
Cultivating wonder, connection, and critical 
consciousness through meaningful exploration 

Learning as 
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Introduction.

Can the moon bounce? 

How do birds fly?  

Why do countries go to war?  

How can we build a healthier community?  

What can immigrant journeys teach us about the 
world?  

Are my genetics my destiny? 

Human beings ask a lot of questions. From the 
second we enter the world, we poke and prod at 
the world trying to understand it and our place in 
it. Our questions might take different forms, but 
they all flow from the same deep sense of 
curiosity. A curiosity written into our biology.  

As we get older though, often we find fewer and 
fewer opportunities to connect with that 
curiosity.  Even in schools–the institutions we 
dedicate to learning and growth–questions are 
replaced by “content;” exploration gives way to 
test preparation; curiosity turns into compliance. 

So how can we reclaim our curiosity and the 
meaningful learning it enables? It starts with 
putting learners and their questions back at the 
center. 

REIMAGINING “CURRICULUM”
Step back for a moment. Reflect on your own 
experience as a learner, or of learning in the 
current K-12 education system. On average, 
how central are learners’ own questions, 
wonders, and interests to the learning process? 
To what extent do they shape the daily learning 
experience, the choices learners make, and the 
ways in which learning is demonstrated? 

The language used to describe the content of 
learning in our K-12 system– “curriculum”– is 
telling: curriculum means, “the course of a 
race,” implying linearity, a singular path, and an 
inherent sense of competition. 

Does this language convey the desired intent 
behind the content of learning? 

We posit that curriculum, as it is currently 
conceptualized and implemented in the K-12 
education system, needs an update. Instead of 
learning as a race, or an established “course” 
to follow, what if learning were fundamentally 
about exploration–meaningful inquiry that 
culminates in new insights, novel pathways, 
and important, authentic tasks? 

Learning as inquiry: Meaningful exploration 
plus authentic tasks. 

Designing meaningful explorations begins with 
knowing who our learners are as full humans: 
their histories, identities, interests, questions, 
needs, challenges, and hopes. 

What do young people wonder about? Worry 
about? What do the learners in my classroom, 
Zoom room, or community want to understand 
more deeply? And how can we support young 
people in learning how to pursue inquiry with 
agency, and with each other? 

This was the question that led to the 
prototyping of “Explorations” as a model for 
redesigning curriculum in K-12 schools. 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The structure of inquiry.

Imagine a time when you engaged in a formal 
research process. How did you get started? 
What were your questions, and how did they 
connect to one another? Did they evolve in any 
way during your process? How did you 
approach gathering information? How did you 
determine what was most important? 

Research is a complex process that requires a 
range of high-order thinking skills and 
metacognitive strategies. For many learners, the 
invisible thinking processes that enable a 
successful research project are just 
that–invisible. Making the structure of inquiry 
visible for learners is essential to developing 
learner agency and fluency in investigative 
learning (Collins et al., 1989). 

INQUIRY FRAMES 
One method for making the structure of inquiry 
visible to learners is by creating, and co-creating 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with learners, an Inquiry Frame. 
 
An inquiry frame is a structure that helps 
learners launch into an investigative process 
and engage in inquiry-based and 
interest-driven learning. An inquiry frame is 
made up of two elements: an overarching 
compelling question, and a set of guiding 
questions that serve as specific lines of inquiry 
for investigating the central question. 
 
In the example below, How dangerous is our 
changing climate for the planet? is the 
compelling question. Guiding questions are 
color-coded thematically, and designed to help 
learners more deeply explore the compelling 
question, such as by building background 
knowledge, exploring relevant concepts, and 
examining and critiquing evidence. True to 
authentic research, guiding questions are 
dynamic: they can evolve and change. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHANGING
How well do I understand the science of 
climate change?

How do we know humans are causing 
global warming?

How are different communities impacted 
by climate change?

How are scientific models made and used 
to help us predict climate change and its 
impacts?

