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Executive Summary
DATA—AND THE PROCESSES associated with collecting
and interpreting them—can be very intimidating.
Many educators see data collection, analysis, and
interpretation as something done by the “experts,”
not something done by practitioners in the field.
The inquiry process has to be demystified so that it
is not just for academics, experts, or policy makers.
We need to build the capacity of practitioners to
initiate and lead their own inquiry processes, and
we must foster cultures that embrace and reward
inquiry, rather than those that encourage educators
to remain passive. When educators craft unique,
locally driven inquiry projects that move beyond
the typical data that are examined in schools, better
decisions about programs, interventions, and poli-
cies can result.

Effective practitioner-led inquiry requires get-
ting the right people on the team at the start.
Leaders should clearly define broad goals for the
project, and team members should study the litera-
ture so that the team can build on the existing work
of others and not have to reinvent the wheel. As
the project develops, the focus of the inquiry ques-
tions should be narrowed, and the team determines
which data need to be gathered.

Once data are collected, analyzed, and interpreted,
the team members and organization leaders craft
feasible recommendations and develop an action
plan. The last task in any inquiry project is for
team members to evaluate both the process and the
effect of the inquiry process in order to stimulate
new inquiry.
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tioners in the field, and they are used even less to
drive effective decisions.

Other inquiry efforts are focused on using data
for accountability purposes—either to hold an indi-
vidual accountable or to meet legal requirements.
Educators participate in personnel evaluations, their
institutions are publicly ranked annually, and if
schools do not meet accountability targets for the
year, they are sanctioned. Occasionally, private
groups use data to judge schools. In 2010, for exam-
ple, The Los Angeles Times used value-added as-
sessment to publish rankings for 6,000 teachers and
470 elementary schools in the Los Angeles Unified
School District. An online database allows users to
search for individual teachers and schools and ex-
amine where they rank in terms of overall effective-
ness, math, and language arts (Abramson, 2010).

Sometimes, these accountability data—whether
from personnel evaluations, value-added assess-
ments, or high-stakes state accountability sys-

But it doesn’t have to be that way. Inquiry can be
appreciated and meaningful. It can result in data
that educators use to make better decisions, solve a
problem, or learn about processes and outcomes.
But for that to happen, educators must be informed
about how to take the lead and be empowered to do
so. They must be active participants in the process,
not passive victims who are used, required, or done to.

What Is Inquiry?
Inquiry is any systematic process for uncovering

data that can lead to new information. Much of the
inquiry that occurs in education is either conducted
by academic researchers or used for accountability
purposes. Researchers and consultants conduct
studies in schools to further their own research
interests and publish findings in peer-reviewed
journals. These data are rarely reviewed by practi-
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MANY EDUCATORS ARE intimidated by inquiry processes in education, and some resent them. Whether called 
“research” or “evaluation” or “data-driven decision making” (DDDM), these processes often are things that are
“done to” educators. For example, evaluation is done to programs, schools, and departments by an outsider who
judges the merits of practitioners in lengthy, unusable, technical reports for funders or government officials. 
Educators are required to meet state accountability benchmarks using high-stakes assessment data or they risk
being reconstituted or closed. And academic researchers use education settings to learn about phenomena that
might be important, but the researchers often fail to give anything in return.
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tems—can serve as catalysts for improvement. 
In these instances, schools engage in meaningful
data-driven decisions, and their cultures are sup-
portive of inquiry and using data. These schools
have the capacity—the requisite knowledge,
skills, and organizational support—to facilitate
inquiry processes (Datnow, Park, and Wohlstetter,
2007). However, if the requisite culture and capac-
ity are not present, such accountability data leave
stakeholders demoralized and helpless.

I
n my work as a research and evaluation consultant
and professor, I quickly learned that data—and the
processes associated with collecting and interpret-

ing it—can be very intimidating. School districts,
schools, and universities hire a consultant because
they have to; they are required to comply with grant
regulations or other accountability demands. They are
often anxious about and resistant to collecting out-
come data that might illustrate that their programs are
less effective than anticipated. They are afraid to enlist
numerous stakeholders in data-collection processes
because they may learn that something they are doing
is unsuccessful. Moreover, they have had negative
experiences with researchers or consultants who have
failed to provide useful data or actionable reports.

