














































































Collaboration in Action

Community building happens in many ways: through a variety of shared experi-
ences and by repeatedly welcoming kids’ input into classroom life.

Collaborating on space.  Second graders collaborated to designate a museum 
exhibit area in the classroom. 

Other students visit the 
classroom, sitting in the 
museum display area to 
learn about penguins and 
their egg-laying behavior. 

Message board.  Second graders communicate through letters, notes, and even 
photos on a message board. Comments, requests, suggestions, and questions on 
this interactive board build ownership and collaboration. 
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Socratic seminars.  Socratic seminars are student-led conversations that begin 
with a question or an issue to be discussed. Fourth graders learn to run the 
discussion themselves.

Collaborative inquiry.  Collective action is a powerful way for kids to celebrate 
the work they have done as a community, express their opinions, and take a 
stand. 

Fifth graders engage 
in a “get out the vote” 
demonstration on a 
university campus, right 
before election day.

Kids cite evidence 
from text and images 
to support their  
positions and  
responses.
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Cornerstone 6. Classroom Environment
Before school even begins, we ask ourselves: How can we arrange our teaching 
space to ensure the kind of dynamic, interactive, engaged learning we envision? 
We set up a welcoming space for kids as they walk in the door on day one, 
knowing we will adapt it to kids’ needs and interests and leaving room for them 
to make the environment their own.

Our three priorities for making sure our classrooms support discovery and 
inquiry are to:

●● create purposeful work spaces
●● gather and organize tools and resources
●● design ways to make thinking and learning visible. 

Inquiry-based learning is not about a culminating project to a unit, but rather 
about living in a way that kids’ questions matter and about setting up classrooms 
that foster curiosity all day and every day.

■  Purposeful Work Spaces

There’s a productive hum as kids spread out around the room during work time. 
One group observes and sketches a giant cockroach in a terrarium, learning 
that they have been around for millions of years. Several kids illustrate poems 
they’ve written about a recent solar eclipse, referring to images and vocabulary 
on a content word wall. Yet another pair surveys everyone in the class, finding 
out kids’ opinions and ideas for new playground equipment.

Workspaces include:

●● nooks and seating options that are responsive to kids’ personal 
preferences

●● varied spaces for formal, large-group lessons and small-group research
●● cozy nooks for quiet study or a place for a book group
●● areas designed by kids.

We are great fans of something 
colloquially known as “classroom 
makeovers”—carving out time in 
the few days before school starts 
when teachers are back at work 
to collaborate as a group on room 
setup. As a small group of willing 
souls moves from one room to 
another, each person shares his 
or her goals and challenges with 
respect to the environment. The 
group listens. Then we brainstorm 
possibilities and together come up 
with ideas for organizing the space. 
With collaboration and muscle 
power, voilà! What we envision 
becomes reality. And then it’s on to 
the next classroom.

For further reading:
Ladybugs, Tornadoes, and Swirling 
Galaxies: English Language 
Learners Discover Their World 
Through Inquiry by B. Buhrow and 
A. Garcia
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The whole-group area is 
center stage. Engagement 
soars when students have 
plenty of room to share 
projects, create dramatiza-
tions, and even perform.

A large rug area has a lot of flex-
ibility and comfortable spaces to 
accommodate small groups during 
work time, such as this fourth-grade 
book club.

Second graders weigh in with how classroom space 
is used. They requested a place to write to their pen 
pals on postcards, so the nook is stocked with mate-
rials for corresponding.

Remember to 
include comfort-
able spaces for 
quiet concentra-
tion in the midst 
of a busy day.
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Creative use of space

A former storage area in the hallway morphs into a studio space with many pos-
sibilities. Flexible seating, wall space, laptops, and places to display materials 
and resources provide everything kids need for exploration and study. White-
boards reflect each step in the research process: Immerse, Investigate, Coalesce, 
and Take Public. As inquiries unfold, kids fill the space and walls with their 
questions, new learning, and projects.
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■  Accessible Tools and Resources

Reading, writing, and research are what we do. Appealing and accessible print 
and digital resources to read and view as well as materials for writing and 
creating give kids the tools they need when they need them. Kids assume the 
responsibility for keeping the room in order. They are mindful of conserving 
resources.

Kids sort and organize 
books into categories. 
They explain the system 
to the rest of the class 
so that everyone can 
help with upkeep.

Artistic expression is honored and 
valued, so materials are plentiful 
and enticing.
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■  Making Thinking Visible

Halls and walls teach. Visual displays of co-constructed anchor charts illustrate 
and guide teaching and learning over time. Displays of kids’ writing and art 
feature a highly visible record of kids’ finished projects and in-progress thinking. 
When students consistently share their questions and interests, they come to 
know each other as learners. Collaboration becomes a way of life.