Which careers can help solve this global 
issue?

[Add your question here!]

How dangerous is our

CLIMATE  
for the planet?

COMPELLING QUESTION GUIDING QUESTIONS



Inquiry framing as a scaffold.

TOWARD LEARNER OWNERSHIP.
Inquiry frames help foster engagement because 
they present a compelling question or sticky 
problem that has relevance to learners, and that 
provides a meaningful context for the learning 
that will take place in the unit or project. 
 
The consistent structure of an Inquiry Frame 
creates opportunities for flexible and 
interest-driven inquiry in which learners can 
increasingly take ownership.  
 
The scenarios below illustrate a gradual release 
of responsibility (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983) 
applied to the inquiry process. 
 
Any project or unit of study can be organized 
around an inquiry frame. However, creating an 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inquiry frame requires several important skills 
and understandings of the designer: 

1. Depth of disciplinary knowledge 
required to contextualize abstract 
content and connect it to authentic, 
real-world contexts. Connecting mitosis 
to the challenges of treating cancer. 

2. Depth of understanding about the 
diversity of learners’ lived experiences, 
communities, and cultural frames of 
reference. 

3. Creative thinking and writing skills, to 
imagine and frame learning outcomes in 
ways that pique learners’ interest and 
curiosity. 

SCENARIO 1  SCENARIO 2  SCENARIO 3

Ms. Jenkins introduces an 
Exploration Board to a group of 
learners that poses a compelling 
question, and is related to an issue of 
high importance and interest.

Her learners generate Guiding 
Questions with her through a KWL 
process. Together, they are sorted 
and prioritized.

Ms. Jenkins decides which Guiding 
Questions are “non-negotiable” for 
all learners to engage with, and 
which Guiding Questions are 
choice-based for independent work 
time.

Learning teams formulate their own 
Compelling Question that relates to 
a Topic established by Ms. Jenkins.

Learning teams generate Guiding 
Questions that are reviewed and 
revised collaboratively with Ms. 
Jenkins. 

Teams have the option of forming 
sub-groups for deeper exploration 
into fewer Guiding Questions based 
on interests.

Learners--individually or with 
peers--build their own Inquiry 
Frame, formulating a Compelling 
Question and a set of Guiding 
Questions for peer and teacher 
review and feedback. 

AN EXAMPLE GRADUAL RELEASE APPROACH TO THE INQUIRY PROCESS



The compelling question.

HOW TO CRAFT A COMPELLING 
QUESTION. 
At the heart of an inquiry frame is a compelling 
question. A compelling question is a relevant, 
engaging, open-ended, and intellectually 
challenging question that serves as the central 
focus of inquiry. It points toward important, 
transferable ideas or concepts. It raises 
additional questions. And addressing the 
compelling question involves an investigative 
and creative process with multiple pathways. 
 
The idea of a compelling question at the center 
of an inquiry frame builds on the work of Wiggins 
and McTighe, originators of the Understanding 
by Design framework, and their approach to 
developing essential questions, which they 
describe as, "not answerable with finality in a 
single lesson or a brief sentence… Their aim is 
to stimulate thought, to provoke inquiry, and to 
spark more questions…  

5

They are provocative and generative. By 
tackling such questions, learners are engaged 
in uncovering the depth and richness of a topic 
that might otherwise be obscured by simply 
covering it."  
 
There are three key distinctions between an 
inquiry frame and a set of essential questions. 
First, the inquiry frame establishes a focus by 
defining one central compelling question, and a 
relationship among questions: the secondary 
questions work in service of investigating the 
central, compelling question. This is in contrast 
to a list of essential questions. 
 
Second, a compelling question should be 
relevant to learners’ lives or interests (either by 
creating situational interest, or tapping personal 
interest). Relevance is not a design criterion of 
Wiggins & McTighe.  
 
Finally, the questions of an inquiry frame 
should be written in a particular way–as a hook, 
intended to engage and provoke–short, 
punchy, and provocative.  
 