I teach research methods classes to doctoral stu-
dents who are K-12 practitioners, and they regularly
admit that they are confused by the data they encounter
every day in schools. They are also often confused by
the inquiry process itself. These students see data 
collection, analysis, and interpretation as something
done by the “experts,” not something done by prac-
titioners in the field.

The inquiry process has to be demystified so that it
is not just for academics, experts, or policy makers.
We need to build the capacity of practitioners to initi-
ate and lead their own inquiry processes, and we must
foster cultures that embrace and reward inquiry,
rather than those that encourage educators to remain
passive. When we empower practitioners to lead their
own inquiry efforts, more commitment to data-driven
decisions will result: Data will be valued, appreciated,
and used. When educators craft unique, locally
driven inquiry projects that move beyond the 
typical data that are examined in schools, better 
decisions about programs, interventions, and 
policies can result.
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For example, I once worked with a rural school
district in California that was faced with declining
enrollment and a decision to close two of its ele-
mentary schools. I was asked to be part of a team
that would make recommendations on school clo-
sure and district restructuring. The team included a
demographer, a financial analyst, and district ex-
perts familiar with enrollment patterns. I was
charged with surveying all parents of elementary
students in the district and all staff about their pref-
erences and opinions about the closures. We asked
parents what was most important to them about
their child’s schooling (e.g., having a “neighbor-
hood school,” having such facilities as libraries and
gyms, etc.). Staff members were asked about the
features of their workplaces that were most impor-
tant to them. We also solicited feedback on how to
make the transition to fewer schools less difficult
on parents, students, and staff. The district could
have simply made arbitrary recommendations to
the school board; instead, they saw value in a com-
prehensive data-collection and analysis process
with broad stakeholder involvement. Decision makers
sought a variety of data—survey, demographic, and
financial—to make a sound decision that mini-
mized the negative effects of school closure on the
community. Furthermore, they used the process to
include the community in the decision, which
resulted in less resistance to the closure and restruc-
turing process.

I
n another example, the staff in a suburban high
school serving socioeconomically disadvantaged
students and high percentages of African-Ameri-

cans, Hispanics, and English language learners,
was increasingly concerned about the rising
dropout rate in their school. School leaders, with
grant assistance from a local nonprofit organiza-
tion, launched an inquiry process based on the Pos-
itive Deviance approach.

Positive Deviance is based on the observation
that, in every community, there are certain individ-
uals or groups whose uncommon behaviors and
strategies enable them to find better solutions to
problems than their peers, even though they have
access to the same resources and face similar or
worse challenges. The Positive Deviance approach
is an asset-based, problem-solving, and communi-

The inquiry process 
has to be demystified 
so that it is not just

for academics, experts, 
or policy makers.
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ty-driven inquiry approach that enables the commu-
nity to discover these successful behaviors and
strategies and to develop a plan of action to promote
their adoption by everyone (Positive Deviance Ini-
tiative, 2010).

The high school created a team of administrators,
teachers, and students to lead the Positive Deviance
inquiry process. The team learned that some stu-
dents in their community fit the profile of students
who typically drop out, but they persisted until
graduation. They interviewed these “positive de-
viants” to identify the specific strategies and behav-
iors they engaged in that helped them stay in school
and graduate. They learned, for example, that posi-
tive deviants developed nonacademic connections
to school and engaged in extracurricular activities
such as sports, clubs, and leadership activities. Pos-
itive deviants also regularly sought assistance from
teachers on concepts they were struggling to learn
and turned to teachers in times of personal crisis.
The inquiry team used these and other findings to
develop a locally driven action plan for preventing
dropouts in their school.

Ten Steps to Effective 
Practitioner-Led Inquiry
1. ENLIST THE RIGHT PEOPLE. A common
myth exists in education: Simply using data leads to
better decisions. But effective data-driven decisions
that lead to real change require more than just data.
Three key ingredients are essential: 1) the right peo-
ple, 2) the right data, and 3) the right interpretation.

The right people have expertise, decision-making
authority, and the trust of their communities. They
are able to provide contextual information to focus
the effort, identify the data that should be collected,
get the project started and keep it moving, guide in-
terpretation of findings, and facilitate use of the
findings to make good decisions.

