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Using the Inquiry Cycle with Young Children: A Global Study of Fairy Tales
by Jennifer Griffith, First Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School

We met as a staff in January for our annual winter retreat to reflect on the fall and decide where we 
want to head with our kids related to our school-wide concept. In the fall we chose the broad 
concept of power and at our winter retreat we saw the need to bring our concept back to the 
forefront. We were familiar with utilizing inquiry studies, a philosophy of building a curriculum 
with kids, and were excited about exploring this option in both the Learning Lab and our 
classrooms. First we knew it was important to define inquiry for us to have an understanding of 
where to go with our students. Kathy Short (2009) defines inquiry as a collaborative process of 
connecting to and reaching beyond current understanding to explore tensions significant to the 
learner. Inquiry is natural to how we learn, based on connection, problem-posing and problem-
solving, conceptual understanding, and collaboration within a community of learners.

Jaquetta Alexander and I had been team-teaching first and second grades and we knew moving 
into an inquiry study with 60 students was going to be a challenge but we were up for it. We had 
recently been to NCTE in San Antonio where we listened to Brian Edmiston talk about dramatic 
inquiry with fairy tales and young students. We were intrigued and excited about bringing fairy 
tales and inquiry into our classroom. We knew we needed a framework, something to provide a 
bigger picture for our work, and in our study group we were re-introduced to the inquiry cycle, an 
authoring process where learners engage in authoring or constructing meaning about themselves 
and the world (Short, 2009). It was this framework that set up our work with fairy tales.
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Not only was the inquiry cycle a focus for us, but Van Horne Elementary had been involved in 
working with Kathy Short from the University of Arizona for three years, focusing on international 
literature and weaving it into the curriculum so this piece of our study was just as important. She 
has created a framework that supports a curriculum that is international and we referred back to 
this model to help us set up the international piece of our inquiry.

A Curriculum that is International (Short, 2008)

Using international literature with young children can often be challenging to find the "just right" 
book for their level but international fairy tales were easily accessible. We were excited to work at 
the integration of international perspectives, where cultural views are woven into an inquiry. 
According to Short (2008) integrating international perspectives encourages more complexity in 
the issues kids consider. They are challenged to move past their own cultural perspective into more 
of a world view.

Our inquiry of international fairy tales began by using the inquiry cycle as our framework. There is 
a beginning point to the inquiry process and that is connections to children’s lives. According to 
Short (2009) connection helps kids get at the why rather than the what of a unit. Our goal was to 
immerse students in engagements with fairy tales so they could explore their current 
understandings. Our students had a background with fairy tales so we chose to spend the first week 
by exploring a variety of familiar fairy tales. We began our inquiry in early January, by reading 
Hansel and Gretel as our first fairy tale. Jaquetta and I were eager to bring in dramatic inquiry, an 
inquiry that invites kids to use drama to engage with a piece of literature by taking on the roles of 
the characters and engaging in problem solving. Edmiston (1993) argues that, “Drama enables 
students to respond thoughtfully and insightfully to literature” (p.250). We decided to focus on the 
emotions of the characters to get the kids connecting to the characters.

After every read aloud Jaquetta and I gave kids an opportunity to process and buddy buzz, a 
strategy that has kids turning to a partner to share their thoughts about the story -- what they 
noticed, connections and wonderings. After a few minutes of buddy buzz, students shared their 
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thinking with the class. As a group we discussed the emotions the characters showed and how that 
might look in drama to connect with a story. Kids were engaged with this activity, always wanting 
to show the emotion and what it would look like. To connect to their own life experiences, we asked 
them to connect the emotion of the character to a time they had experienced that same emotion. 
We created an emotional word wall that the emotions we found that first week in our introduction 
to fairy tales.

Not only did we discuss the read aloud as a class but we felt it was important for kids to have an 
opportunity to self-reflect on the story and make connections and noticings. We introduced them 
to their response logs, a place for them to do their own thinking and writing about the fairy tales. 
Abby wrote about how Gretel was sad when her mom and dad were gone and then went on to 
explain why they were gone. We had been pushing the kids to explain their thinking in order to go 
beyond what they thought and explain the why. It was encouraging to see the kids attempt this. Not 
only did Abby take the challenge but Cory did too when he talked about how Gretel tricked the 
witch and pushed her in the oven and because of that the witch was mad. Abbey A. used the 
important "because" to describe why the witch was mean. We knew we were headed in the right 
direction and continued to focus on giving the kids time to reflect and connect to the fairy tales we 
were exploring.

