
“To Be, or Not to Be,” or What is an Inquiry Question? 

 

Some Wildcat seniors will soon examine one of the 

most famed queries in English literature: “To be, or 

not to be,” during their reading of Hamlet, yet all 

WEGO English students evaluate essential questions 

that can inspire engaging and authentic  debates. More 

formally, inquiry can be defined as “a process of 

accessing, building, extending, and using knowledge in 

ways consistent with how expert practitioners think, 

know, and perform.” Inquiry-based learning is at the 

heart of the WWCHS Language Arts division’s 

philosophy and pedagogy. A constructivist classroom 

enables students to investigate enduring human 

dilemmas to best prepare District 94 students to solve 

problems beyond the classroom walls through reading, 

writing, speaking, and listening.  

 

Professor Michael Smith explains inquiry in Teaching 

Argument Writing: “Think about the question most worth asking, develop activities to 

encourage students to grapple with those questions, and then listen hard and 

respectfully to the results.” The questions listed below are examples of inquiry questions 

students investigate in the language arts division: 

 

Do I owe anything to anyone else? 
To what extent is redemption possible? 
Why does my education matter? 
Who controls my future? 
How can I be an effective person in an unjust world? 
What is real? 
What is the nature of man? 
What is evil? 
How can we respond to challenges to individuality in a pluralistic society? 
 
 
 



In the WEGO English classroom, this begins with a gateway activity that provides 

students background knowledge about the concepts in the unit and generates student 

interest in the key question. In preparation for a unit on Naturalism that includes the 

novel Of Mice and Men, freshmen complete an opinionnaire or survey on the inquiry 

question at the start of the unit that allows them to consider the role of instinct, passion, 

heredity, and environment in life. (See the box below for a brief example.) Students rate 

their agreement and/or disagreement with each statement by marking strongly agree, 

agree, neutral, disagree, or strongly disagree. When the whole class discusses the 

statements, this creates controversy and begins debate.  

 

Naturalism Opinionnaire 

 

1.       Human beings have free will and total control of their lives.                                        SA     A     N     D 

SD   

2.       Life is determined by the environment.                                                                                SA     A     N     D 

SD   

  

3.        Human beings are governed by what they inherit.                                                           SA     A     N     D 

SD   

  

4.       Man is an animal.                                                                                                                        SA     A     N     D 

SD  

  

5.     Life is a story of survival – man against man and man against nature.                   SA     A     N     D     SD   

 

Then, students engage in a series of readings and 

activities that deepen their understanding of the 

question and concept. For example, tenth 

graders  may work in teams to design a utopian 

high school, which is later contrasted to clips 

from Divergent and Elysium that students use to 

generate the elements in a dystopian text. When 

they read stories like “The Lottery” by Shirley 

Jackson, “The Ones who Walked Away from 

Omelas” by Ursula Le Guin or novels like 

Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury, students apply 

these elements to the text to evaluate which 

criteria the author utilized to craft his or her 

message. (Students even consider the extent to 

which 21st century America has become a 

dystopia.) 

 



 

 

Elements of Dystopia 

  

1. Propaganda is used to control the citizens of society. 

2. Information, independent thought, and freedom are restricted. 

3. A leader, concept, or tradition is worshipped by the citizens of the society. 

4. Citizens are perceived to be under constant surveillance. 

5. Citizens have a fear of the outside world. 

6. Citizens live in a dehumanized state. 

7. Nature is banished and distrusted while technology is heavily relied upon. 

 8. Citizens conform to uniform expectations. Individuality and dissent are bad. 

9. The society is an illusion of a perfect utopian world. 

10. Citizens experience desensitization from the violence and corruption around them. 

 

At the end of the unit after reading a variety of texts, students speak and write about 

their new, informed response to the inquiry question. In response to the question, What 

is the historical basis of current gender stereotypes, a junior wrote, “Society believes that 

women cannot do the tasks that only men are capable of doing, and women are already 

given a role in society, and they should not exceed their already set role.” Reading, 

speaking, and listening inform the student’s response and enabled him to craft a more 

sophisticated argument. Both the procedural and contextual knowledge that the student 

has gained through inquiry instruction can be applied to life outside English class. 

 

Unlike the Shakespearean tragedy,  (Spoiler alert: Hamlet dies.), inquiry breathes life 

into the classroom. The WCCHS Language Arts department offers “Find your voice” as 

its motto, while the statement that follows is its mission: “The West Chicago Community 
High School District 94 Language Arts Division exists to develop an environment and a 
curriculum that encourages a lifelong appreciation of reading, writing, and speaking as 
universally attainable means of profoundly enriching one’s own life experiences. Students 
should expect to be routinely challenged to become increasingly more proficient 
communicators and grow in their understanding of the various ways in which human 
beings make sense of their worlds with words.” Inquiry-based instruction  supports this 
mission and encourages students to construct knowledge, which ultimately may enable 
them to answer any question. 
 

 

The definition of inquiry is excerpted from Fresh Takes on Teaching Literary Elements 
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