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ECE resources

The spiral of inquiry:  
An introduction to developing a hunch

The aim of this phase of the inquiry is to generate a plausible theory about how particular teaching 

practices (current or desired) influence learning and outcomes. There are two parts to this phase. The 
first part involves investigating beliefs and assumptions about the area of focus. The second involves 
making predictions about the impact that possible changes to practice will have. 

It is essential to assess and test the accuracy of assumptions, which tend to come from personal 

beliefs, goals and values, past experiences, and perceptions of the context of action. Assumptions that 

remain private and unchallenged often limit meaningful change in practice.  An effective way to identify 

and challenge assumptions is to carefully investigate the root causes of what you observed during the 

scanning phase, which is one of the things the focusing phase of inquiry is designed to do. 

The second part of this phase builds on work around assumptions by getting teachers to form hunches 

about the relationship between their current practices and children’s learning. In other words, teachers 

theorise and think at a deeper level about what is happening and why, using their observations and 

experiences with a group of children to put their teaching intuition into play. Framing this as a hunch 

offers teachers an opportunity to directly test their ideas. It is often useful to construct a hunch with ‘if, 

then’ statements, as in the following examples: 

• If children do not see interesting materials to work with in the art area, then they don’t use the area. 

•  If adults are not available to children at snack time, then there are fewer high quality adult-child 

interactions at this time. 

It is important to test hunches by seeking evidence and determining which hunches are most accurate in 

order to be reasonably confident about what is causing particular outcomes before experimenting with 
teaching practice in the next phase. For example, the above hunch about art materials could be tested 

by talking to children about what they think of the art area, or by bringing in a small selection of different 

materials and observing children’s responses, while the hunch about snack time could be tested by 

monitoring and recording adult’s active and attentive presence at the snack table.

A guide to the developing a hunch phase
The key question to address during this phase is ‘how is my teaching contributing to this situation’? Start 

by identifying and voicing assumptions. Why do you take the teaching actions that you do and what 

impact do you think they have on children’s learning?  These could be things you have done personally 

or they could be related to the setting’s curriculum, policies, procedures, or environment. You should 

consider how your beliefs have influenced your actions. Then you can develop a theory of action by 

listing the actions you have taken in regard to your focus area, the beliefs and attitudes that motivated 

those actions, and the assumptions you had when you took those actions. For example, you might 

identify that you ask lots of questions during children’s play because you feel that you should be doing 

something while they play, or that you rush through a nappy change because you assume the child does 

not enjoy the experience and wants to get back to play. 

The next stage of developing a hunch is to interrogate your thinking by posing questions to critically 

examine the assumptions that you identified in the previous step about the relationship between 
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teaching and children’s learning outcomes in this context. For example, what impact does it have 

on children when you rush through a nappy change? What kind of evidence do you have to inform 

your thinking about this? Consider all possible interpretations of the evidence, and develop multiple 

explanations which may turn into new hunches. For example, if you find that children do not appear to 
enjoy nappy changes, is this because they want to get back to play (as you assumed) or could there 

be other reasons? It might be helpful to share your inquiry with a colleague or your team to develop a 

collective set of assumptions. Be cautious about coming to conclusions: there might be a correlation 

between factors and outcomes rather than causality (in other words, they might be linked but not in a 

direct cause-effect way).

Once you have interrogated your thinking and examined your assumptions, you can begin to create 

hunches by constructing ‘if/then’ statements and listing evidence that supports and does not support 

these statements. If we slow nappy changes down and provide children with opportunities to interact 

with teachers and participate in routines, then children might start to enjoy each nappy change. Discuss 

your hunches with others, and be courageous and confident about putting your hunches on the table and 
challenging well-established routines and structures. It is important to consider and plan how you might 

(fairly quickly) test out these hunches, which is the final step in this phase of inquiry.

Tools for developing a hunch
The following tools may be useful during the developing a hunch phase, although it is not necessary to 

use any formal tools.

Identifying assumptions tool: Use this tool to identify and interrupt assumptions you have made about 

the issue you are focusing on. Develop a theory of action by listing your actions before examining the 

beliefs, perceptions, attitudes and assumptions that motivated your actions. This is a very useful tool 

to interrupt your automatic reasoning process and to check the validity of your assumptions prior to 

forming hunches about what you could change. 

Interpreting evidence tool: Use this tool to formulate ‘if, then’ statements and to consider what evidence 

you will need to collect in order to test your hunch, and what further information and professional 

learning you will need in order to take action. 

Next steps
You can test  your hunches by seeking out evidence to support or dispel your hunches, considering all 

available information rather than just the evidence that confirms your hunches. Use this evidence to 
confirm or modify a hunch, or reject it and develop a new one. Don’t worry if your hunches don’t have any 
evidence base: rather, move on to the next phase, professional learning, which may help you to devise 

and test new hunches. 

References and further reading
Halbert, J., & Kaser, L. (2013). Spirals of inquiry. BCPVPA Press, Vancouver. 

Handscomb, G., & MacBeath, J. (2006) Professional development through teacher 

enquiry. SET – Resources for teachers, 1, 40-45.

Ministry of Education (2011). Understanding teaching as inquiry. New Zealand 

Curriculum Update (12), 1-4.

https://theeducationhub.org.nz/category/ece-resources/


© The Education Hub 2019. All rights reserved.

The spiral of inquiry: An introduction to developing a hunch Page 3

https://theeducationhub.org.nz/category/ece-resources/

Sinnema, C., & Aitken, G. (2016). Teaching as inquiry. In D. Fraser & M. Hill (Eds.), 

The professional practice of teaching in New Zealand, pp. 79-97. Melbourne, 

Australia: Cengage Learning.

Te Kete Ipurangi (n.d.). Inquiry and the key competencies. Retrieved from http://

assessment.tki.org.nz/Assessment-in-the-classroom/Teaching-as-inquiry/

Teaching-as-inquiry-practical-tools-for-teachers/Inquiry-and-the-key-competencies

The Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat. (2010).Collaborative teacher inquiry: New 

directions in professional practice. Retrieved from http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/

literacynumeracy/inspire/research/CBS_SystemLeaders.pdf

Timperley, H., Kaser, L., & Halbert, J. (2014). A framework for transforming learning 

in schools: Innovation and the spiral of inquiry (Seminar series 234). Melbourne: 

Centre for Strategic Education.

Dr Vicki Hargraves
Vicki is a teacher, mother, writer, and researcher She recently completed her PhD 

using philosophy to explore creative approaches to understanding early childhood 

education. She is inspired by the wealth of educational research that is available 

and is passionate about making this available and useful for teachers.

PREPARED FOR THE EDUCATION HUB BY

https://theeducationhub.org.nz/category/ece-resources/
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/literacynumeracy/inspire/research/CBS_SystemLeaders.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/literacynumeracy/inspire/research/CBS_SystemLeaders.pdf