In general, leaders should ensure that the team in-
cludes a data expert: someone who understands the
data that will be collected and can help others inter-
pret the results. For example, if student achievement
data will be used during the inquiry process, it is es-
sential to include a teacher or administrator who un-
derstands the various score reports and summaries

. . . effective data-driven
decisions that lead to 

real change require more
than just data. Three key
ingredients are essential: 

1) the right people, 
2) the right data, and 

3) the right interpretation.

’’
’’
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that are produced. If surveys will be used to assess
teacher opinions, the team needs someone who can
compile data, calculate percentages and averages,
create summaries, and present those summaries to
the team.

Beyond the data expert, the right teams will need
to include content experts: those with experience
with the topic of interest. Perhaps a high school
magnet focused on the arts is interested in evaluat-
ing a new arts curriculum. Someone with expertise
in that arts curriculum, its learning objectives, and
its lessons will be needed to help shape the data col-
lection and interpretation.

K
ey stakeholders are also essential. They are the
program participants, the end-users of newly
adopted practices, or those affected by the

problem, policy, or procedure that is the focus of
the inquiry project. For example, a high school in-
terested in solving school attendance problems
might include students and parents on the inquiry
team. A university seeking to evaluate the effective-
ness of a teacher education class designed to intro-
duce new technologies into the classroom might
want to consider including both a student teacher
who has taken the class and an instructor.

A project also might benefit from including a re-
search/evaluation expert who can advise and assist
team members with data collection, analysis, inter-
pretation, and reporting. Such experts can be con-
sultants, college professors, or researchers based in
the organization initiating the inquiry project. In
particular, large-scale projects (e.g., longitudinal
evaluations or community surveys) will benefit
from assistance from a research/evaluation expert.

In addition to experts, an inquiry project will be
most successful when critical players in the organi-
zation are involved. It is necessary to include key
decision makers with authority in the community to
ensure that your project gets started, keeps moving,
and will be used to guide effective decisions. These
people may be administrators at the school or dis-
trict level, lead teachers, department chairs, or
deans. Without them, an inquiry project may strug-
gle to get off the ground, access to data sources
might be difficult to obtain, and efforts may lead to
only simple reports of findings rather than action-
able recommendations.

Finally, a convener or facilitator who is trusted in



8 March/April 2011 • Volume 6 Number 4

It is important to 
keep in mind that 
the right team for 
one inquiry project 

may not be the right 
team for another.

the community should be on board to lead and
champion the effort, keep team members focused,
track and monitor progress, and ensure that the right
people contribute to the appropriate phases of the
project.

It is important to keep in mind that the right team
for one inquiry project may not be the right team for
another. Also, it is not always necessary for an in-
quiry project to have several team members. There
may be instances when one person can play multi-
ple roles. It may not be essential for all members of
the team to meet at all times or come together as a
collective group at all. Some members might be ad-
visors who help in the beginning and at the end of
the project to focus the project and interpret results.
What is paramount is to enlist the right people for
each unique project—people who can identify, col-
lect, and analyze the correct data for that project.

2. CLARIFY YOUR GOALS. Once the right peo-
ple are on board, it is time to clarify the broad goals
that will focus the inquiry project. An inquiry proj-
ect might be needed to:

• Understand the extent to which a program or
practice has been implemented;

• Learn how effective an intervention or policy is;

• Improve a process, program, or procedure;

• Find out how a group of people feel, think, or
behave;

• Identify or solve a problem of practice; or

• Choose a new strategy, program, policy, or ap-
proach.

B
efore beginning any data collection, the inquiry
team should spend ample time defining the 
purpose of the inquiry project and determining

what information the project is intended to provide
(and what information it is not intended to pro-
vide!). Without clear goals, it will be easy for the
team to lose sight of the original purpose and veer
off course. In addition to clarifying the purpose, a
deadline for the project should be identified to keep
team members focused and on task.

3. CONSULT THE LITERATURE. Existing liter-
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ature can help a team with two elements of an 
inquiry project: 1) the content or topic of the inquiry
project; and 2) the inquiry framework or approach.

Content of the Inquiry Project. It is likely that
other practitioners or researchers were also once
interested in the same or a similar topic. Existing lit-
erature can be used to provide important back-
ground, to identify key concepts that others have
used, or to learn about existing data-collection tools.
Literature searches do not need to be extensive; a
simple web search using Google Scholar can provide
a wealth of information useful to the inquiry team.

