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Abstract 
When students are conducting their research project as part of their studies, they 
can be better prepared for the societal and professional challenges of the future. 
This study contributes to the research of the inquirer identity by elaborating a 
model for the assessment of student-inquirer identity skills in light of the 
development of a master thesis in an education-related field in an online 
university. The model presents student-inquirer identity as a dynamic 
multiplicity of ten skills related to the five phases of the practice of inquiry 
(search and focus, understand and explore, design and implement, 
interpret/evaluate and reflect, write and present). Based on the model, a 
questionnaire that measures students’ inquiry skills during the development of 
the master thesis was constructed. The questionnaire is comprised of ten sub-
scales with 42 Likert-type items in total. 154 students of the Universitat Oberta 
de Catalunya responded to the questionnaire. Findings revealed that, overall, 
online students develop inquiry skills to a moderate extent while conducting 
their master thesis. 

Introduction 

The last decade we have witnessed many tech-related trends that both increased the 
saturation of technologies in our daily life and raised several concerns as regards their 
(mis)use (Auxier et al., 2019). While more than half of the population owns a smartphone 
and has internet access even in the developing world (Poushter et al., 2018), a growing 
number of people are becoming ambivalent about the impact of digital connectivity on 
society as a whole (Smith, 2018). In this period of crisis, professionals upon graduating 
from the university must have the skills, attitudes, and stances that will enable them to 
address the challenges of the digital world.  

Whereas there is no magic therapy that alleviates the problems of digitisation, developing 
an inquirer identity to students and teachers has been recognised fundamental for the 
society and school of the future (Alvunger & Wahlström, 2017; Meijer et al., 2016; Taylor, 
2017). Nevertheless, although inquiry as a concept and practice in education is nearly one 
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century old dating back to the work of John Dewey, there is lack of a clear and empirically 
grounded definition of inquiry-based attitude (Meijer et al., 2016), while the research on 
inquirer identity is scarce, to say at least (Badia et al., 2020; Konstantinidis & Badia, 2019; 
Taylor, 2017). More research on the inquirer identity would benefit the design and 
development of professional development courses aiming at nurturing and promoting 
inquiry attitudes and competencies (Badia et al., 2020).  

This study aims to contribute to the research towards the development of a well-structured 
definition of the notion of inquirer identity, applied to both students and teachers. In line 
with Oyserman et al. (2012) we perceive that identities include the personal traits and 
characteristics as well as one’s social relations, roles, and memberships. Accordingly, the 
inquirer identity encompasses components related to the competencies, knowledge, 
actions, beliefs, and roles regarding inquiry (Badia et al., 2020).  

This study is part of a larger research project entitled “The inquirer identity of teachers and 
student-teachers”, and its overarching aim is to identify and characterise the identity 
components related to inquiry when teachers are involved in pedagogical innovations, as 
well as to categorise clusters of teachers which show different ways of positioning in light 
of pedagogical innovations. In particular, this study focuses on one component of the 
student-inquirer identity, the skills that students develop while doing their master thesis 
and elaborates a model and a questionnaire for assessing this component. 

Methodology 

Construction of the student-inquirer identity model 

The structure of the student-inquirer model is primarily based on the teacher-inquirer 
identity model by Konstantinidis and Badia (2019). The teacher-inquirer identity consists 
of ten teacher skills which are related with the five phases of the inquiry process: scan and 
focus, understand and explore, plan and implement, evaluate and reflect, and write and 
present.  

In order to adapt the teacher-inquirer identity model to the ways students conduct inquiry 
during their master thesis, we reviewed bibliography related to researching in social 
sciences (Bell & Waters, 2014; Booth et al., 2016; Cohen et al., 2000). Although each author 
approaches the process of researching from a different angle and with a different audience 
in mind, we could see the five phases of the inquiry process emerging from the topics of 
each book, even if not in the same order necessarily. Therefore, we decided to maintain the 
five main phases and make only some changes. The resulted model is presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1: The inquiry phases and the skills that comprise the student-inquirer identity 

Inquiry Phase Skills 
Search and Focus Search for potential topics to develop the thesis 

Focus on a particular topic to develop the thesis 
Understand and Explore Build knowledge and understanding on the topic (i.e. through 

reading resources) 
Explore what other people know about the topic 

Design and Implement Design a thesis on the topic 
Implement the research project/collect and analyse data 

Interpret/Evaluate and 
Reflect 

Interpret the results and evaluate the research project 
Reflect on the process and outcomes 

Write and Present Write the thesis 
Present the thesis to the committee 

Construction of a questionnaire for measuring students’ inquiry skills 

Based on the model, we constructed a questionnaire that intends to measure the inquiry 
skills that students develop while they are conducting their master thesis. The 
questionnaire was constructed and refined through three stages. Initially, the first author 
crafted several question items for each one of the sub-identities related to the process of 
inquiry. Next, the second author reviewed the question items and added a few question 
items as well. Lastly, the final list of items was reviewed by both authors and any 
ambiguous item was discussed and subsequently rewritten or deleted.  

