire to truly interact with their students is evident. But how 

do they see themselves—their overall roles—as instructors committed to integrating 

inquiry-based learning within online learning? What are the roles of these professors in 

their courses? 

Dr. Miller: What I have tried to do is to provide as much facilitation as possible 

or open inquiry from the beginning.50 I think that everything that I do as a professor in an 

online learning environment is trying to get students to experience things that are 

authentic to them, not to me, because that is one of the roles of a constructivist.51 

Dr. Wright: I see myself as a facilitator, and it is what I should be.52 In that 

sense, Dr. Lewis and I provide resources for them and let them explore on their own.53 I 

am kind of self-teacher in the sense that I like to go to some professional training and 

development, but I am also willing to play with something to figure things out by 

myself.54 

Dr. Lewis: I am there as a facilitator, and I am there to help them along the way. I 

am not going to tell them what to do.55 

Narrator: Facilitating the learning process for the students, the professors hoped 

to provide an authentic learning environment. In reality, when working on their projects, 

students did not work alone; it was a process involving the participation of different 

people. In other words, students would have to actually collaborate with others to 
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complete their work. Foreseeing the need for collaboration, these professors tried to 

create opportunities for the students to work together during the course by providing 

different interconnected activities, such as peer reviews, group work, and discussion 

board assignments. The professors were ready to explain why they thought that 

authentic—active and connected—assignments were so important for student learning. 

Dr. Lewis: First of all, from the brain development standpoints, we know that 

students learn deeper and they remember things better when it links to previous 

experience. So I try to do that. We also know that students learn better and deeper when 

they collaboratively learn, when they are constructing knowledge together.56 When 

students construct knowledge as a team, they tend to learn deeper, to become more 

critical. They can learn better when they connect what they are doing in the classroom 

space with other activities in their life or previous experiences.57 We focus more on 

writing groups and peer review. I give them mini lessons, for example, how to write a 

minimal literature review, which is what you do at the beginning of your academic 

articles.58 

The Interpreter: Small writing group and peer review are practical experiences 

for doctoral students, particularly in research classes. Since the goals of these two courses 

were to help the students go through the entire research cycle in order to become sound 

researchers, the peer review process  provides them not only with a picture of how to 

improve their research projects, but also something of what it is like to submit research 

manuscripts to an academic journal. 
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Dr. Miller: There are multiple opportunities for collaboration. The students do 

not collaborate with my work, but they collaborate with their work.59 I really try to 

provide opportunities for effective collaboration.60 The discussion board on Blackboard 

is a very good chance for collaboration.61 During the course, each student is required to 

participate in the discussion board by posting their ideas and replying to their classmates' 

posts. There are 23 discussions in total. (Observation 1a). Therefore, I typically look at 

the peer review, and see if they are using the rubric in the right way, if they are looking at 

with critical eyes, if they are providing all the feedback, and if the feedback are 

meaningful and helping their peers to get better.62 

Dr. Lewis: In our class, we have 8 synchronous sessions, so we construct group 

work for the students to collaborate. Usually I (or Dr. Wright) discuss a concept or an 

idea and then divide them into groups. They have to come up with some sort of activities, 

PowerPoint, video, or some sort of artifacts that shows they understand the concepts that 

we have just discussed. And then, they work in peer-reviewing groups.63 

Scene II: The Ownership of the Learners in the Learning Process 

Narrator: In the inquiry-based online courses, students have been given freedom 

in choosing what really interests them. The ownership of the students in these two 

courses are uncovered... 

Dr. Lewis: I think that engaging in some of the conversations allows students to 

have a broader understanding of what choices are available to them. And I saw them not 

only change maybe how they were going to do some of their research, but I guess maybe 

more importantly change how they thought about their research and maybe took more 
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ownership.64 It means that the students take the ownership and then go off to do the 

research.65 I should be there in case students are going in wrong directions, but I should 

not be leading them along.66 

Commentator: How about Dr. Wright? Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright are co-

teaching, but whether they look at the learners' ownership from the same lens must be 

examined! (Gossiping) 

Dr. Wright: Ultimately, the students choose their own topics. They get to choose 

what research questions they want to pursue. They get to pursue what type of manuscripts 

they want to write, as in, what journal they are going to go for, either qualitative or 

quantitative.67 One of the benefits of inquiry-based is that ownership of the learning is on 

the students. The responsibility is on the students.68 

Dr. Miller: I respect their real life situations, and I always have the flexibility for 

the students because I think they really do want to work.69Everything is personal. 

Everything is about them. They make an impact on the community, or they make an 

impact on their regent.70 Inquiry literature says that the inquiry model creates 

personalization through individual learners.71 The students have done research that they 

want to do in their own time on the topics that they are interested in.72 My point is that I 

think students have an opportunity to individualize their learning based on the inquiry 

process.73 

The Interpreter: Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright work collaboratively, but do they 

have the same thoughts about what constitutes student choice? Student choice is in the 

process? Hmmm…. 
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Narrator: In spite of harboring potentially differing views about definitions of 

student choice, participants voiced an awareness of the importance of providing learning 

sites that allowed for student freedom. In fact, student engagement and effective 

instruction were seen as being dependent upon making room for freedom within any type 

of instruction. Online venues were no exception. 

Dr. Lewis: For me, if I can feel like I can create a community, and if I can feel 

like my students actually want to talk and talk more than I do, I feel like I have a 

successful class. I want it to be something that involves everybody. Everybody has a 

voice.74 

Dr. Miller: It is an open inquiry model that creates personalization through 

individual learners. If I dictate the students, if I stand in delivery the whole time, through 

the direct delivery pedagogy model, I would say "Here is the reading. Here is the lecture. 

And here is the opportunity for discussion. I do not like what you wrote there, provide 

comments and be argumentative." But that is not the inquiry process. The inquiry process 

is very open.75 

Dr. Wright: I guess probably it is everything I do because if I had given them 

certain restrictions, I would not have seen some details or I would not see their choices.76 

Commentator: Given the authority to take control of the learning process, the 

students chose what they were really interested in for their research study. This practice 

allowed for student agency—a necessity for inquiry-based learning. 
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Dr. Lewis: Again, I feel like inquiry-based assignments allow for more people to 

have a voice. More people are talking.77 It is more about agency. It is more about the 

ability to know that you can do something and trust yourself to do it.78 

Dr. Wright: Some students are interested in specific topics like math, language 

arts, or something like that. So, we get to see what they like, what research methodology 

they like as well as research topic they like. I think that is a big opportunity for self-

expression.79 

Dr. Miller: From my standpoint, it is fascinating to see the topics that the 

students get themselves into.80 

Commentator: Whether in a synchronous or asynchronous course, the professors 

aimed to provide their students with opportunities to take ownership of their study. 

Choice, freedom, and human agency characterize inquiry-based learning wherever it is 

found. The potential for online inquiry-based learning is evident. 

Narrative Interpretations 

These findings indicate a reason to be optimistic, which is that the effectiveness of 

inquiry-based instruction could be transferred in online learning. The path to the success 

is initiated by the instructors, and the results rely mainly on how and what they do to 

achieve the goals. As Palmer (1990) writes, we teach who we are. When teachers teach 

with their hearts, they not only care about how to transfer the content knowledge, but also 

how to enlighten and generate intrinsic student motivation. This occurred in the two 

online courses considered in this study.  
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All three professors facilitated their classes and guided the students along the way 

to fulfill the entire research cycle. Rather than telling the students what to do, the 

professors provided the students with the freedom to learn and to take ownership of their 

learning. Although these participants provided and followed certain criteria and processes 

associated with what constitutes inquiry-based learning, their interactions were not 

wholly “scientific,” nor were they formulaic. The whole process was an art, and the 

professors were artists.  

Having equipped both themselves and their students with the necessary tools to 

construct new meaning and final pieces, within this process they experienced the 

sometimes messy, often fluid turmoil of creative processes. What they learned, how they 

thought, and how they felt were all important for yielding insights into some of the ways 

in which inquiry-based learning can be integrated within online coursework. Reminiscent 

of poetic formats, the knowledge generated by their experiences was both the cognitive 

and affective. A holistic picture of what it might mean to emulate their endeavors is 

needed. Therefore, in order to capture multiple levels within these professors’ use of 

online courses as sites for inquiry-based learning, the next section will represent their 

experiences in the form of poetic transcriptions.  

Poetic Transcription 

Learning through inquiry 

 a feeling of desire 

 a feeling of beauty  

 a feeling of ownership 

 a feeling of agency 
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Learning through inquiry 

 allows greater amount of self-expression 

 allows grapples and struggles 

Learning through inquiry 

 a feeling of rigor 

 a feeling of risk 

 a feeling of toughness 

 a feeling of trust 

It is an art! 

It is the best way to learn 

It is something I still struggle with. 

I feel I reach my comfort zone 

I feel pretty good with my ability 

I feel pretty good with learning theory 

I feel very fortunate 

but, 

It was challenging 

no face-to-face interaction 

no experience in distance delivery 

no body language  

no facial expressions 

I need to see from best practice standpoint 

I need to think ahead 
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In short, 

That was great experience 

That was fantastic. 

Building intrinsic value 

  not working for a grade 

  not working for a score 

  not working for a paper 

Building intrinsic value means 

 students work on their own 

 students have intrinsic motivation 

 students construct knowledge themselves 

 students learn real world experience 

I need to be a good communicator 

I need to be very clear and focused 

I feel positive 

I want to try to do it without thinking about it. 

Narrative Interpretations 

The experience in online education and inquiry-based learning impacts on these 

professors' feelings when they apply this instructional approach in their online courses. 

Dr. Lewis appears to be the only professor who feels most comfortable to implement the 

inquiry-based learning in her course. Besides the experience in teaching online, she is 

also interested in doing research related to this field. Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright are very 

active and creative in utilizing different technology tools in their class with the purpose of 
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improving the interaction in the class and for enhancing the learning quality on online 

setting. They utilize synchronous sessions in their class. On the other hand, Dr. Miller 

does not feel comfortable with applying inquiry-based learning in his online course, 

although he is very experienced with the inquiry-based approach. He explains that it is 

very difficult for him because he has never done distance delivery for doctoral students, 

and he feels that he needs the face-to-face interactions with his students. Dr. Miller's 

biggest struggle is knowing for certain that what students learn in his class impacts their 

own practice in real life.  

The next part of the chapter will present the students' perceptions of their 

experience in inquiry-based online course. The data shows that the students have positive 

feelings about their learning experiences in these two courses; however, they need more 

interaction and feedback from the professors. I will represent their perceptions about the 

application of inquiry-based learning in a reader's theater format, and their feelings along 

the way in form of poetic transcription.  

Students' Perceptions 

In order to provide readers an easy way to keep up with the dialogues, I code the 

students in ordinal number as follows: Stephanie as Student One, Elizabeth as Student 

Two, Macey as Student Three, Jessica as Student Four, Fiona as Student Five, and Justin 

as Student Six. Students one, two and three were taking Dr. Miller's class, which was 

taught completely asynchronously, and students ,four, five and six were taking Dr. Lewis 

and Dr. Wright's class, which implemented the integration of synchronous and 

asynchronous formats.  
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Scene I: The Ownership in the Learning Process: Who Is the Center? 

Narrator: The professor participants expressed that they let their students take 

the ownership of the learning in their courses. Listening to the students in these courses 

will provide deeper understandings about how the ownership was established. 

Student One: I would describe my role as an investigator. I am the Principal 

Investigator of my research, and my professor is like an advisor.81 I think it is interesting 

because I can see my role in the class as a co-learner. Not only am I learning from what I 

am doing, but I actually learn from reading other people's research.82 

Commentator: Cooperating with others allows students to learn better because it 

enhances not only the research product from receiving peer review feedback but also the 

interpersonal skills to create a holistic learning environment.  