The Inquiry Framework or Approach. Once the
goals of a project are understood, it may be helpful
to use an existing approach or framework to guide
the inquiry project. The literature includes several
action research, evaluation, and problem-solving
frameworks that can be used to guide the endeavor,
as shown in Table 1 on page 10.

F
or example, when evaluating a specific program,
a program theory evaluation approach might be
useful (Weiss, 1997; Wholey, 1994). Perhaps a

high school is interested in evaluating the effective-
ness of a new after-school mentoring program that
is intended to increase graduation rates. A pro-
gram theory approach would involve identifying
and collecting data to examine the inputs or resources
of the program (e.g., funding, staff, curriculum
materials), program activities (e.g., after-school les-
sons, mentoring, etc.), intended outputs of the pro-
gram (e.g., numbers of students served, program 
attendance rates, numbers of lessons provided, etc.),
and intended outcomes (e.g., increased student
learning, improved graduation rates, etc.). The data
collected would be used to ascertain the extent to
which the program is being implemented as intended
and whether it has the desired effect on student
learning and graduation rates.

Suppose that a middle school has determined that
school safety is a critical problem to address in the
next year. The school seeks to launch an inquiry
project to identify and implement solutions that will
be effective at increasing safety in their school com-
munity. Community-based action research provides
a framework for including community members in a
highly collaborative process of looking (gathering

Once the goals of a 
project are understood, 
it may be helpful to use 
an existing approach or

framework to guide 
the inquiry project.
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data), thinking (analyzing and interpreting data), and
acting (planning, implementing, and evaluating solu-
tions) to generate authentic solutions to critical com-
munity problems (Stringer, 1999). Stringer’s action
research framework is particularly useful when the
participation of multiple stakeholder groups will be
necessary to successfully identify and implement so-
lutions, such as in instances of culture change or
large-scale community-building efforts.

In another example, a special subcommittee has
been charged with determining whether an elemen-
tary school should switch to a new English and 
language arts curriculum to meet the needs of its

English language learners. In Making Sense of Re-
search, McEwan and McEwan (2003) provide a
framework for using research to make key decisions
about adopting new or sustaining existing programs,
policies, and interventions. The framework can be
used to inquire about whether a program is effec-
tive, what is required to implement a program, the
cost effectiveness of programs, whether programs
will be useful for specific local contexts, and how to
engage in the ongoing evaluation of programs.

An inquiry framework is not necessary in every
project, particularly those that are small in scope.
However, a framework will provide step-by-step

TABLE 1
Sample Inquiry Frameworks

INQUIRY FRAMEWORK REFERENCE DESCRIPTION

Gap Analysis Clark & Estes, 2002 An inquiry process that identifies 
the causes of performance gaps 
and provides strategies for 
implementing the appropriate 
performance solutions. Focuses 
on gaps in knowledge, motivation,
and organizational processes.

Community Action Research Stringer, 1999 A framework for including community 
members in a highly collaborative 
process of looking (gathering data), 
thinking (analyzing and interpreting 
data), and acting (planning, implementing,
and evaluating solutions).

Positive Deviance Pascale, Sternin, 
& Sternin, 2010

Benchmarking Tucker, 1996 A team-based inquiry approach to 
studying and transferring exemplary 
practices, measures, and processes 
from one organization to another. 
Tucker’s framework provides a step-
by-step guide to launching a bench
marking project. 

Program Theory Evaluation Weiss, 1997; Wholey, 1994 An approach to identifying and 
collecting data to examine the inputs 
or resources of a program, program 
activities, intended outputs of the 
program, and intended outcomes.

Policy Analysis Bardach, 2005 An eight-step process for determining 
and evaluating potential policy options.

Data-Driven Decision Making McEwan & McEwan, 2003 A framework for using research to 
make key decisions about adopting 
new or sustaining existing programs, 
policies, and interventions. 

An asset-based, problem-solving,
and community-driven inquiry
approach that enables a community
to discover the successful behaviors
and strategies of “positive deviants”
and to develop a plan of action to
promote their adoption by others.
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guidance that can demystify and simplify the inquiry
process for practitioners.

4. FORMULATE YOUR INQUIRY QUESTIONS.
Once key goals and approaches are determined, the
inquiry team should generate research or evaluation
questions that will guide the endeavor. Questions
should be direct, concrete, and aligned to the in-
quiry purpose. For example:

• Was the curriculum program implemented as de-
signed?

