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27Inquiry-Based Learning in History

Andreas Bihrer, Stephan Bruhn, and Fiona Fritz

The goal of the following article is to develop the prospects for the concept of inquiry- 
based learning in the subject of history. At the start of the article, the current state of the 
research will be outlined and a separate understanding of the underlying term will be dis-
cussed. Selected projects and fields for inquiry-based learning are presented before the 
article concludes with the development of new perspectives.

27.1  Introduction and State of the Research

Forms and elements of inquiry-based learning are indeed used in the field of history at 
German institutions of higher learning, but so far only a few didactic reflections or pro-
grammatic contributions have been formulated: For example, bibliographic databases 
such as FIS Bildung and ERIC cite neither cross-sectional studies in current anthologies 
(e.g. Reiber 2007; Huber et al. 2009) nor individual publications; only a few project ideas 
are shown (e.g. Bihrer 2009; Battaglia and Bihrer 2010; Bihrer et al. 2010; Brauch and 
Bihrer 2011). This may be due to the state of the research on inquiry-based learning in 
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general, since its conceptualization is still in its infancy (Huber 2014a), and the interna-
tional technical debate has not led to any clearly defined concepts, even in the Anglosphere 
(Kossek 2009). Although descriptions of best practice examples, generalized pedagogical 
concepts, and ideas for university-based guiding principles have been published, it is often 
difficult to recognize or process other research in higher education didactics.

Against this background, and taking into consideration the different forms of empower-
ing teaching and learning – which university administrators, in particular, want to label as 
inquiry-based learning or “research-led learning” due to the current attractiveness of the 
concept of research – it is also necessary to develop clearer definitions for the science of 
history and put up more clearly formulated concepts for discussion. Unlike the previous 
discussion (e.g. Huber 2004, 2014a; Reiber and Tremp 2007), inquiry-based learning 
should be clearly distinguishable from learning that is oriented towards problems, action 
or projects; of a genetic or discovering nature; and research-oriented or research-based. In 
the following, a definition is proposed, according to which the focus is not just on the 
change in perspective and role of students from learner to researcher – and evaluating this 
change – and the completion of all steps of a research cycle, as in the previous debate. 
Rather, two elements of this process should be given special significance There are two 
decisive factors – firstly the innovative research question developed by the students them-
selves (Brauch and Bihrer 2015), and secondly not only the generation of new knowledge 
that is of interest to third parties according to the standards of the subject, but also the 
presentation of the research results in a forum recognized by the scientific community. 
From this perspective, the mere creation of a wall news-sheet or a homepage is not enough; 
rather, the new findings must be addressed to the specialist community and issued in estab-
lished forms of publication (Bihrer 2009).

27.2  Basic Conditions

In Germany, basic university conditions for the subject of history do not differ signifi-
cantly from the circumstances of other major subjects in the humanities: Immense student 
demands are faced with low teaching capacities, which results in a poor level of support. 
As a result, larger projects in accordance with inquiry-based learning are limited. 
Employment opportunities for instructors in the subject of history are often limited to a 
few semesters, and (as in other subjects in the humanities) the course of studies is not 
designed as a narrow-based vocational education, due to the diversity of professional 
fields already outlined for students. The heterogeneity of students in terms of study prog-
ress, abilities or motivation is typical for courses in the field of history, which nevertheless 
need not be an obstacle to inquiry-based learning, since research assignments can be dis-
tributed at different levels within a project group. The greatest percentage of students have 
chosen the teaching profile for their history studies; the concept of inquiry-based learning 
is interesting for this circle, not least because this and similar didactic approaches are also 
being tested and implemented at the school level. Thus, not only a practical course of a 
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research cycle, but also engagement with pedagogic and methodological issues is neces-
sary for teaching students. For this purpose, the extension of the previous collaboration 
with subject didactics and teacher training is of particular importance. In addition, inquiry- 
based learning projects should be pursued in history as an academic discipline, but also in 
collaboration with non-university institutions such as archives, libraries or research 
centers.