Student One: We are kind of constructing the knowledge collaboratively.83 

Student Two: My role would be as the main learner, the main researcher.84 I feel 

like what we have produced or done in this class, I was 100% in charge of as a learner, as 

a researcher, and a writer.85 My professor’s role is more as a facilitator, who gives 

feedback on questions when he is able.86 

The Interpreter: Lack of face-to-face interaction does not eliminate the active 

role of the students in inquiry-based learning despite the learning format. The 

effectiveness of the inquiry-based learning in this course corresponds to the definition of 

best teaching practices by Zemelman, Daniels and Hyde (2005). They stated that in best 

practice, students are centered and the starting point is students' real interests, and 
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investigating students' own questions should always take precedence over studying 

arbitrarily and distantly selected content.  

Student One: I think this class is inquiry-based because of several reasons. First, 

the professor tells us that we can continue to build on our own research that we have done 

before, which is the one we did last semester. Second, he lets us pick our topic so that 

whatever the topic is, we take it and apply it in our own research. He is teaching us how 

to do research. Last, he encourages us to research something that is meaningful to our 

real life.87 

Student Two: All he has done are a bunch of little things which build to our final 

product, and we have discussion board every week. There are two main assignments and 

a final project, and he has little assignments that help lead us to final project.88 

Student One: The whole thing is inquiry because we are taking the process of 

research and we are producing a product. The professor shows us and give us the 

resources that we can choose and apply in our situations. It is not just, "Here, read it and 

take a test or a quiz," but "Here, read it, think about it, discuss it with your peers, and now 

apply it to your own situation."89 

Commentator: Hum...(Doubting) Does the inquiry-based learning work 

effectively in the other class?  

Student Four: My role is an active contributor actively participating in the class 

activities.90 But, basically, as a learner I follow the instructions. I do not feel much more, 

because if I follow the instruction it will lead automatically to insights.91 The professor is 
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more as a guide and a leader, and gives everyone else the opportunity to teach and to 

instruct each other, which is really good.92 

Student Five: I think for myself as a learner; I have to read it and see it. 

Sometimes I have visual kits to help me remember what I am learning. I am the one who 

is in charge of my learning because I am still the one who has to go find the information 

and support the information.93 

Student Six: My role is to be excited about learning, and to have the motivation, 

which I think has pretty much occurred. A lot of it has been self-directed learning. My 

professor has been more as an advisor.94 

The Interpreter: The implementation of inquiry-based approach, particularly the 

project-based learning, provides students opportunities to take control of their learning. 

Learning by doing improves the learning outcomes, especially in an online setting, which 

lacks of face-to-face interaction.  

Commentator: Are the inquiry-based activities effective in both courses? What 

are the activities and assignments that the students consider most effective in terms of 

giving them experiences of real world tasks? 

Scene II: Inquiry-Based Strategies and Effectiveness 

Narrator: Knowing that the courses were instructed by implementing inquiry-

based approach, the students expected to gain the abilities to do research and become 

researchers. Experiencing the whole semester working on their own research project, the 

students share what they perceived as the inquiry-based activities and their effectiveness.  
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Student Three: One of the strategies that Dr. Miller uses is scaffolding the 

writing of our final paper. He provides us with fairly descriptive rubrics, but there is a lot 

of room for us to determine our learning path. Another helpful thing is the peer review, 

because I am able to learn from other students in the class.95 

Student Four: I really like the aspect of having us read the book and then get 

together in small groups to discuss the readings. I think that is a good strategy because 

the teacher is not the person who talks all the time. Everyone is given an opportunity to 

contribute to the discussions. I cannot say enough about the synchronous meeting 

sessions. How creative they are! They offer an option for the students to either join the 

synchronous sessions or submitting writing assignments. The synchronous session was 

designed in such a way that a person has to present, then the next person presents, and it 

was very deliberate on the instructors' part, and then we asked questions at the end.96 

Commentator: Utilizing synchronous sessions with the aims to create more 

authentic interaction in the class, Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright's creativity and effort were 

appreciated by their students. The students acknowledged... 

Student Five: It is not just a fixed product. As far as we are on our synchronous 

sessions, we are going to share with other groups about what we read or what we have 

done with our projects. In this way, we are able to expand our questions instead of just 

getting a paper done, or turning in assignments. Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright want our 

thoughts: why we think that, how we support that, and how we could use it in a real life 

setting. They also help us work on writing for a journal, which I have never done 

before.97 
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Student Six: The synchronous sessions were very strategically planned, and they 

are like guides rather than "a sage on the stage". None of them have said: "This is how it 

is done," but they give constructive criticism for me to think about and work my own way 

through it. It is giving a skill set rather than saying: "Here is the knowledge, and you’re 

done". After the course, I became much faster in making decisions.98 

The Interpreter: The students were able to conduct research study relevant to 

their current job, which means that they not only learn about doing research but they are 

actually doing research. The data indicates that in both courses, the students were the 

center of the learning process. But how did it happen when during the semester there 

were no face-to-face interactions between the professors and the students? 

Commentator: (Thinking about the differences between the two courses) It 

might have occurred in different ways. I suppose that there was more interaction in Dr. 

Lewis and Dr. Wright's class than in Dr. Miller's class. Scene III will unpack the issues.... 

Scene III: Students Need More Interaction and Feedback 

Narrator: Although the students admit that they are the owners of the learning 

process, they still need to hear from their instructors and peers. Knowing the nature of 

online learning, that there are no face-to-face interactions, the professor participants try to 

design different learning activities to improve the interaction in their courses. For 

example, Dr. Miller constructs weekly discussions on Blackboard so that the students can 

share their ideas about a given topic, and can review their peers' work. While Dr. Miller 

offers all activities asynchronously, Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright integrate both 

asynchronous and synchronous sessions for purpose of improving the interaction between 
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them and their students as well as among the students. All the activities are constructed 

for the sake of creating a sense of a learning community. However, in order to know if 

these activities are effective or not, the students' perceptions need to be explored.  

Student One: I think when we do online courses, at least for me, there has to be 

some sort of interaction with the class. Otherwise it is kind of isolated. The instructors 

should not just assume that we are adult learners, and we do not need the affective 

elements for the communication. That would be definitely a "no, no." Honestly, I feel like 

in this class we are getting a little less interaction between us and the professor. It is kind 

of rubrics, and we are interacting more with each other as students and learning more 

from each other.99 

Student Three: I guess it is not so much for me, but for others. I have to be very 

self-motivated and organized in order to succeed in an online learning environment, 

because we do not have face-to-face interaction. Sometimes in the class, I feel like I have 

been able to work with partners to work on projects collectively. But more often, I have 

actually had partner that I was not very satisfied with . We did not have actual 

collaboration in our projects, and almost all of our projects have been really just 

individually focused.100 

The Interpreter: While the professors supposed that collaboration provided more 

chances for interaction, the students did not seem to acknowledge that.  

Commentator: If the students do not feel that they receive enough interaction, 

what are the impacts of the discussion board?  
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Student Two: Discussion board helps, but I do not really like it. It seems to be 

kind of silly to post something for twenty people to read and only two people read it. 

Even though I do not like the discussion board much, we do have things to talk about like 

why we are interested this or that topic, why we want to do this, what it is going to look 

like, and so that helps people read them, and see their backgrounds a little bit.101 

Student Three: We have some postings on Blackboard and some amount of 

reading assignments but for the most of the part, it is me completing this research study 

and writing up the findings. At some point I feel like the discussion questions are just not 

that useful anymore. They all employ the same format, kind of discussion; but often it 

only changes into fulfilling the assignments when it is supposed to be real discussions. 

Therefore, it is hard to go deeper into the topics. There are many times you can say the 

same thing to people over the course of this semester. Probably there are too many 

discussions for posting.102 

Commentator: Not all things designed for good purposes will achieve their 

initial goals. These two students appeared to feel overwhelmed with too many postings 

they had to do. (Thinking) However, these two students do not represent for all students 

in this class. The third student in Dr. Miller's class continues. 

Student One: Since we knew each other, it is kind of creating a learning 

community. The discussion board was really engaging. I really like interacting with my 

peers, but now it becomes less important. What is really engaging for me is working on 

research and get it done.103 
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Narrator: Limited to a completely asynchronous format, the interaction in Dr. 

Miller's class does not appear to be effective based on what the students have just shared. 

In the other class, for the sake of improving interaction, the professors integrated eight 

synchronous sessions. When being asked about the interaction, the students in this class 

responded.... 

Student Four: On Blackboard Collaborate, by verbal contribution, we were able 

to share and give our inputs in an open form of chat room. It was very informal writing in 

that regard. We were able to just really get the message out of some of the things that we 

were thinking; something that we want to share; or some of the ways we want to connect. 

In the synchronous sessions, we were really engaged; we heard and discussed the 

questions in addition to general discussions.104 

Student Six: I think that builds a kind of community. I feel I am not the only one 

out here struggling. It is good to know that there were a couple of situations that I ran into 

where someone else had the same problem, and we talked about it. So, I like the 

Blackboard Collaborate sessions.105 

Student Five: When we are working together doing the synchronous classes, Dr. 

Lewis and Dr. Wright give us a lot of opportunities to share the knowledge that we have 

gotten from our text books and from each other. They do not tell us how we need to do, 

but let us to work and confirm with each other and talk about how we want to express 

that knowledge or share what we learn. I think it is important to know that you are not the 

only one out there doing that, but that there is a group of students working together. 

Furthermore, if something confuses you, you can always ask questions on the comment 
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section during the synchronous sessions on Blackboard Collaborate. Not only are we 

speaking and listening to the people speaking, but at the same time we are also 

chatting.106 

The Interpreter: Meeting on Blackboard Collaborate improves the interaction in 

Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright's class. The professors and the students can communicate back 

and forth immediately. Questions can be asked and answered during the meeting 

sessions.  

Narrator: Student demand for feedback has been a major concern in online 

learning. In the course that utilized synchronous sessions, the students did not reveal that 

they needed more feedback. However, the students in the asynchronous class expressed a 

greater demand for feedback from the instructor. 

Student Two: I wish we had more help at the beginning setting up our study 

because we were just reading. We cannot read the whole book and set up the study. We 

did not have time. We were reading and doing at the same time.107 

Commentator: Time constraint sounds like a big challenge in the online setting. I 

wonder if the other students participating in this study felt the same way.  

Student One: Due to the time constraint, it is really difficult because it is like 

"you are flying the plane and building it at the same time."108 

The Interpreter: Learning by doing is the nature of inquiry-based learning. 

Nevertheless, the process requires constant feedback from the instructor(s) to support the 
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students. Earlier Dr. Miller mentioned giving feedback as a huge challenge for him, but 

what the feedback means to the students is a much more important issue to be examined. 

Student Two: The more feedback, the better. I think really good feedback keeps 

the learning progress engaging for online learners. We are not there in person, so we 

cannot walk to the professor’s office and tell our professors that we do not understand 

this or we do not get this.  We need good feedback so that we know how to correct 

ourselves to reach the end goal.109 

Student Three: I did not really receive any real feedback on my project, so all of 

it has been very self-directed by me. It is just fine. I am okay with that. It would be nice if 

we have more feedback from the professor who is an expert in it.110 It is hard for the 

professors to provide a lot of feedback on various projects that we are working on 

because it is pretty intensive for them to have 20 students who are all doing different 

things. It is super important, but also difficult to give timely feedback.111 

Narrator: The students in Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright’s course do not convey a 

great demand for feedback. During the synchronous sessions, they have opportunities to 

interact with their instructors and their peers. They are able to receive constant feedback. 