The final questionnaire is comprised of ten sub-scales, with 42 Likert-type items in total 
and can be seen in Table 2. Each subscale corresponds to a specific skill of the student-
inquirer identity. The response scale ranged from 1 to 5 (not at all, to a small extent, to some 
extent, to a moderate extent, to a great extent). 

Sample 

The questionnaire was sent to six cohorts of students (in total 1239 students) of three 
postgraduate programmes (education and ICT, psychopedagogy, and learning difficulties) 
who attended the TFM (master thesis project) at the Universitat Oberta de Catalunya 
(UOC) during academic years 2019-2020. The questionnaire was emailed a few days after 
the deadline for the presentation of their thesis to the committee and a reminder was sent 
a few weeks after the first email. In total 154 students responded to the questionnaire 
(response rate 12.4%). Approximately four out of ten of the respondents are aged between 
21-30 (N = 59; 38.3%) and another four out of ten 31-40 (N  = 61; 39.6%). Nearly half of the 
respondents (N = 70; 45.5%) were working in formal education as primary or secondary 
school teachers, nursery and kindergarten teachers, special education teachers, and 
secondary school teachers. The vast majority of the respondents (N = 144; 93.5%) have 
working experience and/or they are currently working, while, on average, respondents 
have nearly ten years of working experience. Over four out of ten of the respondents 
(N = 66; 44.7%) reported advanced or higher English language level, four out of ten 
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intermediate (N = 62; 40.3%), and less than one-fifth elementary or lower (N = 26; 16.9%). 
As regards their experience in doing work related to a master thesis, nearly half of the 
respondents (N = 69; 44.8%) had completed an undergraduate thesis and another one out 
of five a graduate thesis (N = 28; 18.2%), while less than one-fifth of the respondents 
(N = 23; 14.9%) reported having no previous experience in doing activities similar to those 
requested in a TFM. Lastly, as regards the type of the thesis, half of the respondents 
conducted empirical research or intervention research (N = 80; 51.9%) and more than four 
out of ten of the respondents (N = 66; 42.9%) conducted an educational intervention 
related to their profession. 

Results 

Students’ inquiry skills while conducting the master thesis 

Respondents’ answers to the questionnaire show that online students develop inquiry 
skills to a moderate extent while conducting their postgraduate thesis. In the following 
subsections respondents’ answers to the questionnaire will be analysed in greater detail 
while Table 2 reports the mean and SD of responses for each question item and each 
subscale.  

Searching 

Students reported the development of searching skills to a moderate extent before actually 
start working on their research project (mean: 4.16; SD: .67). They seem a bit more inclined 
to search for potential topics through browsing related websites (mean: 4.32) and the 
literature (mean: 4.30) rather than asking the opinion of others (mean: 4.03) or making a 
list of their interests (mean: 4.00). 

Focusing  

Students reported that they develop skills related with focusing on a topic they recognised 
during the searching process to a moderate extent (mean: 4.07; SD: .69). Although the 
difference among the means of the particular set of skills is low overall, it seems that 
respondents are more inclined to develop skills related with identifying the purpose of their 
thesis (mean: 4.23), next formulating relevant research questions (mean: 4.11), following 
that reducing the list of topics (mean: 4.00), and to a lesser extent evaluating the viability 
of the thesis on the chosen topic (mean: 3.94). 

Understanding  

Students reported that they develop skills related with building knowledge and 
understanding of the topic at hand to a moderate extent (mean: 4.17; SD: .68). The 
difference among the means of the particular set of skills is low overall. However, 
respondents engage with skills related with reading the literature to a greater extent (mean: 
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4.28), next conducting an organised search to find key literature on the topic (mean: 4.19) 
and recording and organising the information related to the topic (mean: 4.18), and lastly 
evaluating the literature found for quality and relevance (mean: 4.01).  