We looked at Cinderella, The Three Pigs, Rapunzel, and Jack and the Beanstalk in our first week of 
the study. We wanted to give kids a good background on the traditional European versions of these 
fairy tales and have them connect with the characters through emotions and their thinking about 
the stories. Cory demonstrated why Cinderella was sad when he explained that it was because her 
step-sisters wouldn’t let her go to the ball. Abby made the same comment and added that they were 
mean to Cinderella because she wore dirty clothes but Cinderella thought she was fine. The kids 
were not only able to explain their thinking but added additional details like Abby’s comment on 
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what Cinderella thought about her step-sisters being mean to her.

After being introduced to the five fairy tales we felt it was important for the kids to define a fairy 
tale so they could refer back to their definition throughout our study. We made a chart of the things 
they had learned about fairy tales and what they noticed as characteristics across them. They 
shared that fairy tales have:

• princesses and princes
• characters
• a title
• fantasy
• an antagonist and protagonist
• a version of the beginning, “once upon a time…”
• a happy ending

Through this first week of connections we wanted to provide the children with the structure of a 
fairy tale and so Jaquetta and I had used the terminology of antagonist, protagonist and genre in 
talking with the kids. As a group we put our thinking together and came up with a definition of a 
fairy tale -- “A fairytale is a make believe story that has a protagonist that tricks the antagonist in 
the end.” We referred back to this definition throughout our study to see if it still held true.

We knew after a week the kids were ready to move into invitation within the inquiry cycle. Short 
(2009) defines invitations as an opportunity for kids to expand their knowledge, experiences and 
perspectives in order to push their thinking beyond their current understandings. As teachers, 
Jaquetta and I knew it was our job to immerse our students in meaningful invitations to support 
this part of the cycle. We chose to narrow our fairy tale inquiry down to three popular fairy tales 
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and pull in as many international variants as we could to help us develop in-depth invitations and 
support our international focus. We chose to study variants of Cinderella, Rapunzel, and Little Red 
Riding Hood.

Our 60 kids were divided into the three groups. Jaquetta focused on Rapunzel, I focused on Little 
Red Riding Hood and our classroom aides, Jill and Anna, focused on Cinderella. The kids spent 
roughly a week studying variants of each fairy tale. According to Short (2009), invitations should 
provide engagements that expand their knowledge to build new understandings and raise tension. 
With that in mind we chose to read a different variant each day, have a literature discussion, chart 
their "I wonder’s" and "I see’s" and then conclude with some self-reflection time focusing on 
perspective and emotion. After kids were done with responding we encouraged them to browse 
through several titles of fairy tales that we had put together in bins for them to do wide reading to 
engage with other variants of the fairy tale they were working with each bin holding 15-20 titles. 
We utilized our literacy block which was roughly ninety minutes.

In our study group, Kathy had mentioned how a teacher in the younger grades had used a t-chart 
to support kids’ thinking about what they saw in a story and what left them wondering. Jaquetta 
and I thought this sounded simple enough for our kids but we also wanted to invite them to think 
thoughtfully about the story. Kids naturally would come up with an "I See" and automatically share 
an "I wonder" that was closely related to what they saw. An example can be seen in Jaquetta’s 
groups chart for Sugarcane (Storace, 2007) where a student shared that Sugarcane was brave to let 
Madame Fate climb up the tower. But on the flip side the kids wondered why Sugarcane didn’t cut 
her own hair instead of letting Madame Fate climb up the tower.

In conjunction with thinking and recording what they saw and wondered about the fairy tale the 
kids were also reflecting in their response logs on what they thought about the story. The use of 
response logs were used throughout our study. Abby began in the Rapunzel group and wrote about 
why Rapunzel was sad, giving details and using that important word "because." Cory was in the 
Cinderella group to begin with and his responses were awesome -- he was not only talking about 
why the stepsisters were mad at Cinderella but he compared the Cinderella we had heard during 
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our first week, a European variation, to the one Jill read to them, an international variant goes 
across cultures, Glass Slipper Gold Sandal (Fleishman, 2007).

As we met and discussed our kids’ thinking and wonderings about the variants we were reading in 
each group we felt we had hit a wall. The kids were producing these great wonderings but we 
weren’t offering the opportunity for them to explore these ideas. We went back to Kathy’s chapter 
on inquiry, and, sure enough, tension comes after invitation, where there is a shift from teacher-
guided inquiry to student-driven inquiry. It was obvious our kids had questions that needed to be 
answered and it was our job to encourage them to investigate their wonderings.

We provided students with time to do investigations through opportunities to problem-solve and 
explore their wonderings in more depth. At the end of the week, we asked the kids to review their 
wonderings and choose one that resonated with them and that they wanted to explore further. We 
offered several possibilities to give them an idea about what we meant by choosing something to 
explore. In the group I worked with, we created a chart of their wonderings from which they could 
choose an investigation. Some international variants of Red Riding that we read don’t depict her as 
having parents and many kids were intrigued by this. Others wondered why the setting was always 
the same. They were also interested in the different emotions of the wolf. We left the projects open 
ended, but did introduce several different mediums and processes they could use. Some 
possibilities for the first projects included drawing your wonderings, using drama to express your 
interpretations or blocks to build your thinking, and writing letters to the author asking them why 
they made particular choices.