Student Five: I have learned a lot from other people in our class, and from the 

instructors. Having that face-to-face and voice interaction on Blackboard Collaborate has 

been very positive, because we are able to share the knowledge and receive feedback. 

Also, synchronous meetings help reinforce the relationships among us. For example, 

when I was about to present my project, I sent Susan a text and said,"If I am talking too 

loud, if I am going too fast, I am doing anything you feel like I am just reading from my 
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presentation, please send me a text." After the first two slides she sent me a text and said 

"You are doing good job. Just calm down. You are doing fine." I think all of these go 

along with the collaborative atmosphere built when you do asynchronous online class.112 

Student Six: I like the writing group because it provides a base station. It gives us 

a milestone. I can receive feedback from other members, and it helps me to be much 

more confident with my writing in that avenue.113 

Narrative Interpretations 

Lack of interaction or feedback can lead to the feelings of isolation or 

disconnection. The integration of synchronous sessions made a difference between the 

two courses, and was proved to create an interactive learning environment. Additionally, 

the synchronous activities helped enhance student holistic learning in online setting. 

Poetic Transcription 

I feel pretty good 

I feel comfortable  

I feel excited 

I feel engaged 

I become more capable as a researcher 

I become better at managing my time 

I encounter challenges 

 time constraint 

 time management 

 like building the plane when it flies 

I feel a sense of urgency 
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 work collaboratively  

 receive positive feedback 

 build a good  foundation 

 develop research skills 

 see research from all angles  

At the end, 

I feel better at managing my time 

I see myself growing in doing research 

I am getting better at my knowledge 

I feel I will be successful 

 

Start from not knowing anything 

a lot of challenges 

a lot of struggles 

a lot of difficulties 

Along the way, 

learn to do research 

practice for researching 

practice for publishing 

practice for a better piece of work 

It was very beneficial 

I was very applicable 

It was a good learning experience. 
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I felt nervous 

I felt frustrated 

I felt it was too much 

I felt it was too big 

It was very hard 

I felt a certain level of frustration 

Timely feedback was super important 

But, 

It was a turning point 

My thinking changed 

 from a student to a researcher 

It was significant and transformational. 

Start with uncertainty and anxiety  

It was very effective 

It was very dynamic 

It was open inquiry 

Everyone has a voice 

  a freedom to learn 

but has to be self-motivated 

End up with certainty 

 feel very welcome 

 feel really excited 

 feel very confident  
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I am confident 

It has been an excellent course 

A feeling of uncertainty 

 a little stressful 

 a little overwhelmed 

 a little tentative 

 a little nervous 

My attitude changed 

 think outside the box 

 talk to classmates 

 build relationships 

I become more comfortable  

 do research on my own 

 experience on my own 

 practice on my own 

 discover on my own 

It was very beneficial 

It was very creative 

It was very unique. 

 

Start with calmness 

 with confidence 

 with little nervousness 
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Face with challenges 

 with stress 

 with demands 

Develop good skill set 

Receive constructive feedback 

End with higher level of confidence 

Find myself giving more thoughts 

  making decision faster 

 growing a lot as a teacher 

It was a milestone! 

Narrative Interpretations 

The poetic transcriptions reveal that the students went through various affective 

stages in terms of their perspectives of these two inquiry-based online courses. In general, 

their feelings were positive, which appeared to provide them with a sense of 

improvement regarding how they viewed themselves as learners and as 

professionals.114Most student participants expressed that they were first nervous and 

frustrated regarding the inquiry-based online instruction, but then became more 

confident.115 Early trepidation seemed to be rooted in their experiences of changing from 

uncertainty to certainty, especially in the synchronous course.  

A factor that aided in confidence building seemed to be that they were able to 

express themselves in these two courses. For example, the students in Dr. Miller's class 

shared their hopes and fears in the first discussion on Blackboard (Observation 1a). 

Macey stated 
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"I hope that I can stay focused on my coursework and not go insane in the 

process. I hope that I don’t get so distracted and energized by my advocacy 

interests that my schoolwork suffers. I hope that my family will be able to put up 

with "Graduate School Mom/Wife" for as long as it takes to get this done. I fear 

that my new advisor will not understand me or my journey. I fear that the 

Graduate School will finally review my course plan and decide that my master’s 

degree credits won’t count toward this degree. And lastly, I fear that my 

daughter’s new goldfish, Goldie, will die and she (my daughter) will be scarred 

for life (even though I’ve vowed not to take any responsibility for fish welfare)." 

(Document 1, p.1) 

The roles of self-expression and communication as key factors in meeting students 

affective and academic needs was also apparent in Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright's class, 

during the synchronous sessions. Within those sessions, students were able to interact one 

on one with the professors, or chat with each other on Blackboard Collaborate. For 

example, while discussion about their research, a student typed in the chat room "I am 

sorry but I am nervous" (Observation 2f). The students in this class did not mention the 

thirst for timely feedback because the professors were consistently active and enthusiastic 

in responding to their students' questions (Observation 2c). 

The data shows that in these inquiry-based online courses, the student participants 

were able to experience authentic learning activities by doing real world research 

projects. Working on their projects, the students not only had a chance to explore the 

learning content of how to conduct educational research, but also learned more about 
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themselves. In best practice classrooms, learning should be holistic, challenging and 

experiential (Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 2005).  According to Kolb and Kolb (2005) a 

holistic learning process involves the integrated functioning of the total person—

thinking, feeling, and behaving. So are these inquiry-based online courses holistic 

learning?  

Section 3: Holistic Learning: Evaluating Students with a Poetic Framework 
The findings of this study have been represented in arts-based formats in order to 

provide a more evocative look at participants’ perceptions of their experiences within 

inquiry-based online courses. The analysis of the data showed that the students in these 

courses implemented actual research with the guidance of their instructors within the 

spring semester (which lasted approximately 4 months). In spite of the time constraint, 

the instructors guided their students through an entire research cycle. Within their 

courses, the instructors applied project-based learning, which is under the umbrella of 

inquiry-based instruction, for the purpose of effectively facilitating their classes within 

authentic online learning environments. Since the purpose of the study was to examine 

the ways, in which students did (or did not) learn holistically within online coursework, it 

was necessary to evaluate their experiences through a lens or framework that moves 

beyond the limitations of quantifiable scores, to one that integrates often neglected 

holistic factors inherent to learning. Having noted the similarities between the potential 

holistic characteristics associated with inquiry-based instruction and those communicated 

through and by poetry, an evaluative framework was constructed and implemented that 

reflected the holistic nature of poetic formats. In short, student participants’ experiences 
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with online inquiry-based learning were evaluated for effectiveness through a holistic 

lens comprised of poetic characteristics.  

In  The Holistic Approach to Learning and Teaching Interaction, Patel (2003) 

noted that the aims of holistic learning entail "mak[ing] learning a process of self-

improvement that explicitly recognizes the needs of the individual learner in the 

interaction" and that equips students to develop to the point that they are critical, 

confident and independent (p.2). Holistic learning allows learners to relate knowledge 

gained in the class to the self as a way of discovering and developing the self (Patel, 

2003). The affective and experiential characteristics of holistic learning are compatible 

with those within the poetic framework introduced in Chapter 1 of this study. The poetic 

framework included six dimensions: 1) Experience within context, 2) Consciousness and 

Contemplation, 3) Imagination and Creativity, 4) Interaction and Transformation, 5) 

Exploration and Creation, and 6) Reflection and Self.  With these six elements utilized as 

my criteria, I examined the students' experiences as holistic learners in the two inquiry-

based online courses considered in this study.  

Experience Within Context 

Education and poetry share the commonality of human experience within a 

context. Eisner (2002) stated that experience is central to growth because it is the medium 

of education; education is the process of learning to create ourselves. However, "not all 

experiences are genuinely or equally educative" (Dewey, 1938, p.28). Dewey noticed that 

"an education based upon experience need to select the kind of present experiences that 

live fruitfully and creatively in subsequent experiences" (p.28). Dewey (1938) continued 

stating that "the principle of continuity of experience means that every experience both 
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takes up something from those which have gone before and modifies in some way the 

quality of those which come after" (p.35). Oakeshott (1959) indicated that experience 

was also the center of poetry because in the composition process, poetry began with an 

emotional process undergone by the poet himself. Making meaning of a new experience 

draws upon on readers' or learners' prior experience, which occurs within a particular 

context. 

When viewed in the light of poetic or holistic learning, the findings showed that 

in these two inquiry-based courses, students were central to the learning process. The 

nature of these courses was related to doing social scientific research. The students 

already had prior knowledge about research methodology and experience in constructing 

a research study in previous courses. Before the courses started, the instructors and the 

students already knew each other because they had been in the program for more than 

two years, which helped to establish relationships within and among the groups. 

Understanding the students' knowledge base also gave the instructors the advantage of 

being able to construct learning activities that not only met the needs of the course but 

that also fit their learning styles. The instructors identified experiential learning as 

important to enhancing learning quality. In Scene I of the readers' theater, Dr. Lewis 

stated "I believe that online learning is best done when it involves experiential learning. It 

is best when it is based on something that is theoretically based, but also very practical" 

(p.9). Also in Scene I, Dr. Miller confirmed that "It is about doing research with real 

people in a real life setting" (p.13). Obviously, these instructors chose to instruct their 

courses with the belief that online learning should be experiential. In order to make the 

learning in their online courses experiential, the instructors implemented a project-based 
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learning approach and required each student to conduct a real life research project within 

one semester. As the center of the learning process, it was the students who were 

expected to articulate whether or not this approach was effective—if it provided  them 

with genuine educational experiences.  

During the semester, the students went through the whole cycle of conducting an 

educational research project with the final product as a research paper (Observations: 1f 

& 2f). The full research cycle included identifying the research topic, constructing a 

literature review, collecting data, analyzing data, and writing a finding report. The 

instructor required students to select a research topic that was of interest to them. The 

process involved open inquiry, in which the instructor provided students with  resources 

such as text books, YouTube videos, and presentation slides so that they could choose 

and apply to their own situations(Observation 1d). In Scene II of the student reader's 

theater, a student in Dr. Miller's class stated that "the professor told us that we can 

continue to build on our own research that we have done before, which is the one we did 

last semester" (p.30). The students also experienced the Institutional Review Board 

application process, in which completion and permission is a university requirement 

before starting data collection.  

In the other class, the students were given a chance to present their research on 

Blackboard Collaborate synchronously. The instructors believed that this provided their 

students with hand-on experience as presenting at an academic conference. A student in 

Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright's class shared:  
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As far as we are on our synchronous sessions, we are going to share with other 

groups about what we read or what we have done with our projects. By this way, 

we are able to expand our questions instead of just getting a paper done, or 

turning assignments. Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright want our thoughts: why we think 

that, how we support that, and how we could use it in real life setting. They also 

help us work on writing for a journal, which I have never done before. (Scene II, 

p. 31-32) 

This proved that the students in both courses were given opportunities to conduct real life 

research. 

Regarding experience within a context as one of the criteria for the examination, 

the findings of the study showed that the learning in these two online courses was truly 

experiential. The learners were the locus of the learning process with the guidance of the 

instructors to succeed in doing real life research despite of the non-conventional learning 

format. This hindered an underlying meaning that the study aims to express, which is that 

inquiry-based instruction, especially project-based learning, could be transferred into 

online avenues.  

Consciousness and Contemplation 

Another characteristic of poetry is its ability to evoke a poem readers' 

consciousness through contemplation. Oakeshott (1959) indicates that poetry is 

contemplating and delighting. Oakeshott (1959) explains that after composing or reading 

poems, the emotional experience will be contemplated and from this activity of 

contemplation, a poetic image is generated; this expression of an analogue of the original 
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emotional experience, consequently, may be expected to give us what Sidney (Apologie 

for Poetri) calls “a more familiar insight” into the experience. Dewey (1934) clarified that 

"the roots of every experience roots of every experience are found in the interaction of a 

live creature with its environment, that experience becomes conscious, a matter of 

perception, only when meanings enter it that are derived from prior experiences" (p.283). 