• What are the strengths and weaknesses of the
current after-school tutoring program?

• Did participation in the program have a positive
effect on student achievement in mathematics?

• How can we improve teacher morale?

• What are the alternatives to our current policy on
student tardiness?

• How satisfied were teachers with the profession-
al development workshop?

• What best practices exist for enhancing school
safety in urban environments?

• How can we increase parent involvement?

• What factors contribute to increasing dropout
rates in our high school?

• What features of our teacher preparation program
are students most satisfied with?

• What strategies might the district employ for mit-
igating declining student enrollment?

There is no magic number for inquiry questions.
Too few may not adequately address the purpose;
too many may distract team members and be diffi-
cult to manage. The key is to craft questions that ad-
equately capture the purpose of the project, narrow
the focus, and serve as guides along the journey.

5. DETERMINE WHAT DATA ARE NEEDED.
Before the team collects data, a data plan should be
created that outlines the specific data that are need-
ed to answer the inquiry questions, the sources that
can be used to access and collect the data (e.g., ex-
isting documents, databases, teachers, principals,

There is no 
magic number for 
inquiry questions.
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faculty), the various data-collection tools and meth-
ods that will be used (e.g., interviews, surveys, liter-
ature review, etc.), and the time frame for collecting
all data. Consider the following:

• Are multiple data points needed to examine
change over time? Will we need baseline data
before an intervention, program, or policy begins?

• How much time and effort can we put into data
collection?

• What data do we already collect that can answer
our inquiry questions (e.g., participant demo-
graphics, attendance records, test data, program
logs, meeting minutes, etc.)?

• What instruments or tools do we need to create?
Did our literature review uncover any existing
tools we can use?

If it is determined that some required data are not
available or feasible to collect (e.g., the team might
not have access to the data source due to confiden-
tiality or time), the inquiry questions should be re-
vised accordingly. In addition, wherever possible,
use existing data that have already been collected to
avoid time-consuming data-collection processes.

6. COLLECT DATA. Data-collection processes
should be sensitive to time and simple. Be sure to
adhere to the time frame outlined in the data plan
and in your overall goals. Moreover, refrain from
lengthy data-collection processes when possible to
avoid losing momentum. Furthermore, when too
much or too little time is provided to interviewees,
survey participants, or other sources for data re-
quests, nonresponse generally results. Therefore, it
is important to create clear, reasonable deadlines for
the completion of data collection.

Data collection should also be simple: When
the procedures and processes are too complex, it
is difficult to collect consistent data. Participants 
may become confused and frustrated if data-
collection instructions are difficult to understand or
too time-consuming. Whenever possible, try not to
reinvent the wheel; use the literature search stage
to acquire data-collection tools and procedures that 
already have been used. Another option is to enlist

’’
’’

. . . wherever possible,
use existing data 
that have already 

been collected to avoid
time-consuming 
data-collection 

processes. 
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the support of an expert who can design tools and
instruments and assist with collecting data.

I
f, for example, teachers are completing logs or
rubrics as part of the inquiry project, be sure that
instructions, forms, and procedures for submis-

sion are clear and understandable. Otherwise, many
of the forms that teachers return will be incomplete
or filled out incorrectly, leading to inconsistent data.
When requesting data queries from large databases,
provide concrete descriptions of the variables you
need (e.g., gender, race, free or reduced price lunch,
grade point average, etc.) and the population (e.g.,
all students in ninth grade). Refrain from requesting
data that will not directly answer your inquiry (stay
focused) and collect data that will be easy to com-
prehend, analyze, and interpret. If you are using sur-
veys, they should be short and require only 10 to 15
minutes to be completed. Furthermore, a confiden-
tial survey should be easy to complete and submit;
if not, participants will be unlikely to respond.
Questions on the survey should be concrete, simple,
and understandable. If the team is creating a survey
from scratch, it can be helpful to consult a basic 
survey design book (e.g., Fink, 2009) or engage a
research/evaluation expert and pilot the survey with
a few people from the target population to ensure
that the survey will be understood and yield the data
you want.

While data are being collected, be sure to monitor
progress. Create checklists to track survey response
rates and the completion of data-collection tasks.

