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We discovered descriptive inquiry in the spring of 2015-2016, after a previous attempt to 
introduce a school-wide inquiry process fell flat.  We are the assistant principal and principal of 
City-As-School, a progressive public high school that seeks to re-engage youth ages 17-21 in 
formal education through experiential learning.  We had just piloted lesson study, which faculty 
members had quickly rejected due to the time involved in visiting colleagues’ classes, the 
vulnerability entailed in hosting, and the difficulty of translating lesson study into internship-
based learning, which is central to our model.  With the frustration of this failed experiment still 
fresh, we read Cecelia Traugh’s (2005), “Trusting the Possibilities: Giving Voice to Vito's Ideas,” 
which shows how Central Park East used descriptive inquiry to explore and sustain project time, 
a defining practice of the school.  We shared the piece with our team facilitators in our weekly 
critical friends group, and they quickly identified parallels between our school and Central Park 
East, which was also founded in the early 1970s and explicitly identifies as progressive.  Like 
us, the facilitators were intrigued. 
 
Descriptive inquiry is a democratic knowledge-making process that school communities can use 
to learn together.  It involves looking closely at individual children and their work and then 
refining educational practice based on the new knowledge created.  The approach was 
developed by the staff of the Prospect School, a small progressive school founded in North 
Bennington, Vermont, in 1965, and is detailed in the writings of Patricia Carini and others 
associated with Prospect. 
 
The various descriptive processes are captured in the Prospect Center Handbook and include: 

● Reflection on a word (to deepen collective understanding of a concept) 
● Recollections (telling stories to further deepen understanding of a concept) 
● Descriptive review of the child (looking at a single child holistically and in depth) 
● Descriptive reviews of work (looking closely at student work) 
● Descriptive reviews of practice (looking closely at an aspect of educational practice) 
● Descriptive reviews of school-wide questions (looking closely at a school-wide question) 

 
Descriptive inquiry is distinctive in ways that immediately resonated with us as progressive 
leaders.  To begin with, it is deliberate and inclusive.  Participants describe pieces of work or 
specific children in multiple rounds, moving from the literal to the interpretive, using highly 
structured processes.  They sit in a circle and take turns speaking.  A facilitator guides the group 
and helps to synthesize key learning.  Moreover, the focus of descriptive processes is students, 
their experiences, and their work.  The assumption is that by looking closely at our students and 
better understanding them, we can better support their learning and growth.  Additionally, 
descriptive inquiry begins with questions that matter to practitioners, not with solutions, 
programs, or quick answers.  Questions are surfaced and explored through reviews.  The 
inquiry builds over time.  This is how we attempt to structure learning for our students in 
progressive schools.  Finally, and significantly, the values and beliefs that underpin descriptive 
inquiry are similar to those that inform progressive schools like City-As-School.  This includes 
the belief that human capacity is widely distributed, that each child (and person) is inherently 



unique, complex, and whole, that knowledge created by people on the local level is valuable, 
and that youth, educators and schools can continually grow. 
 
After additional research and summer trainings through the Institute for Descriptive Inquiry at 
Bennington College, we decided to introduce descriptive inquiry as our school-wide inquiry 
process in 2016-2017.  The facilitators helped to lead the work.  We were lucky to have the 
ongoing support of Cecelia Traugh, who wrote the piece that inspired us to explore descriptive 
inquiry and who is the new dean of the Graduate School of Education at Bank Street College, 
and many of our weekly facilitators’ meetings were devoted to planning our inquiry work. 
 
We introduced descriptive inquiry during our weekly Friday morning faculty meetings.  We 
started with reflections and recollections, two of the simpler processes, in September, and 
moved on to read and discuss articles that showed how other progressive schools used 
descriptive inquiry in October.  We also practiced the process for a review of student work.  In 
November, December and January, we launched descriptive inquiry in earnest.  We formed 
study groups focused on particular students, and members took turns bringing work by those 
students to review.  In the spring, we shifted to study groups focused on questions of practice 
and again took turns bringing work to review.  The questions of practice had emerged from the 
student-focused groups. 
 
At moments in the fall, the facilitators expressed concern that some colleagues were not “buying 
in” to descriptive inquiry.  They worried that others did not see it as useful or meaningful.  In the 
spring, however, many facilitators noticed a shift towards increased engagement in their study 
groups.  Based on the facilitators’ comments, we attribute this shift to three factors.  First, faculty 
members became more comfortable participating in descriptive processes.  Describing is a 
discipline.  Learning a new discipline can be uncomfortable at first, and one becomes more 
comfortable with practice over time.  Second, the questions around which the spring groups 
were organized had surfaced from the fall study groups; faculty members and facilitators could 
see their knowledge and perspectives represented in the choices.  Third, and significantly, 
faculty members chose the question that they were most interested in exploring in the spring; in 
the fall, we had assigned faculty members groups based on whether they had worked with the 
student.  
 
At the facilitators’ request, we gathered faculty reflections on the year’s professional 
development and our work with descriptive inquiry through an anonymous survey during our 
final faculty meeting at the end of June. 
 
In their responses, many faculty members indicated that they had a positive experience with 
descriptive inquiry.  Several highlighted shifts in their own perceptions and practice.  One 
person wrote, “I'll be reformatting every PBAT project I've created to make them more 
accessible to students with IEPs.”  Another wrote, “[Descriptive inquiry] made me think about 
what type of writing I ask students to do, and how I see their writing; it made me more open to 
seeing curiosity and engagement even when writing skill is poor.”  A third person wrote, “I found 
everything that came out in the threads to be helpful, particularly not making assumptions, going 
slower and giving loads of encouragement.” 
 



Other faculty members highlighted the general value of descriptive inquiry.  One said, “It 
afforded an opportunity to look at our students' work that represents the student body the we 
work with on a daily basis.  It served a way to analyze, think, and brainstorm about ideas of how 
to help our students.”  Another shared, “The disciplined inquiry that threaded throughout the 
year was interesting because it made our work more meaningful.”  Still another noted, “I'm glad 
we were able to get to a point where everyone was on board. Descriptive inquiry was something 
that was accessible to everyone.” 
 
Such comments indicate that descriptive inquiry has begun to take root at City-As-School. It has 
brought coherence to our professional development time and created space for school-wide 
learning that is focused on our students in a very real way.  We look closely at students’ work 
and experiences, learn from this, and adjust our practice accordingly.  In just a year, with a lot of 
time, effort, and support, many of us at City-As-School have seen that descriptive inquiry can 
help us better support student learning and growth, which is our central goal as a progressive 
school. 