Over the course of the Bologna Process, the basic conditions in Germany for the study 
of history have been reformed, as well as for other degree programs. Nevertheless, the 
central objectives of competence orientation and employability in the revised study regula-
tions have generally been formulated as abstract competencies or judged solely on their 
usability for work and career. This revision of the examination regulations and study plans, 
as well as the formulation of module descriptions, has in many cases led to the develop-
ment of a propaedeutic introductory phase of the course of study that is separated from 
research. The initial aim in this phase is to impart so-called basic knowledge, which com-
plicates projects according to the stipulations of inquiry-based learning. In addition, mod-
ules have often been very narrowly defined, module descriptions established as binding 
content and didactic guidelines, and the connection of courses over several semesters hin-
dered, which in turn hinders the implementation of projects based on inquiry-based learn-
ing. For this reason, at least the combination of previously separate teaching formats 
would have to be facilitated. In addition, the recognition of suitable forms of examination 
for inquiry-based learning should be realized (Huber 2009). Finally, in times of an actual 
or perceived overload on teachers and learners, it is essential that meaningful lesson plan-
ning in formats of inquiry-based learning be made possible by clearing out the curricula or 
reducing exam pressure, and that greater temporal leeway or at least planning certainty be 
allowed by clearly designating particularly labor-intensive phases.

In order to create better conditions for inquiry-based learning in the study of history, or 
even to establish the concept as a “curricular principle” (Reiber and Tremp 2007, p. 4), 
many of these changes can only be achieved through further development of the degree 
programs – which may, however, be problematic in the post-Bologna era, in which there 
is growing reform skepticism, in addition to disappointment with and fatigue of reforms. 
In the case of curricular readjustments, it is always necessary to consider that inquiry- 
based learning projects should not only be integrated at the end of the study course in the 
form of internships or practical semesters, but should also be implemented in the introduc-
tory phase of the course of study (general information about this, Huber 2004; for a course 
of study in history, Brauch and Bihrer 2015). A thematic approach should apply to all 
formats; however, that approach should retain a degree of technical specificity in its basic 
features: It must be possible to connect not only to other seminars, but above all to other 
institutions of higher learning so that degrees and requirements always remain comparable 
and, in the event of a change of university, acquired academic achievements can be recog-
nized. The challenges for instructors associated therewith should be addressed through to 
reflection, evaluation, continuing education, greater networking among lecturers, and 
higher education didactic professionalization (“Scholarship of Teaching and Learning”) 
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(Huber 2014b). Before inquiry-based learning can be established as a guiding principle for 
universities and used meaningfully by universities for profile development, these problems 
must first be tackled at the subject level.

27.3  Projects – Mapping and Perspectives

Although individual approaches to inquiry-based learning have been implemented into 
teaching and learning research pertaining to history as an academic discipline, this is in no 
way a systematic implementation or even penetration of the subject culture. In the follow-
ing, we shall therefore undertake an initial mapping of those concepts of inquiry-based 
learning that are currently being pursued, planned or discussed in the field of history 
within higher education instruction in Germany. This overview, which in no way claims to 
be complete nor sets out to proceed in an exemplary manner, but rather seeks to etch out 
previously pursued guidelines, also serves as a starting point for a number of consider-
ations of a conceptual nature that make it possible to demonstrate further prospects for 
history as an academic discipline.

27.3.1  Practiced Teaching Methods

In recent years, the demand that the study of history be oriented towards practice and 
competence has produced a variety of forms and formats, by means of which this reorien-
tation is to be implemented in teaching. In so doing, inquiry-based learning approaches are 
not infrequently taken into consideration, whether consciously or unconsciously. In addi-
tion to the established fields and forums for student research – the qualification theses and 
colloquia – other concepts, which are also aimed at a non-university public, are being 
tested, with publication of the results as their goal (at least for some of the concepts): 
award-winning essay competitions; research studios which bring students into contact 
with doctoral candidates and post-doctoral researchers within the context of small confer-
ences and workshops; and independently developed study trips that go through all the 
organizational phases, from ideas concerning fundraising to travel planning and imple-
mentation. Furthermore, participation in scholarly book projects (anthologies with student 
contributions, regional history encyclopedias, editions, etc.), readings before a lay audi-
ence (Schöck-Quinteros and Steffen 2013), the conception and implementation of histori-
cal tours or exhibitions, memorial work and formats of “re-enactment” or experimental 
archeology primarily rooted in popular culture should also be mentioned. This cursory 
listing may already be sufficient to show the wealth of variants that can be found.
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27.3.2  History and Public Relations – Impetus from Applied History or 
Public History as well as National and Regional History