A COMPELLING QUESTION IS...

❏ Relevant and high-interest (situational 
or personal) to learners 

❏ Open-ended and thought-provoking; 
written as a short hook 

❏ Calls for high-order thinking and 
requires support and justification 
developed through an investigative 
process 

❏ Points to important and transferable 
ideas (concepts), and the possibility of 
multiple answers, solutions, or solution 
pathways  

(Adapted from Wiggins & McTighe, 2005; Styles, 1989; Gay, 2010)

https://grantwiggins.wordpress.com/2014/12/08/questions-about-questions-ncss-and-ubd/


Guiding questions.

CREATING GUIDING QUESTIONS. 
Guiding questions are the second element of an 
Inquiry Frame. All guiding questions directly 
connect to the compelling question and provide 
doorways of exploration into the important and 
relevant concepts, and social, historical, and 
environmental contexts related to the compelling 
question, at increasing depth and complexity. 
 
Guiding questions can be generated by thinking 
about the compelling question and identifying 
“need-to-knows,” to borrow a step from 
project-based learning design. What is important 
that I learn more about as part of my exploration 
of the compelling question? 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Guiding questions evolve as the investigative 
process unfolds. Some guiding questions may 
become less important; some may need 
fine-tuning; new guiding questions might be 
added to reflect new ideas, understandings, or 
wonders that lead to new lines of inquiry. 
 
The development of guiding questions is an 
important part of engaging learners in the 
co-creation of the Inquiry Frame. Learning 
activities like KWL (Know/Want to 
Know/Learned), Know/Need-to-Know Charting, 
or 🛠 Inquiry Charting can provide a structured 
way for learners to engage with a compelling 
question and begin to generate their own 
guiding questions. To support learners in 
evaluating and prioritizing their questions–an 
important part of the research process– 
activities like Costa’s Questions are valuable. 
 
Guiding questions also represent an important 
way for learners to be able to personalize their 
learning pathway, such as by choosing the 
guiding questions they are most interested in 
exploring or most important to their research 
purpose. 

A GUIDING QUESTION SET...

❏ Is composed of 8-16 guiding 
questions, each framed as short, 
descriptive hooks designed to pique 
curiosity and interest 

❏ Calls for high-order thinking 

❏ Anticipates and/or reflects questions 
generated by learners 

❏ Supports investigation and critical 
examination of important and relevant 
concepts and topics; personal or 
community connections; and diverse 
sources and perspectives 

https://www.redesignu.org/project/inquiry-charts/
https://www.redesignu.org/project/costas-questioning/


Introducing Exploration Boards.
Once the Inquiry Frame has been created, it can 
now serve as the flexible architecture of content 
exploration for any project or unit of study. The 
frame is now in place to develop an Exploration 
Board, reDesign’s approach to creating a visual 
interface of learning as inquiry. 
 
An Exploration Board is a flexible, adaptable 
collection of diverse learning resources, 
organized by guiding questions, curated in 
service of supporting learners in deeply and 
collaboratively investigating the compelling 
question. In the example below, How can we 
create livable communities?, there are several 
key design features to note: 

● The compelling question is tied to an 
important concept and community issue 

● Question cards are color-coded by 
related theme, concept, or topic, each 
with 3-5 curated learning resources 

● Some “spotlight” resources (with a 
yellow border) are elevated to signal 
importance or high interest 

● Some resources are tagged as “My 
Community,” curated specifically for 
their relevant connections to the 
learner’s local community 

● The design is democratic and 
communal: any learner can be a 
co-designer, adding questions or 
learning resources and contributing to 
community knowledge 

● Graphic elements (illustrations, B&W 
photos, backdrop photo) are integrated 
to reinforce the content and create a 
visually engaging experience 

The Exploration Board is one way, not the only 
way, to organize and share content. Content 
organization should ensure accessibility and 
maximize engagement and support. 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https://miro.com/app/board/o9J_l_CLSrY=/


Building an Exploration Board.