Learners who ground themselves in poetic experience confront a question of what it 

means to be human because aesthetic experience has the capacity to move learners and to 

transform them (Greene, 1995).  

In the context of this study, I suppose that the instructors were as the literature 

writers/composers because they designed and instructed the courses based upon their 

teaching philosophies and experiences. The curriculum designed by the instructors was 

like the poem created by the poet in a way that readers' response to the written text with 

feelings. The issue needed to be examined was how the students in these courses reacted 

to what has been provided and instructed by the instructors. The students were aware 

there was no such imposition in these courses because they perceived that they took the 

ownership of their learning in the inquiry-based process.  

A student in Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright's class states that "I am the one who is in 

charge of my learning because I am still the one who has to go find the information, and 

support the information" (Scene I, p.29). This student expresses that "it is not just here 

read it and take a test or a quiz, but here, read it, think about it, discuss it with your peers, 

and now apply it to your own situation" (Scene II, p.31). In the other class, a student 
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shares "I feel like for what we have produces or done in this class, I am 100% in charge 

of as a learner, as a researcher, and as a writer" (Scene I, p.28).  

Imagination and Creativity 

Constructivists considered imagination and creativity as key components of 

curriculum design and development. Dewey (1934), a key proponent of constructivism, 

believed that imagination is the “gateway” through which meanings derived from past 

experiences find their way into the present, and it is "the conscious adjustment of the new 

and the old"(p.283 ). Supporting what Dewey's philosophy, in Releasing the Imagination, 

Maxine Greene (1995) stated that among our cognitive capacities, imagination was the 

one that permits us to give credence to alternative realities, and allowed us to break with 

the taken for granted, to set aside familiar distinctions and definitions. Greene (1995) 

explained when we read poems and journals, listen to music and stories, we found 

ourselves actually entering into the authors’ realities by means not solely of our reasoning 

power but of our imagination. The existing ability to make poetic use of our imagination 

functions as a significant element in the extent to which we grasp another’s world and 

bring into being the “as if” worlds (Greene, 1995). 

While  imagination is the primary gift of human consciousness, creativity is a step 

further on from imagination (Robinson, 2011, p.141-142). Robinson (2011) stated that 

creativity involves putting our imagination into work (p.142). In other words, it is 

actively producing something in a deliberate way. These are two important stages in 

composing poetic works in the way that poets use their imagination and release it into 

poems. Composing a poem is a process of creativity.  
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 Looking from this angle, inquiry-based approaches, particularly with project-

based learning, gave the students opportunities to release their imaginations in ways that 

potentially led to a self-discovery process. The imagination and the creativity of the 

students in this study often occurred simultaneously, as creativity stems from the 

imagination. Right from the beginning of the semester, in order to figure out a topic for 

the research project, students were expected to be conscious of their genuine interests and 

then to relate them to their experiences. Due to the fact that the instructors let the students 

take ownership of their learning, the students were required to be proactive and 

responsible for fulfilling all of the required tasks and the final product  as a research 

paper. For example, one student shared: 

The class activities were very strategically planned, and the instructors are like 

guides rather than "a sage on the stage". None of them have said "this is how it is 

done" but they give constructivist criticism for me to think and work my own way 

through it. It is inquiring what we learn direct our self-study. (Scene II, p.32) 

Imagination and creativity were also evident in the students' choices in terms of 

presentation formats, media tools to represent their research, and selected data analysis 

methodologies. Dr. Lewis remembers "when teaching students how to create a 

warrantable claim within the paper they are writing, I will first ask them to read the 

chapters about it. And then, in their small groups, they will go through those chapters that 

kind of teach us about warrantable claims to find an artifact, picture, video or something 

that they can use to help teach us this concept, and discuss that in their groups. After that, 
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they will come back to the class and teach us, and present to us on this subject. Each 

group has a different subject" (Scene I. p.10) 

Interaction and Transformation 

Two other characteristics integral to poetry are its potential for being interactive 

and transformative. Young (2002) found that it was an active process of engagement, and 

an interventionist practice and transformative experience in which she began to think 

differently about curriculum research and practice. Collins (2008) described that the 

meaning of a poem (or any other type of text) as being created through the interaction of 

the poet’s experiences, knowledge, and written words with the reader’s experiences and 

knowledge. Dewey (1938) believed that the transformation process must involve the 

teacher and the student cooperating as the student becomes more intellectually capable, 

personally independent, and socially responsible. Eisner (2002) believed that students 

needed to learn to connect what they have learn in their school to the world beyond it, 

extend and apply it to other domains. From this perspective, the data collected from the 

participants showed that the students' new learning experiences had interacted with their 

prior knowledge in such a way that the students were able to use what they knew and 

transfer it into their current research project. Transformation happened during the process 

of students' conducting their real life research. Not only did these courses help the 

students learn to finish a required project, but they also equipped them with knowledge 

and skills to become researchers doing authentic research. Student Three in Dr. Miller's 

class said:  To the end of the class, I can look back over what I have learned, experienced 

and I feel like it is significant and even transformational.116 I started to identify myself as 

a researcher instead of a graduate student.117 
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Student Four in Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright class shared: 

The instructors I have worked with in my online class have created activities that 

promote learning, they maybe, promote critical thinking skill that connect my 

personal experiences with the reading and other activities that we do.118 I  really 

appreciated a lot of what we worked on at that time and then now at the end I 

really feel confident I could start and do just fine, and I am able to see, foresee all 

of the steps that were to come. So beginning with a lot uncertainty and end with a 

lot of certainty.119 

By the end of the semester, the students found themselves moving from being learners to 

be researchers. They felt that in terms of their own self-perspectives, they had changed 

from uncertainty to certainty, and that their confidence levels in doing educational 

research had improved.  

Exploration and Creation 

Skelton (1963) stated that the process of interacting with or making a poem 

becomes a transforming and revitalizing experience when it was not simply an affair of 

using associations of ideas and metaphors in order to remind us of the way our minds 

work or to deepen our appreciation of everyday reality, but when it has become, on the 

part of the poet, an exploration. The instructors handed the freedom to learn to the 

students and guided them to construct thorough explorations of their research topics 

through scaffolding. The students understood that ultimately, they were the ones in 

charge of their learning and of creating a final product as an academic research paper. 

The students gained experience in doing research without the limitations of the 



Texas Tech University, Thanh Thi Ngoc Phan, December 2015 

124 

imposition from the instructors, but with self-discovering whatever was relevant to their 

research topics—and to themselves.  

Reflection and Self 

The two last characteristics of poetic frameworks focus on reflection and the self. 

According to Eisner (2002), education was a process of learning how to invent yourself. 

Dewey (1897) believed that the only true education came through the stimulation of the 

child's powers by the demands of the social situations in which he find himself. Students 

themselves have had experiences that have helped make them beautifully different, more 

insightful, reflective, and whole (Simpson, Jackson & Aycock, 2005). In these two 

inquiry-based online courses, the data from the observations and the interviews revealed 

that the student participants were able to express and invent themselves during the 

semester.  

Chapter Summary 
This chapter presented the findings of the study including three sections 

representing themes emerging from triangulated data sources (interviews, observation, 

documents, and researcher's reflexive journal) that were then further analyze through 

their representations within arts-based formats. The three arts-based formats used within 

this study were short narratives displayed as vignettes, reader's theater scripts, and poetic 

transcriptions. The first section was comprised of short narratives (vignettes) presenting 

the participants' background and experience in online learning. The second section was 

about the course instructors’ perceptions of the use and the effectiveness of inquiry-based 

instruction in online courses. The third section involved an examination of the 

effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction in online courses, in terms of the potential ways 
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in which, it in promoted students' learning with the whole self. Student participants’ 

experiences were further evaluated through the construction and implementation of  a 

curriculum and instruction as poetry framework. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 
This chapter discusses both the findings and subsequent conclusions regarding my 

study of inquiry-based instruction within online courses in higher education. In addition, 

it connects  the characteristics of poetry with sound, holistic criteria for inquiry-based 

instruction and discusses how a poetry framework built on this premise was used to 

evaluate inquiry-based instruction in terms of its effectiveness. Much of this discussion is 

accomplished by answering this research project’s overall research questions. 

Implications drawn from this study’s findings and recommendations for further research 

are also included within this chapter. 

Discussion 
This study was conducted for one entire semester--from January to May 2015--in 

two online courses in a doctoral distance program at a public university in West Texas. 

The purpose of the study was to explore the participants' perceptions of their experiences 

in inquiry-based online courses, and to examine the effectiveness of the inquiry-based 

instructions in terms of promoting the students' holistic learning through a curriculum and 

instruction lens using poetry as a framework. The participants of the study, including 

three online instructors and six doctoral students, were purposively selected. The data 

was collected from different sources: semi-structured interviews, observations, 

documents, and my researcher's reflexive journal. The constant comparison method using 

open-coding was utilized to analyze the data which was represented in multi-genre arts-

based formats in Chapter 4.  
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The four research questions that framed this study included: 

1. What are instructors’ and students’ perceptions of the use and 

effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies within online courses? 

2. In what ways (if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within 

online courses inform and meet students’ affective and academic needs? 

3. In what ways (if any) do inquiry-based instructional strategies within 

online courses inform students’ self-discovery or promote self-

expression? 

4. What insights can be gleaned from using “the curriculum and 

instruction as poetry framework” as a lens for examining online 

instruction—and inquiry strategies, in particular—regarding the 

improvement of online instruction? 

The perceptions of the instructors and the students regarding the use and 

effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies within the two online courses considered in this 

study focused specifically on project-based learning. The instructors used this 

instructional approach to guide the students to learn through inquiry about conducting a 

real social scientific research project. By the end of the semester, the students submitted 

complete research papers to the instructors for grading and feedback.  

Instructors' perceptions 

The findings from the professor participants' data (i.e., interviews, my 

observations, and collected documents) showed that these professors believed that 

applying instructional approaches like inquiry-based learning or project-based learning 
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enhanced students' learning experience in their online courses. The initiatives of utilizing 

the inquiry-based approach in their online courses stemmed from their teaching 

philosophies. Although they had different background and experiences in online 

education, all the professors valued the provision of authentic learning purposes for the 

students in their online courses. Reminiscent of studies conducted by Stripling (2008), 

my participants supported the idea that in inquiry-based classes, students are more 

motivated to pursue learning on their own than students who are fed pre-organized 

information (Stripling, 2008).Stripling (2008) stated that inquiry-based learning has the 

power to provoke deeper learning because the focus on inquiry is a natural extension of 

John Dewey's ideas of learning through experience. According to Dewey (1938), learners 

make meaning by connecting one experience to another, and by reflecting on and 

organizing the ideas that emerge from these experiences. To this extent, Dewey's 

philosophy about learning from experience reflects the professors' choice of this 

instructional method being applied within their online classes.  

