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Abstract

Personal Inquiry is a research project jointly conducted between the University of Nottingham and the Open University. We have conducted case studies with young people in both locations over the past three years supporting the development of evidence based inquiry skills in both formal and informal settings. nQuire is the toolkit developed to support this work which has been informed by the views of participants and working in collaboration with a wide group of stakeholders. We will present our latest case study that took place in a Nottingham school on the topic of pollution and wildlife (part of the UK Key Stage 3 curriculum). 
Students were provided with netbooks (EEE Asus) to take home which run nQuire, a special software to guide and structure science investigations related to curriculum topics. The software structured students’ activities when they were out of the class and informed the class activities which were teacher-led. It was designed along with lesson activities to support evidence based investigations across transitions between a science classroom, the home, a fieldtrip or other outdoors.

The intervention consisted of 10 science lessons and a day trip to Attenborough Nature Reserve over a period of 4 weeks. Participants were 28 students of 13 years of age (UK Year 8) and their science teacher. Students went through an inquiry process studying the effect of noise pollution on the feeding habits of birds. The topic was devised through discussions amongst the researchers, teachers, students and wildlife experts, to be relevant to the UK national curriculum while also being of personal interest to the students. Their inquiries were structured in eight phases that enabled the students to:

•
Gain a broad understanding of pollution and wildlife, 

•
Narrow down their focus to specific inquiry questions,

•
Plan the methods and procedures they need to use in order to answer these questions,

•
Collect evidence,

•
Perform an analysis of the collected data,

•
Draw inferences based on evidence,

•
Prepare a leaflet,

•
Reflect on their inquiries. 

These inquiry phases were communicated as iterative and interconnected as opposed to sequential. Students started with a generic inquiry question which was developed further in the course of the investigation, through iterations of the inquiry phases. They engaged with three methods of investigation and data collection (observation, correlation and experiment), handling different sets of data each time. In particular, during the field trip they collected observational data on bird habitats, in their school yard they conducted a correlation study of birds’ eating habits in locations with differing noise levels, and for a ‘fair test’ experiment they examined data on the amount of food eaten by birds in comparative quiet and noisy locations within a garden.

Note: we have no additional audio/visual requirements. 
