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You’re sitting in a classroom on the second floor of the Seeley 

G. Mudd Science Building, sun streaming through windows to 

the east. Wrapped around desks to the left and right are a dozen 

classmates – in this case, juniors – and your teacher. It’s 8 a.m., and 

biology has just begun.

“Good morning, all,” says science teacher Joshua Caditz.

You’re starting a new unit on macromolecules, about to begin 

an experiment that used to be placed at the end of the unit, rather 

than at the start – so before knowing much about enzymes, you 

jump in. 

At this point in the trimester you likely don’t know how 

enzymes are affected by temperature or pH, so you start generating 

testable questions: How will an increase in temperature affect, say, a 

sucrose molecule? What will a drop in temperature do?

Caditz won’t give you answers, but instead will ask you to 

construct an experiment that will lead you to some conclusions.

So you break up into groups, formulate a hypothesis, design an 

experiment, and execute it. After an hour goes by, you reconvene as 

a class and present your findings on the whiteboard, comparing and 

contrasting results. Are there themes? Did you all follow the same 

procedure? Did you find out what you wanted to know?

“This kind of lab diverges from the ‘cookbook lab’ that we 

and countless other schools have used in the past, which outlines 

specific steps and has students follow them,” says Caditz, whose 

current aim in the classroom is to “engage before explain.” He, like 

others in the science department, uses the “5 E’s” to craft his lesson 

plans: engage, explore, explain, elaborate, evaluate.

“Doing this lab first thing in the unit gets students to that 

Aha! moment at the start, which emotionally connects them to the 

subject,” says Caditz. “From moment one, they’re invested and want 

to learn more.”

His students will jump into their textbooks that night, starting 

to fill in the gaps in their knowledge. And because they now have 

context, the information will stick better.

Meanwhile, in the math building next door, students run 

through a similar investigatory process: a teacher presents a scenario 

and asks them how they’d make their way through it. As they learn 

the tools they need, they journey toward a solution. There’s little 

memorization involved – if any.

From the art loft to the Humanities building to the language 

classrooms in Schoolhouse, Cate faculty members are employing 

new ways of getting students to think more creatively and 

innovatively, and students are responding by asking question after 

question after question. Now more than ever, they’re acting as 

active participants in their own learning, following threads of 

curiosity until they find the answers they seek.

Student-centered learning isn’t new at Cate; since the School 

was founded in 1910, curiosity has ranked near the top of the values 

list, and the greatest learning of all students has been the priority. 

The inquiry methods now employed by the School – and other 

institutions across the nation – are extensions and new expressions 

of that very aim. Together they form a student-centered pedagogical 

approach that encourages students to ask useful, meaningful 

questions, casting aside the idea that a teacher’s job is to impart 

knowledge to eager pupils. At its heart is the belief that students 

learn most effectively when they have agency and can act as 

architects of their own education. 

“Our students learn best when constructing knowledge and 

building skills that are of self-evident worth and value to them,” 

says Curriculum Committee Director and Arts Department 

Chair Patrick Collins. “They’re capable of doing better work and 

developing higher-order skills when inquiry – rather than teacher 

instruction – shapes the nature of the work being done.”

The first major expressions of structured inquiry at Cate can 

be traced back six or seven years, when faculty in the Humanities 

Department decided to start class periods by presenting a primary 

source that represented the spirit of an age – for example, an 

artistic, literary, or musical piece. They guided students through 

an open-ended investigative process, designed to spark a student’s 

sense of wonder. Today, that process is outlined in handouts and on 

posters on the classroom walls: first, it instructs students to observe 

and respond; then to ask questions and make connections; and then 

to infer and interpret. From there, it has them make assertions, 

research, analyze, and connect back. 

“I invite students to ask questions as they notice certain details 

in the source, especially concerning anything they find intriguing 

or puzzling,” says Humanities teacher Lauren Jared, who did 

some of that initial foundational work in changing the Humanities 
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curriculum. “I ask them to turn their interpretations into questions 

for further exploration. I’m turning more of the responsibility of 

asking questions for class discussions and essays over to my students, 

even to the freshmen, to ask the questions they want to discuss or 

write about. They’re open to thinking about the complexity and 

dimensionality of historical development, and they get better at 

asking questions over the course of the year. I love it when they find 

an issue to write about that they really care about.”

“As freshmen, we’re told that no question is a bad question,” adds 

Natasha Weiss ’20. “But we learn to identify the types of questions 

we ask, and ultimately to ask smarter, higher-order questions.”

Questions are the jumping-off point to further investigation, 

and students learn to distinguish between the types of questions 

they’re asking as they ask them. Are they factual, getting at “who 

what when where”? Are they analytical, attempting to compare 

and contrast, categorize, illuminate a cause and effect, or show 

an alternate perspective? Or are they higher-order questions that 

judge, rank, recommend? … predict or hypothesize? … imagine or 

invent? ... connect to a broader significance?

“There’s an element of metacognition in all this,” remarks 

Humanities and history teacher Rebekah Barry, who ensures that 

her students know when and how they’re engaging in the inquiry 

process so that they can replicate it anytime, anywhere. She reminds 

students that inquiry is both a mindset and a skill set. 