In fact, participants seemed to support that notion that inquiry-based instruction 

enhanced online learning, at least in part, because they explicitly tied their practices to 

Dewey’s well known philosophies. Authentic, experiential instruction was a means for 

implementing student centered instruction, which is pervasively associated with John 

Dewey. As Dr. Lewis noted: 

I think for me the most effective strategies come down to student-centered 

teaching. In some ways, it’s sort of problem posing. Rather than Freire, I go to 

Dewey here .The idea of linking to previous experience and then you ask them to 
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do something real, something productive, but it’s still theoretical nuance. You 

have to think critically, and deeply about what you are doing, not just do it. So I 

think I go for Dewey for a lot of what I am after that embody learning. I think 

that’s something I really focus on.120 

Dr Lewis supposed that "online learning is best done when it involves experiential 

learning" (Scene I, p.10). While Dr. Lewis tied her philosophy and pedagogy directly to 

Dewey, Dr. Miller and Dr. Wright expressed an appreciation for inquiry-based learning 

that was also reminiscent of Deweyan literature, yet described themselves with the more 

general term of “constructivist.” In particular, they perceived the use of inquiry-based 

learning as an enhancement to their instruction because of its emphasis on the 

experiential learning. Dr. Miller stated that he tried to provide his students many 

opportunities to help them experience, establish foundation and build their own 

knowledge.121 Dr. Wright shared that what he did was letting the students construct their 

own knowledge, which he guessed really came across dialogues, and the discussion-

based portions.122 

Another reason that the inquiry-based instruction was valued as a means for 

enhancing learning within online courses was because it was inextricably connected 

within the instructors’ mindsets as a type of instruction that required students to 

implement an entire research cycle. Deriving from the belief in experiential learning, the 

instructors utilized project-based learning in their online courses with the aims to guide 

students to go through the entire research cycle. Once again, my participants’ perceptions 

were tied to foundational research literature. As stated by Kolb (1984), learning from 
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experience is the center in the theories of constructivists such as Dewey, Lewis, Piaget, 

and James. In fact, it was the commitment of all three instructor participants to particular 

curriculum theorists that seemed to both inspire and direct their use of project-based 

instruction within online coursework.  

In the context of this study, the courses were about doing research and conducting 

an authentic research project. Thus, the decision to employ the project-based learning in 

these courses met the need for providing students with an experiential learning 

environment in spite of an online distance format. However, differing from the literature, 

at least one of the three was not completely sure about the effectiveness of this approach 

in his online classes. While committed to his theoretical perspectives and the notion that 

project-based assignments enhance instruction, he also expressed contradictory 

misgivings regarding the end results of his constructivist teaching within an online 

context. Differing from what is normally highlighted within the literature, this 

participant’s, Dr. Miller’s, misgivings revealed that he was not fully confident that his 

theoretical perspectives could transfer successfully to online instructional venues. For 

example, Dr. Miller stated “I don’t know yet” regarding the degree to which his use of 

project-based learning had been effective. He explained that although one of his areas of 

expertise was in inquiry-based instruction, he had “never done a distance delivery for 

higher education doctoral students,” and he added, “as a teacher, I am still learning how 

to do that well.”123 

While Dr. Lewis did not speak with trepidation regarding her transfer of project-

based instruction to online courses, her statements were general, rather than specific. She 
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noted that "in general, inquiry-based practices are the best form of pedagogical practice, 

and allow deeper learning occur".124  Both Dr. Lewis and Dr. Wright also explained that 

they did not use project-based instruction in the extreme. What seemed to support Dr. 

Wright’s ability to and perception of the use of project-based instruction as an 

enhancement, was his use of particular online tools. Dr. Wright focused more on the 

impact of the synchronous meetings on Blackboard Collaborate as a means to support the 

implementation of project-based learning.  

Although (to differing degrees) these professors did not appear to be fully certain 

of their perceptions that their transfer of the inquiry-based strategies to their online 

classes was effective, they were passionate about providing authentic instruction within 

in their online academic settings. Reflecting the findings of Strait & Sauer (2004), who 

found experiential learning to be effective in online courses when their students were 

guided to conduct real research projects with scaffolding and modeling provided by the 

professors, my participants had a similar experience. My professor participants thought 

that scaffolding and modeling would help prevent their students from getting lost, and 

appeared to glean positive results. For instance, Dr. Miller’s authentic, experiential 

assignments ended with favorable results, in that what students produced matched his 

expectations.125 The implementation of experiential, authentic work guided by 

scaffolding and mentoring occurred consistently though assignments such as writing a 

literature review, looking at the literature with critical eye, doing peer-reviews with 

critical feedback, designing research methodologies, collecting and analyzing data, and 

writing a research report.  
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Online learning was enhanced through project-based learning because it allowed 

students to take ownership of their learning processes. The results of the study revealed 

that a key component of the participant’s approaches to inquiry-based learning involved a 

student-centered perspective, which allowed for their students’ ownership of learning 

processes. Reflecting Boss's (2011) idea about inquiry-based approach, this study 

emphasized on experiential learning in which learners are the center and directly involve 

in their learning process through questioning, inquiry, and critical thinking. According to 

Simonson, Smaldino and Zvacek (2012), "to teach and learn effectively in online 

environment, instructors must understand the concepts of student-centered learning" 

(p.122). Within the whole semester, the professors considered themselves as facilitators 

during the process, who provided the students with guidance and feedback to keep them 

working on track. This point is consistent with what Healey and Jenkins (2002) found in 

their research study. Healey and Jenkins (2002) discovered that students would be 

provided with opportunities to directly engage with research, and a range of different 

learning experiences and styles in inquiry-based class. Conducting a real research study 

got the students to engage actively and to be in charge of what they were doing. The 

general goal of inquiry-based learning was to help the students recognize that they were 

ultimately responsible for their own learning (Albright et al., 2012). Hence, in these 

particular online courses, the professors allowed their students to select the research 

topics of their own interests because they expected their students to have an opportunity 

to individualize their learning based on the inquiry-based process.  

The positive feelings—or whole-self commitment--that the three professors 

expressed regarding the use of inquiry-based learning within their online courses also 
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illustrated their belief in its potential to enhance online instruction. Significantly, their 

positive affective expressions connoted their belief in the importance of involving the 

whole self within teaching and –in particular—within the transfer of authentic, 

experiential instruction to new venues. The feelings of three professors about the use and 

effectiveness of inquiry-based approaches in online avenues were represented in the 

poetic transcriptions in the previous chapter. Their feelings were captured based on their 

responses to the interview questions and my observation field notes taken during the 

interviews. Their process of transferring inquiry-based approaches to online learning was 

more than simply copying what they already knew about teaching, but it was an artistic 

thing which required a great deal of creativity and trust. Their expectations for the 

students went well beyond asking classes to complete research projects in order to submit 

them for grades; but they designed and conducted their courses based on their beliefs that 

their students could become researchers who did research meant to bring connection 

between their lives and careers. It was work that was both analytical and intuitive—art 

and science.  

The professors practiced a type of informed “betting” that inquiry-based practices 

offered the best way to learn, and the application of this approach in their online courses 

would yield good experiences. They supposed that in their inquiry-based online courses, 

they could have made students' learning transformative. According to Doll (2004), 

transformative learning occurs when learning environments or enterprises "have the 

"right amount" of indeterminacy, anomaly, inefficiency, chaos, disequilibrium, 

dissipation and lived experience" (p.216). In this sense, the professors believed that 

inquiry-based practice could potentially provide their students with real world 
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experiences that built intrinsic value for and within course activities. However, all of 

them admitted that the process was not easy because not only did it involve uncertainty, 

but it was also much like an artistic venture, which required a great deal of creativity 

from the instructors. Additionally, this journey was challenging and very time consuming 

because the instructors had to do a lot of preparation ahead of time before their classes, 

and then provide feedback for their students.  

In spite of some moments of contradictory angst, the professors generally 

maintained and expressed a positive perspective—in multiple and holistic ways--about 

the use and the effectiveness of inquiry-based practice in their online courses. For 

example, Dr. Lewis said her feelings about inquiry-based practices were great; Dr. Miller 

was feeling pretty good; and Dr. Wright stated that he felt positive and he wanted to try to 

do it without thinking about it. It appeared that he, in particular, adopted an intuitive 

stance and practice of inquiry-based instruction within the world of online coursework. 

Students' perceptions 

Another factor that worked in behalf of students’ affective needs was the 

collaboration opportunities provided by their professors. Collaboration addresses needs 

for social interaction (talking and communicating), which can help individuals feel part 

of a community (Haythornthwaite, 2006, p.10). The students supposed that the inquiry-

based strategies in these two online courses provided them opportunities to work with 

peers through class discussion board, peer review, and small writing group. In addition, 

the collaboration activities included class discussions on Blackboard Learning 

Management System, peer review, and small writing group. As Dr. Miller's class was 

totally asynchronous, the students collaborated through discussion and peer review via 
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Blackboard Discussion Board. In the other class, the students had chances to meet in 

synchronous sessions during the semester, so their collaborative activities were not 

limited to offline discussions and peer reviewing. The students in the synchronous class 

were working in small writing group to discuss about their readings and their research 

projects. The students expressed that working in small writing groups improved their 

learning by learning from the other students in the class. However, some students in the 

totally asynchronous course did not perceive a wholly asynchronous online approach as 

being something that fully met their affective or academic needs. Two of the student 

participants in the asynchronous course complained that the discussions on Blackboard 

were too much and not very effective. They explained their perspectives by stating that 

not all the students were at the same phase and some of them only replied to meet the 

requirements of the professor but did not really contribute insights to the discussions.126 

However, they shared the common idea about the overall usefulness of discussions 

whether they were asynchronous or synchronous. The students acknowledged that these 

were good activities that interested them.  

In the asynchronous class, the students explicitly indicated that they needed more 

interaction with the professors and their peers, and that they especially needed more 

feedback from the professors. Providing timely feedback was also a major concern of the 

professor in the asynchronous class. The observation data demonstrated there were 22 

discussions during the semester and 19 students in this course, which could explain why 

giving feedback was challenging for the professor.127 The students conveyed there was 

not so much interaction because they did not have face-to-face interaction. Although they 

worked with peers, they did not feel very satisfied with the degree with which they 
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received help. The students said that they did not really like the discussions because they 

felt as if the discussion questions were not useful. One of the students stated that it was 

kind of silly to post something for twenty people and only two of them read it. Another 

student shared that she did not receive any real feedback on her project. The other student 

said that the more feedback the better because they believed that good feedback was what 

allowed learning progress for online learners. In short, students’ affective satisfaction was 

reduced and their overall academic learning was limited by their perceptions that they 

lacked the full feedback and interaction needed within the particular asynchronous online 

course, in which they were enrolled. 

On the contrary, in the synchronous class, the students reported that they could 

talk to each other back and forth during the synchronous sessions, or they could reach the 

professors via Skype with appointments. The advancement of technology tools supported 

the interaction in online learning. Reflecting on students' demand for more interaction 

with the instructors and peers in the asynchronous course, student in this class were able 

to communicate impulsively. This finding is consistent with the results of Curtis and 

Lawson's (2001) study about collaborative online learning. Curtis and Lawson (2001) 

found that "the students spontaneously demonstrated a need also to use synchronous 

communication" (p.24). Accordingly, the student participants participating in 8 

synchronous sessions reported that they were able to share the knowledge from their 

readings and their research progress. 

At least in general terms, all of the student participants possessed positive feelings 

about inquiry-based online courses. However, the students expressed that due to time 
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constraints they felt frustrated when going through the whole research cycle to finish 

authentic research projects. What seemed to comprise an even more important finding 

was that student participants conveyed that the inquiry-based process had helped them to 

change from a mood of uncertainty regarding their abilities as researchers at the 

beginning of their online coursework, to a mood informed self-confidence regarding their 

skills as researchers by the end of the semester. 

Students' Affective and Academic Needs 

In terms of inquiry-based learning succeeding with the students from an affective 

perspective, my study illustrated the wisdom of allowing students the freedom to choose 

whatever topic they were really interested in exploring for their research projects. This 

freedom in terms of selecting a research topic appeared to initiate the students’ real 

interests. Not surprisingly the experience of student choice reflected the work of 

Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 2005), who have long promoted freedom of choice as a 

characteristic of a best practice classroom. In the field of curriculum and instruction, it 

has long been considered a best practice to scaffold students towards being responsible 

for their own learning. Learning is a continuous process that is guided, rather than 

imposed upon by teachers (Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 2005). Clearly reminiscent of 

Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2000),this lack of imposition—as seen through 

students’ freedom to choose their research topics—appeared to promote students’ 

affective responses and growth positively. 