7. ANALYZE DATA. Like data collection, it is 
critical to keep data analysis timely and simple.
Complex data analysis can be very time-consuming,
difficult to interpret, and challenging to present to
stakeholders. Use the inquiry questions to guide and
focus the analysis on the critical data needs. If you
engaged a research/evaluation expert, use that per-
son’s skills to compile, analyze, and summarize the
data for the inquiry team. 

For example, if you are evaluating an after-school
mentoring program that is intended to increase your
high school’s graduation rates, it is easy to calculate
percentages and averages to investigate student 
attendance and student satisfaction ratings from a
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When deciding how 
to present results, 

keep in mind that lengthy
narrative reports often 

go unread and are 
typically underused.

survey. Data from student focus groups and mentor
interviews can be summarized to learn what is
working well and what can be improved. Gradua-
tion rates can be computed and trend data can be ex-
amined to ascertain the program’s effect.

8. INTERPRET THE RESULTS. Once data
analysis is complete, answer the inquiry questions
with the data that are available. Consider the data
from various perspectives. Remember that the right
people lead to the right interpretation, so be sure to
include members of the inquiry team when inter-
preting the results.

You should make the link between data and inter-
pretations clear and explicit. Be cautious not to stray
beyond the data for interpretation. Moreover, be
aware of biases, beliefs, and opinions that may 
affect interpretations. 

Develop a list of actionable recommendations
that are based on the data and that can be presented
to key stakeholders and decisions makers along with
the findings. During this stage, the key goal is to
draw valid inferences about the data that are aligned
with the inquiry questions and overall goals of the
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project and that can be used to guide effective deci-
sions in the next stage.

9. USE THE RESULTS. The results should be pre-
sented to key stakeholders and decision makers so
that they can make informed decisions. Create a re-
port or combination of reports that outline the re-
sults of the inquiry project and the actionable rec-
ommendations.

When deciding how to present results, keep in
mind that lengthy narrative reports often go unread
and are typically underused. So, instead of handing
people a tome, consider creating summaries and
PowerPoint presentations that are targeted for spe-
cific audiences. Write in understandable language
and avoid technical jargon. Do include well-labeled,
simple charts and graphs because they generally are
easy to digest and provide effective visual represen-
tations of the data.

When you are creating a report, keep in mind the
various needs and abilities of your target audiences.
A general report for a school community that in-
cludes students, parents, teachers, classified staff,
and administrators may need to be shorter and sim-
pler than one targeted specifically for administrators
who have more experience analyzing data. If the
overall goal is to move beyond the data, the data
should not get in the way!

O
nce the results have been digested by key stake-
holders and decision makers, the implications
of the results and the feasibility of the recom-

mendations should be discussed. The purpose is to
develop an action plan to implement some or all of
the recommendations. Action plans should include
concrete implementation steps, the roles of various
stakeholders in implementation, and clear timelines.
For example, if a new pullout intervention will be
implemented with at-risk students, the plans for
purchasing the resources for that program should be
included, as should training procedures and time-
lines, recruitment and student selection processes,
schedules for implementation, specific tasks for var-
ious stakeholders (e.g., program coordinators,
teachers, coaches, students, parents, etc.), and goals
for future evaluation. If action plans do not specify
the necessary steps and deadlines for implementa-

Action plans should 
include concrete 

implementation steps, 
the roles of various 

stakeholders in 
implementation, and 

clear timelines.

’’
’’



16 March/April 2011 • Volume 6 Number 4

tion, it will be difficult to move beyond the data and
get anything done.

10. EVALUATE THE PROCESS AND THE 
EFFECT OF THE INQUIRY. After the inquiry
process is complete, it is essential to take a moment to
reflect on its strengths and weaknesses. Some ques-
tions you should ask include:

• Were the right people included? Did we miss
anyone?

• How did the data collection go? What should we
improve next time?

• Were the data we presented clear and understand-
able to our target audiences? If not, how might
we simplify reports in the future?

• Were we able to answer all of our inquiry ques-
tions? If not, why?

• Were our recommendations actionable? Were
they used? Why or why not?

• What lessons did we learn about inquiry that we
can use in the future?

I
n addition to reflecting on the inquiry process it-
self, team members should also evaluate the effect
of the inquiry. Beyond just understanding how the

process can be improved in the future, it is essential
to determine whether or not the key inquiry goals
were accomplished and what effect the recommen-
dations had on the organization: Did the findings
from the inquiry and resulting recommendations
lead to the desired change or outcome? Did we
move beyond the data?