When the projects were complete, Jaquetta and I came together to discuss the results of the 
projects and realized they were not what we were hoping for. We felt the kids didn’t engage 
thoroughly with their wonderings the way we were hoping, so we decided to rework the 
investigation part of the inquiry cycle by bringing in more demonstrations. We noticed that the 
kids hadn’t actually delved into the investigation portion of the cycle but instead focused on the 
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representation first. Many students heard about the mediums they could use and began their 
projects with a focus on what they could do, instead of engaging in a dialogue about the ideas in 
their investigation. Jaquetta and I knew that we may have begun this process too early and that we 
should have given them more guidance and time to investigate their questions before introducing 
the projects which were actually the representation portion of the inquiry cycle. Therefore our 
investigations were unsuccessful the first time around.

Demonstration is the part of the cycle where teachers offer support in the students’ investigations 
and this was the area we knew we had to revise for the kids to get the most out of their 
investigations. The following week we had a new group of kids exploring a new set of fairy tales but, 
as teachers, we each stayed with the same fairy tale to help strengthen our skills and knowledge of 
the stories. Doing it this way allowed us to compare and contrast the students’ engagements and 
wonderings in each group. After working with these stories for a week, we put the kids together and 
talked about what they noticed that all the stories had in common. We also asked them to think 
about questions they might investigate further. This seemed to make it easier for the kids to think 
about the stories and choose a question to explore. While thinking about the Little Red Riding 
Hood stories, Abby was intrigued with Little Red Riding Hood: A Newfangled Prairie Tale (Ernst, 
1995) and explored the question, "Why did the Grandma tackle the wolf?" by using her background 
knowledge and inferences. Her interpretation was that grandma simply wanted to be safe and so 
was spying on the wolf and knew that he would eat her. Abbey A. was curious to know how 
Sugarcane got in the tower and explored that question using her knowledge and inferences as well. 
She thought that the sorceress, Madame Fate, used her magic to break the tower and put her in it. 
Giving them adequate time to engage in dialogue helped them think about their investigations with 
more depth. Jaquetta and I felt that having the opportunity to reflect on what the stories had in 
common and choosing a question to investigate produced more thoughtful, meaningful 
representations.

Throughout the study we continued to think about emotions the characters took on in the stories 

68

http://wowlit.org/wp-content/media/griffith10.png
http://wowlit.org/wp-content/media/griffith111.png


and really delved into perspectives as a way to think about others. Our response logs gave the kids 
that needed opportunity to pull back and reflect on their learning. It is these opportunities that fill 
the re-vision part of the inquiry cycle. We introduced our kids to letter writing and challenged them 
to push themselves in their self-reflection time by taking on the role of a character and writing a 
letter to another character using emotion. It was at this point in our study that we saw the kids 
become engaged and transfer their thinking to other content areas. The kids showed such emotion 
and conviction in their letters. Cory took on the role of the prince and wrote to the Evil Stepmother 
in Rapunzel telling her he was going to save her daughter Rapunzel and she better stop being mean 
to her because he thought she loved her.

We finished the next four weeks so that every kid got to experience all three fairy tales, take on the 
roles of characters, and investigate their questions. When each child completed studying Rapunzel, 
Cinderella, and Little Red Riding Hood, we felt something was missing and knew we hadn’t 
completed the inquiry cycle. We had encouraged kids to connect with fairy tales and use their 
background knowledge to further their understanding, we had invited students to expand their 
knowledge through responding and creating class charts on what they saw and wondered, we gave 
them time to ask and investigate their questions, a chance to represent their thinking and pull back 
and reflect in their logs. We were missing valuation and action and so again put our heads together 
to think about where to head next so our kids saw our inquiry all the way through.
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At about this time our staff presented at the IRA conference in Phoenix and we sat in on a session 
about Kamishibai, a Japanese storytelling method used with young kids. We went through the 
process as a group of creating our own Kamishibai of The Three Little Pigs. Jaquetta and I both 
looked at each other with the same thought -- this would be perfect for a culminating project to 
finish our inquiry on fairy tales. We were thrilled to get back to school and take on this new 
endeavor to support our inquiry.