Each student in the asynchronous course described their "hopes and fears" in the 

first discussion of the class, which provided the professor and classmates with 

information about every class member. The observation data showed that the students 
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participated in the first discussion much more than any other discussions of the entire 

semester128, which implies that while they initially sought to be engaged through 

discussion board activities, their enthusiasm for this venue within this particular course 

waned somewhat over the course of the semester. This first discussion also illustrated that 

adult students were both appreciative and needful of interactive feedback—especially 

with their instructor—and that at least some participants possessed insights regarding the 

need for holistic academic instruction within higher education. One of the students stated 

that the professors should not assume that because they were adult learners that affective 

components of communication could be neglected. This student participant explained that 

instructors should not forget that because they have “a life,” and that they need face-to-

face communication to thrive. In other words, affective needs were deemed as important 

to this student and to others and should be seen as an important consideration for all 

learners regardless of age. Responding to this professed need, the professor shared that he 

understood that his students had a life, which is why he provided them flexible due dates 

and assignment revisions without judgments and grading. The students respected this, 

and they cared about their professor's thoughts, so they tried to fulfill the assignments and 

the final paper in time.  

During discussions in the synchronous class, students were able to express their 

feelings and thoughts, and the professors were always open and willing to give critical 

feedback. The students also worked with peers and went through collaboration for peer 

review on their papers. Based on the professors’ emphasis on communication and the 

students positive responses to interactive guidance, it was clear within my study that an 

important element contributing to the students’ affective and academic success was that 
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of authentic caring. Connections between this consistent phenomenon and the theoretical 

research of Parker Palmer (1990) are evident in that good teaching necessitates caring. 

In terms of academic needs, the students in my study successfully learned how to 

do research and conducted real life research with the guidance of their professors during 

the course. One of the participants said "I still do the things like that you normally do in 

doctoral programs; I am still doing research, and still doing interviews, and observations, 

and surveys, and doing the research process with real life people in my work 

environment." The students were able to apply what they were learning in the class into 

their job. There is a great deal of support for the interpretation that faculty using authentic 

and experiential strategies are trying to provide opportunities for their students to be 

better equipped to enter their chosen professions or to meet their desired goals upon 

graduation (CAEL, 1990; Gettys, 1990, cited in Cantor, 1997). Learning is the process 

whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience (Kolb, 1984; 

Kolb & Kolb, 2001). Within my study and plenty of the literature (Kolb, 1984; Kolb & 

Kolb, 2001; CAEL, 1990;) the rationale for implementing experiential learning originates 

from faculty’s concern and the complexity of college students.  

The data in this study indicated that all six participating students perceived their 

roles as owners of their learning in these two online courses. Although student one, two 

and three experienced inquiry-based practice in a completely asynchronous class and the 

other three were in the class integrating both synchronous and asynchronous sessions, 

they all were able to conduct real life research projects. The students expressed that it was 

a self-directing process during which they were 100% in charge of their learning as a 
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learner, as a researcher and as writer while their professors acted as facilitators or 

advisors who gave them guidance and feedback. This perception of the students matched 

the professors' expectations, which focused on handing the ownership of the learning 

process to their students. If this finding were to be examined according to Huang’s 2002 

study, it could be interpreted to mean that the students had succeeded academically 

within their courses because they had met their instructors’ expectations. 

Generally, the results of the study show that the students take the ownership of 

their learning; apply what they learned by conducting a real life research on the topics of 

their interests. Within my study, students’ affective and academic needs—albeit to 

different degrees—were better met through the use of inquiry-based instruction within 

their online courses. While the synchronous course appeared to be more successful in 

both the academic and affective areas, like the synchronous class, the asynchronous 

course also succeeded in terms of teaching students the research cycle and in building 

their confidence regarding research skills. In addition, it was quite evident from 

participants’ responses that relationship and interactive communication with class 

members, but most importantly the course instructor, were of the utmost importance for 

making online, inquiry-based instruction successful. 

Students' Self-Discovery and Self-Expression 

Inquiry-based instructional strategies within online courses informed students' 

self-discovery and self-expression by promoting ownership within their learning, 

encouraging self-knowledge, and allowing for holistic expression. The students' self-

discovery in the context of this study refers to the definition given by Merriam Webster 

Online Dictionary, which means the process of gaining knowledge or understanding of 
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one's abilities, character, and feelings. All of the professors and the students viewed 

students as being central to the learning process—a perspective that aligned with inquiry-

based approaches, which are under the umbrella of constructivism. Along their project-

based journeys, besides doing mini hands-on activities which were designed by the 

professors to provide research knowledge and skills, the students themselves had to solve 

upcoming problems. Thus, their work reflected the value of choice not only in terms of 

selecting a research topic, but also through their individual and collaborative problem-

solving. Dewey (1916) pointed out that since constructivist methods focus on the 

development of learners' abilities to solve real life problems, problem-solving and free 

discovery should come together to enhance learner motivation. To this extent, the study 

results confirmed Dewey's theory because the inquiry-based strategies granted the 

students for taking the ownership of their learning. This notion and practice of ownership 

most clearly informed students’ identities because it acted to inspire, engage and inform 

students decision-making and therefore identities in terms of what they valued and could 

do. 

Data indicated that the inquiry-based strategies applied within these two online 

courses helped the students to learn more about themselves. The students realized that 

their confidence levels were improved after the semester, and they regarded themselves 

as researchers conducting real research and as research consumers who read others' 

research studies with critical eye --not only in their classes but at their workplaces as 

well. After the inquiry-based assignments and activities were applied in the course, the 

students stated that they perceived themselves as researchers after the course. A student 

admitted "this semester is a turning point for me thinking changing from being a student 
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to be a researcher".129The students shared that what they acquired in their class was very 

helpful for them at work because they could apply the knowledge and skills gained from 

the class in their daily work. They were excited about this because they felt they could 

contribute more to their work and their on-going identity development as professionals.  

Working within the inquiry-based environment also helped the students to learn 

about their strengths and limitations, and the whole process helped them to become 

grown as individuals. For example, one student said she realized that she was not a 

multitasking person, so she had better set her own work schedule in ways that would 

allow her to finish one thing at a time.130 Another student stated that he found himself 

being better and faster at making decisions at work because he looked at things and issues 

with the critical eyes of a researcher.131 This affirmed Dewey's belief about the true 

education, which comes through the stimulation of the learner's powers by the demands 

of the social situations in which he/she finds himself (1987, p.77). 

Insights of the Use of Curriculum and Instruction as Poetry Framework 

Utilizing a curriculum and instruction as poetry framework provided a fresh—less 

mechanistic—lens for evaluating and gleaning insights into the use of inquiry-based 

instruction within online venues. The lens guided me, as a researcher, in drawing a clear 

picture of what holistic learning looks like, how inquiry-based instruction can potentially 

embody holistic learning (poetic) characteristics, and how inquiry-based learning can be 

evaluated for its effectiveness via holistic (poetic) criteria. In a mechanistic era, educators 

need evaluation frameworks that allow for the life reality that much learning is open-

ended, “messy,” holistic in nature. Experimenting with holistic tools when transferring 

time- and research-honored “best practice” principles to newly pervasive instructional 
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venues is of the utmost importance, if non-mechanistic instruction and evaluation 

frameworks are to be available and to remain available within our rapidly changing 

digital society. Rather than approaching the improvement of online instruction as a means 

of “reform,” holistic (poetic) evaluation frameworks promote the possibility of 

constructing online learning environments that are “transformational” (Doll,2004).First 

described in Chapter 4, my curriculum and instruction poetic framework consists of six 

dimensions: 1) Experience within context, 2) Consciousness and Contemplation, 3) 

Imagination and Creativity, 4) Interaction and Transformation, 5) Exploration and 

Creation, and 6) Reflection and Self.  After allowing the holistic characteristics that 

effective inquiry-based learning shares with poetic formats to inform my thinking, I was 

better equipped to evaluate the online learning venues from a holistic, rather than a 

mechanistic perspective. 

Appealing to multiple components of students’ lives and allowing for self-

discovery, the authentic research projects conducted by student participants in both online 

courses went past the confines of surface reforms and became potentially 

transformational. Students within this study’s two inquiry-based online courses could 

conduct real life research projects and were able to apply what they learned to their 

current work, future goals and daily life. The process of conducting the research projects 

occurred in the context of students' real life (i.e. their work or teaching environment), 

which reflects the first component of my poetic framework in the sense that they were 

exposed to doing authentic research. It was not an end itself to complete a research paper 

for grading, but it was a progressive learning experience when the new experience was 

evoked from the integration of the old ones. This is reminiscent of Dewey’s belief about a 



Texas Tech University, Thanh Thi Ngoc Phan, December 2015 

144 

reconstruction of experience in education, in that new attitudes, new interests and new 

experiences are developed (1897, p.83).  

Another guiding characteristic from my poetic framework was the idea that like 

poetry, the professors’ practice of inquiry-based instruction stemmed from relational 

mindsets and dispositions that honored the integration of the cognitive and the affective 

in communication, life, identities and work. Learning was not a process of inputting 

knowledge into students’ minds, but it was a journey—at times an artistic one-- requiring 

creativity from both the teachers and students. Learning is a process of awakening 

students' consciousness in a way that they can make sense of their own life-world 

(Greene, 1995, p.127). Identities were not set aside, but became a part of the learning 

journey through choice and expression. Such practices also appealed to the emotional and 

cognitive connections that are integrated within learning and thinking. These practices 

nurtured the students' imagination and creativity, and to make the learning experience 

transformed. Through discussion and emotional buy-in, negative affective filters were 

diminished so that work and learning were not “blocked.” When considered from this 

perspective incorporating holistic learning is crucial, in that it can decide the success or 

failure of one’s life. In this sense, the use of this framework for evaluation helped me to 

recognize the affective aspects that inquiry-based strategies informed in these online 

courses. The inquiry-based instruction allowed the students to explore knowledge, skills 

and information to find out the answers for the research questions of their own projects. 

Fulfilling a research project was a process of exploring for creating or constructing new 

things (i.e. research results). Despite the fact that the two courses were constructed 

around differing methodologies (i.e. synchronous and asynchronous), they applied the 
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same instructional approach with the common goal to instruct students to do research and 

to become researchers.  

Due to the relational, experiential and affective characteristics integral to my 

poetic evaluation framework, it is important to note which methodological approaches 

appeared to best meet students’ needs. In this particular context, I found that the students 

in the course with the integration of 8 synchronous sessions were given more chances to 

interact with their professors and peers because they could talk forth and back during the 

synchronous meetings. The evidence in the findings showed that the participating 

students in this course did not raise a concern about interaction. On the other hand, in the 

other class which was 100% asynchronous, the students expressed a demand for more 

interaction with their professor and peers, and more timely feedback on their research 

study from the professor. It was unclear, what the instructor of the synchronous course 

might have added to increase his own and students’ interactions (i.e. Weekly journal 

entries to his students, etc.). Although the students in two courses went through different 

feelings and had various demands, they were still able to work on their own to conduct 

research aligned with their own interests. In both courses inquiry-based was implemented 

in ways that equipped students to take control of their own learning processes and to 

explore the new knowledge by themselves with the guidance of the professors as 

facilitators. The professors were there to give advice and feedback but not to tell them 

exactly what to do or what not to do. Not unlike the experiences of working through a 

poem, students negotiated their own meaning and benefitted from collaborative meaning 

making with others. Also like poetry reading, this process allowed the students freedom 

to choose and to decide. The students by the end of the semester reflected on themselves 



Texas Tech University, Thanh Thi Ngoc Phan, December 2015 

146 

and realized a big change in their mindset, from viewing themselves as learners to being 

researchers. Hence, inquiry-based instruction as a means for holistic learning was 

successfully transferred-albeit in differing degrees—in both online courses. 