Often, the evaluation stage serves as a catalyst to
another inquiry process. For example, an inquiry
process that recommends implementing a new cur-
riculum or intervention might lead to the launch of
a new inquiry process to evaluate the extent to
which the program was implemented and the effect
of the program on students. If the inquiry team
learns in the evaluation stage that one of the key
inquiry questions was not thoroughly answered,
the team may look for an additional data source to
provide the necessary information. Hence, a new 
inquiry process results.
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Tips for Fostering a Culture 
of Inquiry

In order for inquiry to stimulate change in a com-
munity, it needs to actually happen. That is, stake-
holders in the community must be motivated to 
engage in the process. They must have the organiza-
tional support needed to launch inquiry projects and
use the results. Consider these tips for fostering in-
quiry in your community:

• PROVIDE THE TIME for inquiry-based processes.
Stakeholders need time during the school or work
day to collaborate on and generate inquiry. Without
dedicated time, inquiry will fall to the bottom of to-
do lists and seem unimportant when compared to
other deadlines and responsibilities.

• PROVIDE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT focused on in-
quiry processes. Graduate and certificate programs
for practitioners typically include very little instruc-
tion or support in research and evaluation. Work to

build the capacity of your school or university by
building the knowledge and skills of stakeholders.

• CREATE AN INQUIRY COMMITTEE OR TASK FORCE that
can be responsible for initiating research and evalu-
ation projects. The task force should be composed
of a diverse set of stakeholders from the communi-
ty (e.g., teachers, parents, administrators, etc.) and
should have regular meetings to discuss the inquiry
agenda. The committee could issue requests for pro-
posals (RFPs) from the community to encourage in-
quiry, review proposals, delegate inquiry to sub-
committees, and provide resources and incentives to
stakeholders interested in inquiry.

• ENCOURAGE PRESENTATIONS focused on inquiry
projects and their results. Presentations can occur at
staff meetings, brown-bag lunch meetings, after-
noon wine and cheese receptions, or morning coffee
breaks. Symposia or professional development con-
ferences could be created to encourage community
members to share the findings from inquiry process-
es and to discuss how results were used.
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• MAKE INQUIRY THE NORM. Include some type of data
summary and an interpretation exercise at most
meetings. As stakeholders become more acquainted
with data and the process of interpreting it, they will
begin to generate their own inquiry questions and
data needs.

• CHANGE THE CONVERSATION. Begin to ask questions
about data when decisions are being made to change
or implement programs, strategies, or processes.
Refrain from using anecdotes or philosophies as ev-
idence. Start to lead such discussions with, “Can we
take time to look at some data first?”

• APPLY FOR FUNDING that is focused on inquiry. Seek
out relationships with foundations that are interest-
ed in data-driven decision making and apply for
small inquiry grants. In program grant proposals,
dedicate a portion of the program budget to ongoing
evaluation efforts.

• PARTNER WITH LOCAL COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES.
Research and data experts can come from local col-
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leges and universities. Moreover, graduate students
often need internships and data for dissertations or
master’s degree projects. These students can work
with inquiry teams on data collection and analysis
and on reporting efforts, expanding the capacity of
the team.

• CELEBRATE SUCCESSES. When an inquiry process has
led to change or improvement, celebrate the
progress that stakeholders have made.

Summary and Conclusion
Effective practitioner-led inquiry requires getting

the right people on the team at the start. Leaders
should clearly define broad goals for the project,
and team members should study the literature so
that the team can build on the existing work of oth-
ers and not have to reinvent the wheel. As the proj-
ect develops, the focus of the inquiry questions
should be narrowed, and the team determines which
data need to be gathered.

Once data are collected, analyzed, and interpret-
ed, the team members and organization leaders craft
feasible recommendations and develop an action
plan. The last task in any inquiry project is for team
members to evaluate both the process and the effect
of the inquiry process in order to stimulate new in-
quiry.

All of this becomes possible when leaders
change the culture surrounding data use and inter-
pretation and develop the needed knowledge and
skills in their faculties and among other stakehold-
ers. When people feel empowered to engage in the
inquiry process, they can begin to solve problems,
make better decisions, and improve schools. They
will no longer be passive participants who are used,
required, or done to.
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