Valuation was where we were on the cycle, a place for the kids to step back and think about what is 
of value from our inquiry thus far. Short (2009) argues that valuation allows learners to reposition 
themselves differently in the world. So Kamishibai seemed perfect, a new storytelling method to tie 
into our fairy tales. Demonstrating for the kids what Kamishibai was and looked like was 
imperative, so we purchased several and used these to model how they worked. We created a chart 
of what we noticed about the Kamishibais, how they are structured, and how they differ from a 
book. The kids were engaged in the structure of Kamishibai and we knew they would enjoy using 
them in our final work with fairy tales. We reviewed what makes a fairytale by creating a chart to be 
used during our work with Kamishibai.
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Although the valuation piece of the cycle does not necessarily mean having to do a large summative 
assessment that consists of a time consuming project, we felt that allowing the kids to create their 
own variation of one of the fairy tales through Kamishibai would be valuable. Taking on this 
project encouraged the kids to pull from their work and experiences with the fairy tales. In creating 
their Kamishibai, they were using what we had learned about emotions to express their characters’ 
feelings and perspectives and the characteristics of a fairy tale to help them understand and create 
their stories -- all within the structure of a Kamishibai. All of these components were used when 
working on this project. Some students chose to re-create a variant of a fairy tale they’d studied and 
others chose to take what they knew about fairy tales and created their own variant of Cinderella, 
Red Riding Hood or Rapunzel.
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Part of valuation is presenting what students have learned to an audience. We had a Kamishibai 
party where the kids were put in small groups and parents were able to listen to what their children 
had learned about the process and fairy tales. It was impressive to watch these kids talk to their 
parents about their learning and understanding of both the Japanese storytelling method and fairy 
tales.

72

http://wowlit.org/wp-content/media/griffith15.png


The final part of the inquiry cycle is action where we address the "so what?" of the project and 
think about how this will apply to our lives. It was obvious that the use of perspective and emotion 
were two components that kids engaged in and where we saw the transfer to other areas such as 
the playground and other content areas. Throughout the year the kids were able to see others’ 
perspectives and be compassionate to emotions of characters. We particularly saw evidence of this 
in their literature discussions and responses as we moved into our conceptual thinking about the 
power of food after we completed the fairy tales inquiry. In April, when we were discussing the Lost 
Boys of Sudan, Abby talked about how she noticed the boys were sort of scared because they didn’t 
have enough food and she was wondering if they still were lost today. So when I reflect on the last 
piece of the cycle it’s easy for me to see that the action part integrated into students’ thinking as 
they connected what they had learned about perspective, emotion and questioning from our 
inquiry on fairy tales into new inquiries.
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Short (2009) argues that inquiry is not merely a new set of instructional practices, but a theoretical 
shift in how we view curriculum, students, learning, and teaching. We want to remember this as we 
go through the inquiry cycle, which can be daunting. Surprisingly enough, we found that as we 
moved through an inquiry with our students, that it was natural to progress from invitation to 
tension, investigation, demonstration, re-vision, representation, valuation, and action. Taking 
inquiry as a stance is a powerful way to move through the curriculum with students, providing the 
opportunity to engage in meaningful, thoughtful invitations together and to take action in their 
thinking and lives.
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Making Personal Connections: Conceptual Thinking in Kindergarten
by Kathryn Bolasky, Kindergarten Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School

Being able to connect various pieces of information to a larger concept is a critical skill that 
students need to make meaning out of what they are learning. Concepts are mental constructs, 
organizing ideas that categorize a variety of examples or facts (Erickson, 2002). Conceptual 
thinking about big ideas is typically developed in intermediate grades. This does not mean that 
young children are not capable of making meaning of what they are learning and thinking about 
ideas -- it just looks different.

At our elementary school, we have a school-wide focus on using international literature to teach 
our students about the world through inquiry studies. Students, kindergarten through fifth grade, 
participate in instructional experiences that challenge them to think critically about different 
concepts and topics that are important in our world. Our school has a unique learning environment 
that engages all of our students at their level. Many of these engagements take place in our schools 
Learning Lab that is conducted by our school’s project specialist, Lisa Thomas. We are also lucky 
enough to consult with Kathy Short from the University of Arizona. I have had the pleasure of 
teaching third grade and kindergarten at Van Horne, which has allowed me to experience our 
research from two distinctly different vantage points.

During my year as a third grade teacher I was amazed by the advanced thinking the students were 
able to engage in. I remember looking back and being in awe of the way students conceptualized 
major life issues, like embarking on forced journeys. We had spent time looking at refugee 
experiences. My students wrote essays synthesizing their thinking (see http://wowlit.org/on-line-
publications/stories/storiesi2/?page=11). One essay in particular stands out in my mind, written 
by Andy who had been dealing with his parents divorce throughout the year. He used his personal 
experience to make sense of the feeling of loss that refugees experience. His thesis statement was, 
“When you move, you leave things behind.” In his essay he argues, “Life will not fit in a suitcase. 
When my mom had to move she had to leave pictures of me as a kid. She was really sad because 
she wanted them. Refugees have to leave their homes, toys, and pets behind.” At eight years old he 
understand the concept of loss and value of belongings. Moments like these are precious and this 
year I learned quickly that they are not ones that happen in kindergarten!
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