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The research process can be
divided into different phases of
thought and action that typically
occur in a repetitive cycle. You
will find more specific information
about the individual steps on the
back of this card.
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Record the observations together

with the children, e.g., in drawings,

photos or notes.

RESEARCH

Inquiry Cycle
Information for educators



The educational materials provided by Little 
Scientists help you to set up a co-constructed 
learning environment for your group. The 
Discovery cards provide you with ideas on 
how to support the children in the discovery 
process. The stimuli are intended to 
encourage children’s basic experiences with 
the topic and their initial engagement with 
scientific phenomena in everyday situations. 
These experiences can be a starting point for 
research, for instance, because a child poses 
a question and is keen to find an answer. The 
Inquiry Cycle provides you with a structure for 
scientific research to scaffold the children’s 
learning. The Research cards show examples 
for research in early childhood settings.

Research starts with discoveries in everyday life 
that fascinate children and adults alike. These 
discoveries give children the opportunity to 
engage with a topic freely and to explore 
phenomena they want to find out more about. 
These initial experiences lead to questions, the 
starting point of scientific research.

Focused research begins when a child no longer 
tries things randomly, but comes across something 
they wish to investigate in greater detail. The more 
a child is intrinsically motivated to learn, the more 
involved they will be in the research. Consequently, 
the children’s interest should always play a vital 
role in scientific research. The research question 
can be raised by a child or by you based on what 
you observed during the discovery process.  

DISCOVERING TOGETHER – RESEARCHING TOGETHER

Please also note:

Observe & describe

Collect ideas and  
hypotheses

Document results

Try things out and 
 conduct experiments

Discuss results

Ask the children about their hypotheses regarding 
the research question, for example, “What do 
you think might happen?” This helps the children 
develop an awareness of what they already know. 
To build and anchor new knowledge, children must 
be able to link it to existing knowledge. The children 
might not be able to express their assumptions 
clearly and might need your help developing a 
hypothesis. 

Involve the children in the planning by asking them 
questions about the materials they need, where 
they want to conduct the experiments and how they 
want to document their results. 
Then you and the children conduct experiments 
and get to the bottom of things. Together with the 
children, find suitable methods for testing their 
ideas. This phase tends to require a lot of time 
and the children might want to repeat experiments 
numerous times. Give them the time to do so!

Describing their observations fosters children’s 
language development and helps them consolidate 
their learning. Ask the children to observe the 
experiments and encourage them to describe what 
is happening. Pay close attention to the children’s 
observations because they reveal a lot about what 
the children already know. 
This phase is a two-way street because it gives you 
the opportunity to draw the children’s attention to 
certain features by asking questions and pointing 
things out to them.

Documentation is an important tool for reflection. 
As part of the documentation process the children 
review the experiments, which helps them repeat 
them ‘in their heads’. Documentation also helps 
the children recall processes and results after the 
research is finalised. 
There are many ways of documenting scientific 
research. Involve the children in the decision 
which method they want to use.  
For instance, the children can draw images, take 
photos, record videos or design posters. 

Discuss the outcomes of the experiments with the 
children. Refer to the initial question and recall 
each individual child’s hypothesis: “What did you 
think might happen?”, “What did you want to find 
out?”, “What have you learned?”
Talk to the children about the methods they used: 
“What did you do and how did you do it?”, “How 
did you solve this problem?”
Together with the children, summarise the results 
of the experiments and find out if the research 
question could be answered. 
Refrain from providing complex scientific 
explanations. Instead, consider the children’s 
prior knowledge and link the results of the 
research to their existing knowledge. 
In most cases, the research process does not 
end here. The additional questions raised in the 
reflection phase might lead to new ideas and 
questions the children might want to pursue – the 
Inquiry Cycle never ends!

The Inquiry Cycle is designed to help you conduct open-ended research together with the children and enter into a dialogue about 

everyday phenomena. The Inquiry Cycle provides the structure for research but it doesn’t have to be rigidly adhered to in everyday 

research. Short cuts and detours are a common part of research!

Collect fundamental  
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natural environment