There are five key steps to building an 
Exploration Board. 

1. Create an Inquiry Frame 

2. Curate diverse, high-quality learning 
resources 

3. Develop student-facing guidance text, 
both for question cards and for specific 
learning resources 

4. Migrate the data (questions, resources, 
and guidance text) to a platform that is 
able to support nonlinear exploration 
(e.g., Miro, Prezi, Creately) 

5. Spruce it up with visual elements, made 
easier by tools like Canva.com 

In the remainder of this concept paper, a few 
points of guidance are offered for each of the 
above steps. 

STEP 1: CREATE AN INQUIRY 
FRAME 
To create an inquiry frame, start by 
brainstorming compelling questions. Do a little 
research. Ask yourself: What are my learners 
most excited, worried, or curious about? How 
does this intersect with important disciplinary 
concepts or topics, as well as current events or 
contemporary issues, controversies, or 
challenges in my field? Remember that the only 
way to determine whether your compelling 
question is truly compelling is to gauge your 
audience. Consider using a survey to gather 
input on draft compelling questions.  

The sweet spot? Find the intersection of 
learners’ interest, contemporary issues, and 
important disciplinary concepts or questions. 

After brainstorming, distill your list until you can 
identify three strong compelling questions for 
your shortlist, then choose from among them. 
Once you’ve selected your compelling 
question, try phrasing it in at least three 
different ways, then, once again, choose from 
among these options. These divergent thinking 
exercises can be helpful in refining the work. 

Next, revisit the criteria for designing guiding 
questions on page 6, and consider engaging in 
some early research on your compelling 
question to support your ideation process. 
Which current events connect to the compelling 
question? Which major concepts are central to 
it? What might learners want or need to know? 

Use the same divergent thinking exercises 
above to refine your guiding questions. Seek 
thought partnership or feedback as helpful. 

For inspiration, consider exploring the How can 
we create livable communities? Exploration 
Board. Bring your attention to the phrasing of 
the questions (style) as well as to the degree of 
focus, breadth, and coherence you observe 
(content) across all guiding questions. 

As you refine your guiding questions, 
ensure they point to high-order thinking. For 
example, instead of What is climate change?, a 
perfectly sensible background-building 
question, you might rephrase it: How well do I 
understand the science of climate change? 
This rephasing now personalizes the guiding 
question, and requires learners to evaluate 
their own level of understanding–a higher order 
thinking exercise–rather than restate a likely 
Googleable definition of climate change. 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Building an Exploration Board.

STEP 2: CURATE DIVERSE 
LEARNING RESOURCES 
Though time-consuming, learning resource 
curation is one of the most important decisions 
made about learning experience design. 
Resource curation presents the opportunity to 
provide both a window and a mirror to learners: 
windows that broadens learners’ horizons of 
understanding, and mirrors that reflect and 
affirm learners’ cultures, identities, languages, 
and values. 

As you curate, curate through the lens of equity, 
antiracism, and multiculturalism. The screener 
tool below can help you consider these factors 
in your selections. Partner up with others to get 
feedback and check for blindspots. 

 

Use the 🛠 Learning resource curation 
template to capture your curation. Aim for 3-6 
resources per guiding question (approximately 
75 total). Here are a few more tips to support 
your resource curation: 

Engage. Ask: Will this spark interest and lead 
learners to want to learn more? Think like a 
young person. Brainstorm interesting angles to 
explore the issue (e.g., Can I outrun a 
tsunami?). Identify a few particularly engaging 
spotlight resources to highlight. 

Diversify assets. Ensure a good mix of 
formats (videos, news articles, magazine 
articles). Curate resources that explore 
concepts as well as issues or topics. 

Ensure accessibility. Prioritize building 
background knowledge, and be cognizant of 
curating resources at different text levels and 
density. Consider using a video (e.g., National 
Geographic) to prime them for the richer 
content. Visit the Universal Design for Learning 
framework for more specific guidance on 
designing for accessibility. 