Conclusion 
Online learning has increased tremendously in the recent decades and is 

developing dramatically in higher education in the United States as part, and all over the 

world as whole. The shift from conventional education to online learning leads to the 

shift in teaching paradigm. Thanks to the advancement of technology and media tools, 

the road to online learning has become much easier; however, the technology is not 

considered as the biggest challenge of online learning. Designing and applying effective 

instructional approaches and teaching methodology matter. Over the years, Richard 

Clark(1983; 2013),a key proponent in the field of instructional technology, has 

consistently and emphatically stated that it is instructional methods that influence 

learning; technology and media tools, in themselves, are merely “trucks that deliver the 

groceries.”  Finding and implementing effective instructional methods that best enhance 

learning involves real challenges, especially in online settings. Reflecting Zelmeman, 

Daniels, and Hyde's (2005) best practice principles, learning processes need to be an 

integration of cognitive, affective, and social factors. In this study, inquiry-based 

instruction was found to be effective in promoting students' learning experiences. 

Learning from experience has a long history of development in American education, and 

today people still believe that experiential learning is the best way for students to learn. 
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In general, the results of the study show that all the participants have positive 

perceptions of the effectiveness of the application of inquiry-based instructions in their 

online courses. The most common theme between the professors' and the students' data 

was the learner's ownership of the learning process. In inquiry-based online courses, the 

students were able to express themselves in terms of showing who they are, how they 

feel, what they expect, and the most important thing was to build relationship among 

themselves. The integration of synchronous sessions helped improve interaction in online 

learning, and this required the professors to be creative, skillful and enthusiastic in order 

to facilitate instruction successfully. Lastly, the study provided a fresh lens— via a 

curriculum and instruction as poetry framework-- for examining the ways in which 

inquiry-based strategies effectively holistic (or not); thereby enhancing the student's 

holistic learning in an online learning context.  

Implications 
This study investigated a research topic that has not been conducted before in the 

literature of online educational research. The study focused on exploring the professors’ 

and students’ perceptions of inquiry-based online learning and then, evaluating the 

success of those learning experiences according to the ways, in which they integrated the 

whole self (or holistic learning). In order to move beyond the mechanistic practice of 

evaluating instructional success on the sole basis of numerical scores measuring content 

acquisition, a curriculum and instruction poetic framework was constructed and used to 

evaluate the two inquiry-based online courses. The inquiry-based strategies found in this 

study can be references for online instructors who attempt to apply this instructional 

approach in their online courses. The perceptions of the participants regarding the use and 
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effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction can provide readers involved in online courses, 

such as designers, instructors, and administrators with insights of how useful and 

challenging these inquiry-based strategies can be. The procedures in applying inquiry-

based strategies in these particular courses will equip readers with not only an overview 

of how best practice was transformed but also how it was implemented in online courses, 

especially for research courses.  

Considering student's holistic learning has not received enough attention in online 

learning as it should have (Berge& Huang, 2004). While in conventional classrooms, 

students usually have opportunities to interact face-to-face with professors and classmates 

in order to build relationships and a sense of community; in online classes, students have 

no access to face-to-face communications. Due to this fact, instructors should consider 

utilizing technology and media tools to enhance the communications by synchronous 

meetings. However, can this replace the face-to-face meetings? This does not seem to 

provide a replacement, but it does help improve the interactions within online setting. 

The findings from this study demonstrated that the students in the course that 

incorporated 8 synchronous sessions had better opportunities to interact with their 

professors and peers. Conversely, the students in the 100% asynchronous class expressed 

more demands for interaction and feedback. Hence the utilization of synchronous 

meetings should be considered for application within online venues. When synchronous 

meetings are not possible, due to hectic or unusual life schedules, methodologies need to 

be developed that will increase and enhance student and instructor interactions. 
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Results from this study also imply that the curriculum and instruction as poetry 

framework can provide a fresh lens for evaluating the effectiveness of inquiry-based 

strategies in terms of student's holistic learning (learning with the whole self). In order to 

move past a sole dependency on numerical scoring--an evaluative method, practice and 

mindset that neglects much of what is essential in teaching and learning—the curriculum 

and instruction poetic framework can be further developed and more widely utilized. The 

wider view of students’ learning experiences that it provided implies that it could be 

transferred for use within other online courses or programs. Findings implied that a 

program or a course design based on this fresh lens would likely meet students' affective 

needs in online (or other) courses. When compared to the educational philosophies and 

pedagogies expressed by the professor participants, the dimensions of this framework 

aligned with key components of their curriculum and instruction. Therefore, additional 

instructors who wished to meet students’ needs at multiple levels, could compare their 

course design plans to this framework when developing an online course. 

Another clear implication emerging from this study involves online students’ 

great demands for interaction and timely feedback. Instructors (and those assigning 

course loads) should take into account that there is a need for instructors to design more 

interactive activities and to set up schedules for giving feedback. This is challenging and 

requires online instructors to be creative. This yields another implication for future online 

instruction--instructors need to be well-equipped with technology skills, time and 

technical support in order to increase their use of technology tools for improving 

interaction within online courses. In order to be able to do that, instructors do really have 

to spend a lot of time for preparation before the courses start.  
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Reflecting on what the student participants shared about caring and receiving 

care, this study’s findings also imply that this is an important issue needing the attention 

of online instructors. Online students-- just like students in conventional classrooms-- 

need care from their instructor(s). Teaching with caring (the heart) will help instructors 

understand more about their students to establish a positive learning environment.  

Recommendations for Further Research 
The findings showed that online learning needs to incorporate experiential and 

inquiry-based approaches and best practices in order to provide students with authentic 

learning. The students participating in inquiry-based online courses were able to take 

control of their learning to conduct real world research. During the process, their 

affective and academic needs were met, and the inquiry-based activities helped inform 

their self-discovery. 

First, the findings suggest that the curriculum and instruction as poetry framework 

was used as a fresh lens to evaluate the effectiveness of inquiry-based strategies in online 

courses. However, due to the fact that this is a new evaluative framework, it should be 

expanded, revised and piloted. Hence further research needs to be conducted about the 

use of this framework across different online programs in order to glean insights for its 

further use and improvement. In particular, findings regarding ways, in which it might be 

translated into a more formal descriptive rubric or how the holistic / poetic criteria 

informed educators views of course design and pedagogy are recommended for future 

research. 
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Secondly, the study also pointed out that the professors and students in the course 

integrating both synchronous and asynchronous format did not express the need for more 

interaction and feedback. The synchronous sessions on Blackboard Collaborate were 

successfully monitored by the professors and allowed them to interact with their students 

back and forth, which created a dynamic learning environment, in spite of their online 

distance venue. I would suggest more research be conducted on the effectiveness of 

Blackboard Collaborate in enhancing interaction within online courses. Similar to 

Blackboard, other technology and media tools can be recruited and applied in online 

courses to support interaction in online learning. 

However, online learning needs more attention to the issues of interaction and 

feedback because the nature of face-to-face communications—even when they are 

provided—differs from conventional settings. Therefore, ensuring that technology and 

media tools are used to support interaction within online courses in sensitive and creative 

ways is most important. The utilization of these tools requires commitment and creative 

thinking on the part of the instructors. 

The process of applying an instructional approach should be leaned on this fresh 

lens because it provides a deep look into learning with the whole self. The framework 

covers all the dimensions that focus on learners’ whole person in online learning, which 

is like in the process of composing and comprehend a poem. It is a full cycle with all the 

dimensions supporting the whole self. 
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Final Thoughts 
Online learning: Walk, Don’t Run!132 

-with the whole self- 

No matter how fast technology develops 

How great the demand for expanding student access 

Educators, administrators, and instructors 

in the transition,  

be calm, cautious, mindful 

of student's learning with the whole self: 

cognitive 

 social 

   and affective 

    Experience: past, present, future 

needs to be connected. 

Feelings, emotions: never apart from experiences 

needs to be connected 

Interconnections make transformation 

Learning with the whole self, 

Learn with interests, 

intrinsic motivation, 

high cognition, 

great ambition  

to conquer knowledge. 
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Learning with the whole self, 

think creatively 

act dynamically 

work collaboratively  

view critically  

Learning with the whole self, 

 To construct and reconstruct 

 To arouse curiosity 

 To release imagination  

 To explore  

To make learning meaningful 

To pursue a better life. 

--With the whole self-- 

Online learning: Walk, Don’t Run! 

Chapter Summary  
This chapter provided an overview of this study’s findings. In particular, the four 

research questions guiding this study were answered.  The conclusion summed up the 

themes emerging from the data analysis with conclusive thoughts about the importance of 

the study. A section focusing on the implications stemming from this study’s findings 

was included to highlight some of the ways in which this study can contribute to a larger 

body or research literature. Lastly, the recommendations for further research and practice 

pointed out how this study’s findings could be further investigated and applied. 
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NOTES 

                                                 
#/

Color 

Coding 

Unit(s) Int/Obs/Doc.Line.Page(s) Category/Code(s) 

6 Feedback is a huge struggle and I 

struggle with. 

I1a.4.02 ONL.Chlg 

 
Explanation: I is the abbreviation of interview. I1a.4.02 means the first interview Dr. 
Miller.line number four.page02 
 
1Journell, W. (2012). Walk, don’t run—to online learning. Phi Delta Kappan, 7-9. 
2 I2a.18-19.01 
3 I2a.16-17.01 
4 I2a.20-23.01  
5 I1a.37.01  
6 I1a.44-47.01 
7 I3a.18-19.01 
8 I3a.26-27.01 
9 I3a.28-30.01 
10 I4a.11-13.01  
11 I4a.16-17.01 
12 I4a.8-9.02 
13 I4a.15-16.02 
14 I5a.22.01 
15 I5a.25-26.01 
16 I5a.33.01 
17 I6a.22-23, 25-26.01 
18 I6a.22-27.01 
19 I6a.33-34.01 
20 I6a.37-40.01 
21 I7a.25.01 
22 I7a.-4-7.01 
23 I7a.28-30.01 
24 I7a.37-39.01 
25 I8a.25-26.01 
26 I8a.26-28.01 
27 I8a.38-39, 41-42.01 
28 I9a.13-14.01 
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29 I9a.13.01 
30 I9a.17-19.01 
31 I9a.27.01 
32 I2a.15-16.02 
33 I2a.47-48.03 
34 I2b.19-22.06 
35I1b.20.04 
36 I3b.23-26.04 
37 I2b.31-35.01 
38 I3b.18-22.02  
39 I2a.48-50.01 
40 I3b.32-36.02 
41 I1b.21-30.01  
42 I1b.40-43.01 
43 I1a.36-39.06 
44 I1a.26-30.02 
45 I2a.34-37.02 
46 I2a.8-9.02 
47 I30.42.04 
48 I3b.39-41.02 
49 I3a.16-18.02 
50 I1b.12-13.04 
51 I1a.16-19.04 
52 I3a.28.04 
53 I3a.30-31.04 
54 I3a.28-30.05 
55 I2b.42-43.01 
56 I2a.1-5.03 
57 I2a.30-33.03 
58 I2a.7-9.02 
59 I1a.6-7.05 
60 I1a.49-50.05 
61 I1a.7-8.05 
62 I1a.29-33.05 
63 I2a.27-32.02 
64 I2a.36-40.02 
65 I2a.16.03 
66 I2a.32-34.03 
67 I3b.30-33.03 
68 I3b.4-6.08 
69 I1b.26-29.03 
70 I1b.18-24.05 
71 I1b.40-41.06 
72 I1a.1-3.04 
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73 I1b.45-46.06 
74 I2a.20-23.02 
75 I1b.46-50.06 
76 I3b.43-45.05 
77 I2b.22-23.03 
78 I2b.19-20.02 
79 I3b.38-40.05 
80 I1a.10-11.03 
81 I4b.23-24.04 
82 I4a.40-42.03 
83 I4a.46-47.03 
84 I5b.43.02 
85 I5b.45-46.02 
86 I5b.44.02 
87 I4a.9-17.03 
88 I5a.12-16.03 
89 I4a.14-17, 26-28.01 
90 I7a.43-44.03; I7b.01.04 
91 I7a.41-42.03 
9292 I7b.43-45.03 
93 I8a.7-10, 48-50.04 
94 I9a.30-32.02; I9b.47.03 
95 I5b.10.01; I5a.22-23.02 
96 I6b.1-3.02; I6b.21-23.02,41-43.03 
97 I8a.1-3, 34-36.04; I8a.16-17.02 
98 I9b.15-16.01; I9b.7-8.02 
99 I4a.23-24,33-34,37-39.02; I4a.11-13.04; I4a.15-17, 35-38.06 
100 I6a.36-39.01; I6a.1-3.05 
101 I5a.42-50.03 
102 I6a.36-39.01; I6a.1-3.05; I6b.6-8, 14-16, 33-36.01 
103 I4b.46-49.02 
104 II7b.11-1601 
105I9b.7-10.03 
106 I8a.45-50.03; I8a.21-24, 30-31.04; I8b.1-4.02 
107 I5b.36-38.01 
108 I5a.27-28.01 
109 I5a.44-45.04; I5a.15-18.05 
110 I6b.12-14.03 
111 I6a.14-19.04 
112 I8b.25-29.01; 1-4.03; 41-43.04; 1-2.05 
113 I9b.36-38.02 
114 I6b.11-13.02; I4a.19-20.03; I7b.46-47.02 
115 I7b.25.03; I8a.37-38.01; I8b.43-44.02;  I9b.6-9.01 
116 I6a.10-11.04 