An important impetus for implementing practice-oriented approaches also comes from the 
field of applied history or public history, a still relatively recent trend in history in Germany, 
which deals with the public connection to history in all its facets. The growing importance 
of this sub-area is evident above all in university institutionalization, despite all the con-
ceptual and methodological blurring that still characterizes the field in the German-
speaking area (Nießer and Tomann 2014; Zündorf 2014). In addition to independent 
degree programs at the Freie Universität Berlin and the Universities of Mannheim and 
Bremen, we should mention the “Professur für Angewandte Geschichtswissenschaft  – 
Public History” in Heidelberg, and the field of “Public History” in Hamburg. The latter has 
even replaced the “Allgemeine Berufsqualifizierende Kompetenzen” (general vocationally 
qualifying competencies) in the Department of History, thereby making the connection to 
the ideal of employability particularly evident. In terms of implementing inquiry-based 
learning approaches, the field of applied history/public history is of particular importance, 
as it places university research and education in direct relationship with public engage-
ment with history, enters into and maintains collaborations with non-university institu-
tions, reveals employment opportunities, and is dedicated to project acquisition. Thus 
institutional and – above all  – subject-specific basic conditions are made available, by 
means of which the realization of research projects can find a direct and continuous input 
into teaching in order to support students in their involvement in the professional discourse 
on history in the long term, beyond the promotion of individual projects or the engagement 
of individual teachers. In this way, public interest in history is actively used to familiarize 
students early on with non-university representations and forms of mediation of the his-
torical, and to introduce them to broader contexts, which may include not only the techni-
cal activity but also aspects of marketing or presentation skills.

Similar approaches are also being pursued in the departments of regional history, which 
are already in close contact with non-university institutions due to the orientation of their 
research field. Projects relating to regional history offer the advantage that they can usually 
be carried out in direct geographical proximity to the university location, and thus archives, 
history societies or other cooperation partners can be accessed without much financial or 
logistical effort. In addition, approaches of inquiry-based learning seem to be more trans- 
epochal at the level of regional history than in the area of applied history/public history 
that has a clear orientation towards contemporary history. However, inquiry-based learn-
ing should not be confined to what is assumed to be more familiar and accessible, but 
rather should encompass all epochs and topics of history. In this way, the heterogeneous 
interests of the students can be taken into account, even if different implementation options 
are available or changing methodological concepts may be useful, depending on the epoch.
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27.3.3  From Theory to Practice: The Auxiliary Sciences of History

The question of epoch-specific methodology leads to another field which is currently in a 
position to make an important contribution to the implementation of inquiry-based learn-
ing approaches. We are talking about the auxiliary sciences of history, which are tradition-
ally oriented towards the pre-modern age – a curriculum which is not uniformly defined, 
and which serves to open up the traditional source material in its original form. The auxil-
iary sciences have been under fire for some years because of their supposedly outmoded 
nature and their rigid classification system. This is a circumstance that is mainly reflected 
in the higher education landscape itself, where professorships with a corresponding 
denomination are often not filled again after being vacated or study programs in this area 
are being systematically reduced (Kümper 2014, pp. 10–13). On the other hand, it should 
be noted that working with sources in their original form as well as the analysis of manu-
scripts, documents, seals or inscriptions is a motivating factor for students that should not 
be underestimated. Here, history literally becomes “tangible” to them, and this is where 
the feeling of being able to interact directly with a bygone era and enter uncharted territory 
arises (Battaglia and Bihrer 2010). It is therefore not necessary to abolish the auxiliary 
historical sciences, which are still indispensable for sound engagement with all kinds of 
historical records. Instead, a methodological reorientation is needed, which takes into 
account changes in the basic conditions of the study of history and at the same time recalls 
its practical roots. Instead of instruction that is centered on lecturers, which merely aims 
to familiarize students with the classification system of the auxiliary sciences curriculum 
based on examples, an application-related, student-centered learning situation must be 
created which starts with a concrete application, offers selective assistance in the indepen-
dent development of the material and ideally leads to the development of any transferable 
and applicable competence. It is only in this way that students become aware of the rele-
vance of their own contribution to historical research to the historical record, thus retain-
ing the motivation inspired by the “aura of the original” (Bihrer 2009, p. 78). Because of 
this reorientation of instruction, which partially breaks through the existing classification 
system, the proposal has recently been made to speak of practice-oriented 
„Materialwissenschaften “(“material sciences,” Kümper 2014) rather than theoretical and 
abstract auxiliary sciences – an approach that could prove promising in relation to teach-
ing history.