Iterate, but stay focused. As you start 
curating, you might realize you need to 
fine-tune, add, or exchange some of your 
guiding questions. This is par for the course. 
Just make sure your assets remain central to 
the issue and to the goals of the project. 

Build a web, not a staircase, of increasingly 
rigorous assets. Make sure there are 
meaningful connections between assets. 

Finally, here is a 🛠 digital resource search tool 
that might help you more easily identify vetted 
sources. 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EQUITY CHECK: 
LEARNING RESOURCE CURATION 

● Who are your learners and how might 
the issue you are exploring affect them 
and their lived experiences?  

● Will they have the opportunity for joyful, 
identity-affirming learning? 

● Are you including diverse perspectives, 
including those of historically excluded 
identities? 

● Do the resources reinforce, or help 
disrupt, stereotypes and/or dominant 
narratives?  

● Who wrote/created the resource, what 
was their position of power, and how did 
they benefit from the content created?  

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1cwg7y9Gjns_ynrnLatumfBTPPMvHaxLLWvnDOknUNhg/edit?usp=drive_web&ouid=116081324099843940688
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1cwg7y9Gjns_ynrnLatumfBTPPMvHaxLLWvnDOknUNhg/edit?usp=drive_web&ouid=116081324099843940688
https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/183KHjcTztb_ukEb90u6dcKsBKOApnjWhHCiU0pOhEPc/edit#gid=995229420
https://miro.com/app/board/o9J_l_CLSrY=/


Building an Exploration Board.

STEP 3: DEVELOP 
STUDENT-FACING GUIDANCE 
TEXT. 
There is no single, linear path or “course” for 
interacting with the Exploration Board. One’s 
purpose and interests drive exploration. To 
support learners in making meaningful and 
informed choices about which resources to 
explore, Exploration Boards include succinct 
guidance text. 

Guidance text is created in two places: at the 
resource collection level (listed just below the 
guiding question), and the learning resource 
level. Guidance text is written in succinct, 
engaging and accessible language for learners. 

Aim for 2-4 sentences of guidance text on 
resource collections, and 1-2 sentences of 
guidance text on individual learning resources, 
unless you feel additional context is critical. 

Note that not all resources need to have 
guidance text. Use your discretion, and 
remember to center the learner’s experience by 
asking what might be most helpful to learners, 
especially those who might be exploring the 
Exploration Board independently. 

Notice the guidance text in the example below. 
One example, for a particular video resource 
reads, “Watch this piece about access to clean 
water across America.” Short and simple. 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Building an Exploration Board.

STEP 4: MIGRATE THE DATA. 
If your learners have regular access to internet 
and devices, then a platform like Miro is ideal for 
migrating your data, which includes: the inquiry 
frame (compelling question and guiding 
questions), learning resource curation, and 
guidance text. In addition to its many 
collaboration tools and functions, it automatically 
generates thumbnails with teaser text for 
learning resources, which saves time and 
provides a visually engaging interface. 

If you’re working in a learning environment 
without regular access, Miro remains a great 
option, because an Exploration Board can be 
exported as a PDF file, and printed.  

Learning Resources could be downloaded and 
stored off-line, organized in folders titled by 
guiding question. 

Another option for in-person, low-tech settings 
is to print out the question cards on 8x11 paper 
and post the Exploration Board on a physical 
wall. Texts can be printed and posted on the 
wall. Videos can be viewed at a computer 
station set up in the room, or on personal 
devices using a QR code. 

STEP 5: SPRUCE IT UP.
Canva is our go-to tool for low-cost, made-easy 
graphic design. The particular style of the 
graphic elements used in reDesign’s 
Exploration Boards includes: B&W cut-out 
photographs of people and objects, plant life, 
object illustrations, and hand-drawn graphic 
elements. 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https://www.canva.com/
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