Texas Tech University, Thanh Thi Ngoc Phan, December 2015 

157 

                                                                                                                                                 
117 I6b.14-15.02 
118 I7a.23-26.02 
119 I7a.22-25.03 
120I2a.17-23.02 
121I1a.30-31.04 
122I3a.42-43.02 
123I1a.2-8.03 
124I2b.38-39.01 
125Observation 1f 
126I5b.24-27.01; I5a.24, 42-45.03; I6a.33-36.01 
127Observation 1g 
128Observation 1f 
129I6b.11-13.02 
130I4b.26-28.03 
131I9b.2-4.02 
132Journell, W. (2012). Walk, don’t run—to online learning. Phi Delta Kappan, 7-9. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Student Recruitment Announcement 
 

Dear fellow doctoral students, 

I am doctoral candidate in the College of Education, and I am working on my 
dissertation. My dissertation study is about exploring professors’ and students’ 
perceptions about the application of inquiry-based approaches in online courses. With the 
agreement of your professor who is instructing this course, I am writing to ask for your 
permission to let me observe your learning activities during the time the inquiry-based 
approaches are applied in your online course. The observations will be completely online, 
and do not influence your learning activities, and grades. However, you are always able 
to decline or withdraw from the study. In addition, my study needs voluntary 
participation in two semi-structured interviews. Each interview will last approximately 
thirty minutes. The information about you will be kept confidentially by using 
pseudonyms to replace your real names. If you are interested in participating, you will be 
provided a consent form which states your rights and how your privacy is protected when 
participating in this study. Also, all the data relevant to this study will be stored in a 
locked cabinet at the researcher’s house. Only I and my dissertation committee can view 
the data. All the data will be dismissed before the study is published. 

I believe this is a good chance for you to reflect on your learning as well as gain 
experience about how inquiry-based approaches are applied in online courses. The 
experience may be beneficial for your own learning, and your future teaching.  

If you are interested in participating in my study, please click on the following 
link to choose “Yes! I am interested” or “No, I am not interested”. Furthermore, if you 
are willing to participate in the interviews, please leave your email or phone number in 
the given box in the survey.” Please respond by Friday, January 30th 2015. 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/HTHCD5R 

Please feel free to contact me at any time if you have a question or want to 
withdraw from the study. You can reach me at thanh.phan@ttu.edu, or 806-789-8258. 

I am looking forward to working with you! 

 Thank you, 

 Best, 

 Thanh T. N. Phan 

 
 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/HTHCD5R
mailto:thanh.phan@ttu.edu
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Appendix B 

Student Recruitment Survey 

 
1. Are you interested in participating in this dissertation study? Please choose “Yes, 

I am interested in participating.” Or “No, I am not interested in participating.” 
  Yes, I am interested in participating. 
  No, I am not interested in participating. 
 

2. If you are interested in participating in the interviews, please write your contact 
information (email address or phone number) in the box below. Thank you for 
your participation! 
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Appendix C 

Student Recruitment Letter 

 
 

Dear .........., 
 

My name is Thanh Phan. I am a PhD candidate in Curriculum Studies and 
Teacher Education, and I am working on my dissertation. The purpose of my dissertation 
research is to examine the perceptions of students and instructors regarding the use of 
collaborative and process oriented instruction within online courses. In particular, I am 
interested in online coursework that involves inquiry-based approaches. Therefore, I hope 
to find graduate students who are taking online courses in which those approaches are 
implemented.  

During the Spring 2015 semester, my student participants would agree to meet 
with me for two thirty minute interviews, allow me to observe their activities in an online 
course on TTU Blackboard (during a time when one of the above approaches was 
implemented). The interviews will be either face-to-face or via Skype, which depend 
upon your choice. With this in mind, I am writing to request your participation within my 
proposed study. 

In order to be clear about the three key instructional approaches I am observing, I 
have provided the below definitions: 

Inquiry-based learning: Inquiry-based learning is a student-centered 
learning approach that focuses on questioning, critical thinking, and problem 
solving. In inquiry-based learning classrooms, activities begin with a question 
followed by investigating solutions, creating new knowledge, discussing 
discoveries and experiences, and reflecting on new-found knowledge (Savery, 
2006) 

Thank you for considering involvement in my research. Your support would be 
very helpful to me in conducting my dissertation study. If you have any questions, please 
contact me at thanh.phan@ttu.edu or 806-789-8258. 

I am looking forward to hearing from you.  

Thank you! 

Sincerely,   

mailto:thanh.phan@ttu.edu
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Appendix D 

Professor Recruitment Letter 
 

Dear Dr.  A, 

 My name is Thanh T N Phan. I am a PhD candidate in Curriculum Studies and Teacher 
Education, and I am working on my dissertation. The purpose of my dissertation research is to 
examine the perceptions of students and instructors regarding the use of collaborative and process 
oriented instruction within online courses. In particular, I am interested in online coursework that 
involves inquiry-based learning, problem-based learning, or project-based learning. Therefore, I 
hope to find higher education faculty who use one or more of those approaches to participate in 
my study.  

 During the Spring 2015semester, my faculty participants would agree to meet with me for 
two thirty minute interviews, allow me to observe an online course on TTU Blackboard (during a 
time when one of the above approaches was implemented) and permit me to interview three of 
their online students. The interviews will be either face-to-face or via Skype, which depend upon 
your choice. With this in mind, I am writing to request your participation within my proposed 
study. 

 In order to be clear about the three key instructional approaches I am observing, I have 
provided the below definitions: 

Inquiry-based learning: Inquiry-based learning is a student-centered learning approach 
that focuses on questioning, critical thinking, and problem solving. In inquiry-based 
learning classrooms, activities begin with a question followed by investigating solutions, 
creating new knowledge, discussing discoveries and experiences, and reflecting on new-
found knowledge (Savery, 2006) 

Problem-based learning: Problem-based learning is also a student-centered learning 
approach that results from the process of working toward the understanding or resolution 
of a real world problem (Barrows and Tamblyn, 1980; Bellan et al., 2006).  

Project-based learning: Project-based learning is a comprehensive approach to classroom 
teaching and learning that is designed to engage students in investigation of authentic 
problem (Blumenfield et al., 1991). The uniqueness of project-based learning approach is 
based on five criteria which are centrality, driving question, constructive investigations, 
autonomy, and realism (Thomas, 2000). 

 Thank you for considering involvement in my research. Your support would be very 
helpful to me in conducting my dissertation study. If you have any questions, please contact me at 
thanh.phan@ttu.edu or 806-789-8258. 

I am looking forward to hearing from you.  

Thank you! 

Sincerely,   

Thanh Phan  
PhD Candidate -Curriculum and Instruction – College of Education  
Texas Tech University 

mailto:thanh.phan@ttu.edu
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Appendix E 

Consent Form 
1.  

2. Please share your thoughts in this research project. 

3.  

4. What is this project studying? 

5. This study is entitled “Exploring the Perceptions and Experience in Inquiry-

based Online Learning in the Context of Experiential Learning”. The study 

aims to examine the perceptions and experience of professors and graduate 

students who participate in inquiry-based online courses at Texas Tech 

University. I hope that the findings of the study will provide insights for 

professors and students in online learning, and contribute to the literature of 

curriculum studies and instructional design.  

What would I do if I participate? 
6. In this study, I will observe your learning activities in your online course. 

Observations serve the purpose of provide me with a data source to help 

triangulate the date to insure the trustworthiness of the dissertation study. If 

you are interested in participating in the interviews, you will join two semi-

structured interviews. The concentration of the interview questions are 

about your perceptions and experiences in inquiry-based online courses.  

How will the research study affect my daily schedule and how long will it take? 
7. The observations will be completely online, and you do not need to do 

anything with the observations. There will be no judgments, comments, and 

influences on your study caused by the observation process. The interviews 
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will be scheduled based upon your choice. Each interview will be 

approximately 30 minutes. The first interview will be before those inquiry-

based approaches are applied, and the second one will be after the 

application. 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 
8. Yes, absolutely. Your participation is completely voluntary. Dr. McMillan, 

the Human Research Protection Program, and I have reviewed the questions 

and think that you can answer them comfortably. However, you may skip 

any question(s) you do not feel comfortable answering and/or you can stop 

answering the questions at any time. You can also leave any time you wish. 

Participating is your choice.  
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How are you protecting my privacy? 
9. Your personal information will be protected confidentially by using 

pseudonyms to replace your real name. All collected data will be stored in a 

locked drawer at the researcher’s home. Only the researcher, and the 

professors in my dissertation committee will see the raw data. 

I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask? 
 

• The research is being conducted under the supervision of Dr. Sally A. McMillan 
from the  

• Department of Curriculum and Instruction at Texas Tech University. If you have 
questions, you can reach her at 806-445-3345 or Thanh T. N. Phan at 806-789-
8258. 

• Texas Tech University also has a Board that protects the rights of people who 
participate in research. You can reach for further questions at 001- (806) 742-
2064. You can also mail your questions to the Human Research Protection 
Program, Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, 
Lubbock, Texas 79409 or email hrpp@ttu.edu.  
 

How will I benefit from participating? 
10. When participating in this study, you will have a chance to reflect on your 

learning experience within inquiry-based online courses. I believe that 

when you reflect and pay attention to your learning experience, it will help 

you in your later learning and teaching. Also, if you are interested in the 

findings, you will be informed what the study found.  

11.  

12. Signature       Date 

13.  

14.  

15. _______________________________  

 ________________ 

16.  

mailto:hrpp@ttu.edu
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17.  

18. Printed name 

19. This consent form is not valid once this proposal approved. 
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