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Abstract

Students' perceptions of classroom environment often affect their participation and
learning achievement. This study examined students’ perceptions of classroom environment in
open inquiry versus structured inquiry instructions. Mixed methods were employed to collect
quantitative and qualitative data, including What Is Happening in This Class (WIHIC) and
students’ written feedback. WIHIC measured seven aspects of classroom environment, including
Student Cohesiveness, Teacher Support, Student Involvement, Investigation, Task Orientation,
Cooperation and Equity. Fifth graders in the experimental group (N= 52) carried out open inquiry
activities. Their peer students in the comparison group (N = 54) conducted structured inquiry
activities. The intervention lasted for 10 weeks. Findings suggested that the experimental group
demonstrated significantly better perceptions of classroom environment on Student Cohesiveness
and Investigation from the pre- to post- surveys; however, there was no significant change in the
comparison group in all aspects. Moreover, the experimental group showed significantly higher
perceptions than their compared peers on Investigation through ANCOVA. The written feedback
showed that a majority of students in the experimental group preferred open inquiry. Students who
prefer open inquiry showed keener perceptions than those who prefer structured inquiry on Student
Cohesiveness and Investigation. The students made explicit that open inquiry provoked more
thinking and challenges. Open inquiry is student-centered learning; it can not only benefit group
cooperation but also cultivate inquiry ability. Finally, the implications of these findings on student
learning, curriculum design, and future research are presented.
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