27.4  Conclusion

What further perspectives can be formulated at a higher level following this overview? 
First of all, it should be noted that in all of the approaches and tendencies that have been 
presented, practice-oriented teaching does not necessarily imply inquiry-based learning. 
In forms of teaching and projects related to the field of applied history or public history, or 
as a result of research in regional history, it remains to be seen to what extent research 
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processes are not only imitated by students, but also independently realized. So do these 
courses actually produce student publications that have developed from joint work in the 
seminar and that are clearly identifiable as individual achievements, finding their way into 
specialist discourse? It is only when these basic conditions have been met – which is to say 
the independent formulation of an innovative research question on the one hand, and prod-
uct orientation on the other – that the buzzword “inquiry-based learning” becomes a viable 
concept, and imitation becomes serious participation.

In addition, taking into account the growing number of digital publication formats, it is 
critical to question the extent to which they can actually provide an alternative to “tradi-
tional” publication in print. This is because there are still serious reservations in the sub-
ject area with regard to online publications, not least because of the lack of quality controls, 
the abundance of information on the Internet, and the discontinuous management of many 
websites. Therefore, student contributions to the historical discourse should not be pub-
lished online in the form of individual attempts, but instead should be linked to institution-
alized platforms that are recognized within the subject area and (hence) continuous, that 
ensure the quality of the contributions, link the different projects with one another and 
conduct site maintenance in accordance with the requirements of a digital environment. 
Workspaces for public history (applied history) that already exist or that are in the start-up 
phase, as well as the relevant specialist portals, lend themselves to this task, since these 
could meaningfully integrate a component that has been defined in this manner into their 
public relations work. Ultimately, greater consideration of subject-specific standards can 
only be achieved through greater financial expenditures and the expansion of the existing 
personnel structure, so that in the long run, the question will be raised as to whether sus-
tainable digital publishing is less intensive than the “traditional” printed publication 
formats.

In view of the university-specific basic conditions, it would also be desirable to expand 
funding opportunities and personnel capacities in order to improve the educator-student 
ratios in the subject in the long term and ideally to adjust them accordingly in response to 
the increasing number of students. Although interdisciplinary problems such as insuffi-
cient funding and overburdening of higher education structures place enormous limits on 
inquiry-based learning, in principle they cannot be considered to be arguments against an 
at least gradual implementation of this learning approach. A complete orientation of his-
torical studies to research-related forms of teaching and learning is neither feasible nor 
meaningful. Rather, it seems worthwhile to integrate aspects of research activities into 
traditional teaching formats, for example in the form of smaller research processes that are 
independently organized by the participants. Furthermore, courses such as those presented 
could be created at the level of the curricula or through cooperation with external partners 
as a relief measure in order to create more freedom for students and lecturers alike.

A final point emphasizes the urgent need for further orientation courses in history, 
which relate individual projects to one another and evaluate them with regard to a subject- 
specific methodology – an approach that has yet to be developed. In addition, there is often 
no clear positioning relative to other forms of empowering learning, not least because of 
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the lack of specialized subject matter and methodology. In particular, however, meaningful 
methods and study grids must be developed, which can then be used to determine the 
acquisition of competencies by students and the gradual promotion of autonomy within or 
by courses. The successful publication of research findings is by no means sufficient when 
speaking of successfully implementing the committed learning objectives of modern uni-
versities. Rather, it is necessary to specifically determine the learning successes and learn-
ing progress achieve by each individual participant – and at which point in time, and in 
which way – in the course of the research process, in order to be able to effectively manage 
the acquisition of skills and to continue to develop existing approaches in a systematic and 
purposeful manner. This is indispensable, not least in the sense of “broad support,” because 
inquiry-based learning should not be an approach for shaping elitist educational struc-
tures. Here, an important impetus could be provided by history didactics, which is often 
still strongly oriented towards the teaching of history in school and the education of his-
tory teachers, in keeping with the requirements primarily directed at it in everyday univer-
sity life. It is only in this environment that one can find those specialists, who are familiar 
both with the principles of empirical educational research and with the epistemological 
maxims of the subject area, and thus have the necessary competence to develop practical 
inquiry-based learning approaches with reference to history. This is because a sustainable 
implementation of inquiry-based learning can only come about if there is a change in the 
teaching culture in the subject, which requires higher education didactic guidance.
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