We begin the year with blank walls and bulletin boards. Why decorate with 
stuff from the teacher store when very soon the halls and walls will be filled with 
more interesting examples of kids’ learning and our teaching?

Throughout this book, kids make their thinking visible by annotating both 
information and thinking. Post-its, two- and three-column think sheets, and 
large charts are opportunities for kids to draw and write their way into under-
standing.

Anchor charts.  Anchor charts are essential tools for teaching in ways that make 
kids’ thinking and learning visible and concrete. They provide an ongoing record 
of instruction as it unfolds each day. Charts of all kinds cover walls, easels, any 
place kids can see and use them. When space is a challenge, we change them up 
often, making sure they are relevant and useful. 

Here’s a short list of options for co-constructing anchor charts:

●● Include the language of instruction so kids begin to internalize it. Our 
teaching language becomes the kids’ learning language.

●● Honor kids’ work and thinking by adding their responses to the charts. 
Their Post-its, responses, and ideas spark conversation and discussion.

●● Send the message that we are a community of teachers and learners—
our conversations and ideas are worth recording and “making visible” 
so we can revisit and discuss these over time.

●● Keep the language clear. Charts are referred to by kids who rely on 
them for guiding what they do and how they talk, especially language 
for comprehension and thinking strategies and procedures (how 
to choose a book to read, how to write a picture book; steps for the 
research process).

●● Collaborate with students. Charts are not only co-constructed (teachers 
and kids) but also kid-driven/-constructed. When kids create their own 
teaching/learning/response charts, they are assuming ownership and 
responsibility. Kids might list their burning questions, their discoveries, 
their new learning—and other kids respond. 

●● Provide parents and visitors to the classroom a clear, coherent idea of 
what we are thinking and learning and send the message that this is 
what matters.

●● Spotlight kids’ original ideas and creative expression.

Ron Ritchhart describes why 
making thinking and learning 
visible matters:

“When thinking is visible in class-
rooms, students are in a position 
to be more metacognitive, to 
think about their thinking. When 
thinking is visible, it becomes 
clear that school is not about 
memorizing content but explor-
ing ideas. Teachers . . . can see 
students’ thinking because mis-
conceptions, prior knowledge, 
reasoning ability, and degrees 
of understanding are more likely 
to be uncovered. Teachers can 
then address and extend stu-
dents’ thinking by starting from 
where they are.”

36 Inquiry Illuminated
For more information about this Heinemann resource, visit http://heinemann.com/products/E07790.aspx



Second graders illustrate 
procedural charts as 
handy references to guide 
them during independent 
reading.

Content charts reflect new learning in an inquiry as well as responses to focus questions.
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Kids’ work.  Gone are the days of twenty-eight nearly identical state reports 
posted on the bulletin board. Showcasing kids’ work on walls and in hallways—
both finished and in-progress—sends the message that this is their classroom 
and they are sharing what happens there. But it’s not just about a display—it’s 
for teaching and learning, both inside and outside of the classroom. When kids’ 
work is visible and public, this

●● provides authentic opportunities for kids to teach and learn from  
each other

●● shows the development and trajectory of kids’ progress and 
understanding over time

●● inspires responses, reactions, and conversations among classmates, 
with other kids in the school, with parents and other visitors

●● celebrates the intensive thinking and hard work that go into kids’ efforts 
to take their learning public and make it attractive and engaging for 
readers and viewers.

Not everything we put up needs to be in “final” form. 
We use draft stamps or place “work in progress” signs 
on kids’ work when they share drafts and other ongoing 
work. What better way to get thoughtful feedback and 
guidance for adding to one’s work and thinking?
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Fourth graders 
create an infographic 
using a variety of 
features and text to 
share information on 
complex topics.

Walls are interactive, so 
kids respond on Post-its 
right on displayed work. 
Learning is a collaborative 
venture and walls are a 
great place to try out 
ideas and share  
in-progress thinking.
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We post student work in the hallway for the 
community to read and learn from. The book 
Separate Is Never Equal is a story about school 
desegregation in California in the 1960s. 
Parents, teachers, and visitors respond with 
their comments on Post-its. 

Visitors, parents, kids, and teachers take part in a collaborative conversation 
about the picture book Separate Is Never Equal, by Duncan Tonatiuh.

These are very 
thoughtful responses 

about people standing 
up for their rights. 

Ms. T

You all are discussing 
such important 

issues-- which are 
happening right now!

Mia’s dad
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