As students progress through their educational experience at 

Cate, they ask increasingly nuanced questions that lead them to 

ever-more complex information and analysis. By the time they’re 

seniors, they’re conducting entire individualized inquiry projects on 

their own or in the context of senior electives – with the support 

of mentors – in which they explore one big question. A handful 

present their findings to the School community on Inquiry Day in 

the spring.

By this point, the initial work done in the Humanities 

Department has filtered across all departments at Cate. It’s become 

clear that inquiry certainly has a core set of guiding principles, 

but that its particular execution looks unique from discipline to 

discipline. Now, members of each department are developing 

and testing various methods via prototyping, meeting regularly to 

discuss new practices that work well for them in the classroom. 

They present what they find to other departments as it’s relevant, 

in designated meetings. It’s an exploratory, active process aided by 

current research in the field of education.

Supporting the effort to structure inquiry squarely within the 

Cate curriculum is a grant the School received last year from the 

E.E. Ford Foundation, which awarded just two grants in 2016 to 

independent secondary schools. As a matching grant, it has afforded 

the School a total of half a million dollars, allowing the School the 

time and staffing to focus on developing an integrated, cohesive, 

inquiry-driven curriculum. The design and implementation effort 

will be funded for three years.

An Inquiry Collaborative has been formed, with four staffed 

committees reporting to the head of the effort, Frank Griffin. 

This year, Griffin is attending classes and assessing where inquiry 

is already happening at Cate, while inspiring faculty to integrate 

it further. The committees reporting to Griffin are made up of 

appointed members and fellows, who are tasked with specific 

duties: Patrick Collins chairs the Foundations of Inquiry Research 

and Design Team, which researches inquiry and presents helpful, 

relevant ideas and findings. Rebekah Barry chairs the Inclusive 

Teaching Design Team, which works to ensure that all students at 

Cate are appropriately challenged and supported by the curriculum. 
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Cece Schwennsen chairs the Senior Inquiry Design Team, 

supporting seniors pursuing their own projects. And Joshua Caditz 

focuses on the Senior Inquiry Program as a whole. Annalee Salcedo 

and Erin Hansen chair the Assessment Design Team, which works 

to qualitatively improve the School’s formative and summative 

assessments to ensure that they accurately reflect the new learning 

being done.

Designated fellows are released from a portion of their 

traditional academic and residential duties in order to create, 

implement, and document the inquiry processes, models, and systems 

that are working best. They ensure streamlined communication 

and coordination across Cate’s key curricular initiatives. And all 

teachers are given the tailored resources they need to integrate the 

methods in their own way. So far they’ve been afforded on- and 

off-campus workshops, presentations, and professional development 

opportunities, as well as ongoing mentorship.

In this process, faculty members have come to be considered 

not just teachers but also designers: They ask, How can I craft a 

classroom experience that inspires students to ask compelling questions 

that get them closer to the answers they’re searching for? Along the way, 

how can they learn the content and develop the skills that are important 

for them to mature as scholars? 

They know that inquiry is much more than encouraging 

students to ask questions. It’s getting them to ask better questions, in 

a structured way. 

“I love having the students asking a lot of questions and seeing 

where that process takes us when we study the material,” says 

longtime Cate history teacher Karl Weis. “I’ve become less worried 

about reaching a specific content outcome at the end of a class and 

more excited about seeing what they come up with. I especially like 

the way that inquiry creates curiosity and initiative on the part of 

students.”

Next year, class periods will be longer (65 or 70 minutes, 

instead of 45) to accommodate the new format.

“Ultimately,” adds Griffin, “this process honors every single 

mind in the room – not just the teacher’s.” (When those minds are 

coming from roughly thirty states and eighteen countries – as they 

do this year – discussions are intrinsically compelling.) “Students 

learn from each other, classes are more interesting, and thinking is 

more active and creative.” 

He admits that teaching is less predictable, too – which 

demands that teachers stay flexible and agile during class time.

In his book A More Beautiful Question, Warren Berger claims 

that the most successful people are expert questioners who’ve 

mastered the art of inquiry, raising questions that no one else is 

asking and finding powerful answers. Google’s chairman claims the 

company “runs on questions,” and Tim Brown, chief executive at 

IDEO and author of Change by Design, believes that “mastering the 

art of asking questions is essential to creativity and innovation.”

In an age when answers can be found at the click of a button, 

it’s imperative that students ask questions – the right questions: 

those that challenge assumptions, poke at established conventions, 

identify new opportunities, produce knowledge, and inspire 

meaningful change. Questions that take them to new places and 

open them up to the world. 

“Inquiry prepares students to meet the challenges and 

opportunities of the information age with confidence, energy, and 

agility,” says Headmaster Ben Williams. Its ultimate objective is 

to empower Cate students to be lifelong learners, wherein they 

possess the mindset and the skills to be passionate about their own 

learning and to know how to pursue that learning in a manner that 

is structured, disciplined, and effective.

“I want my students to have a process for exploring the world, 

for seeking knowledge, for following a line of questioning and 

making connections,” reflects Barry. “I believe that when armed 

with a clear process, they find greater success.”

“We have a very aspirational student body,” adds Director 

of Studies Lisa Holmes, “and it’s incumbent upon us to be as 

intentional as possible as we craft their learning experience.”

Based on the lively buzz around campus, they’re doing just that.
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