Exploring  

Students reported that they develop skills related with exploration about a topic to some 
extent (mean: 2.99; SD: 1.13). To a considerably greater extent, they are asking more 
knowledgeable others about the topic (mean: 3.49) and they are discussing their topics with 
their colleagues (mean: 3.28). Conversely, they are engaged to a lesser extent with 
attending learning events about the topic (mean: 2.65) or posting questions about the topic 
on the internet (mean: 2.55). 

Designing 

Students reported that they develop skills related with the designing of their master thesis 
to a moderate extent (mean: 4.00; SD: .83). Writing the theoretical part of the thesis was 
the skill that students developed more (mean: 4.29) followed by the consideration of the 
ethical issues (mean: 4.18). Following that, they are engaged to a similar extent with 
selecting the research methodology (mean: 4.05) and selecting or designing the data 
collection methods and instruments (mean: 3.99). To a lesser extent they are engaged with 
the specification in an operational way of the aims (mean: 3.82) and utilisation of the data 
analysis methods (mean: 3.67). 

Implementing 

Students reported that they develop skills related with the implementation of their thesis 
to a moderate extent (mean: 3.97; SD: .96). There is little variation among the means of the 
specific skills: analysing collected data (4.03), collecting data (4.01), presenting the results 
in different ways (3.96), and planning the fieldwork (3.89). 

Interpreting and Evaluating  

Students reported that they develop skills related with the interpretation of the results and 
evaluation of the outcomes to a moderate extent (mean: 4.17; SD: .70). There is almost no 
variation among the means in this set of skills: evaluating the results and reaching 
conclusions (4.23), evaluating the extent to which the thesis has achieved its initial purpose 
(4.18), interpreting and discussing the results (4.11). 

Reflecting  

Students reported that they develop skills related with reflection to a moderate extent 
(mean: 3.97; SD: .82). The responses reveal that students are a bit more inclined to reflect 
on the adequacy of the research methodology and the relevance of the results (mean: 4.02) 
and to a lesser extent to reflect on the implementation of the project (mean: 3.88). 
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Writing  

Students reported that they develop skills related to writing their thesis to a moderate 
extent (mean: 4.22; SD: .76). When looking more closely the means of this set of skills, it 
becomes clear that students’ engagement with writing skills is in general well above 
moderate: writing all the necessary parts of the thesis (4.54), structuring the thesis (4.41), 
using a citation style consistently throughout the thesis (4.37), and self-evaluating the 
thesis before submission (4.34). However, when it comes to sending the final document to 
others for feedback, then respondents indicated that they develop this skill only to some 
extent (mean: 3.43). 

Presenting  

Students reported that they develop skills related to presenting their thesis to a moderate 
extent (mean: 4.32; SD: .79). Overall, there is little variation among the means of the 
specific set of skills, yet it seems that respondents worked more on skills related with the 
development of the presentation document (mean: 4.43) as well as with the presentation 
and recording (mean: 4.38) and answering board’s questions about the presentation (mean: 
4.40). To a bit lower extent, they were engaged with rehearsing and revising the 
presentation (mean: 4.28) and reflecting on the process of presenting the TFM (mean: 
4.13). 

Table 2: The questionnaire for measuring students’ inquiry skills while conducting their master 
thesis and the mean and standard deviation of responses for each question item and 
each subscale. 

 M SD 
Searching 4.16 .67 
1. Listing relevant topics/interests to your profession or listing topics that you 
would like to research 

4.00 .68 

2. Asking the opinion of others (e.g. tutors, colleagues, peers, friends) about your 
initial ideas 

4.03 .83 

3. Browsing literature related to your field and/or your interests 4.30 .57 
4. Browsing websites related to your field and/or your interests 4.32 .60 
Focusing 4.07 .69 
5. Reducing the list of topics to a choice of 2-3 topics  4.00 .83 
6. Identifying the purpose of your TFM 4.23 .61 
7. Formulating research questions or professional intervention questions about 
the chosen topic 

4.11 .59 

8. Evaluating the viability of the TFM on the chosen topic 3.94 .74 
Understanding 4.17 .68 
9. Conducting an organised search to find key literature related to the topic 4.19 .71 
10. Evaluating literature found for quality and relevance with the topic 4.01 .76 
11. Reading literature to increase your knowledge on the topic 4.28 .62 
12. Recording and organising the information related to the topic 4.18 .64 
Exploring 2.99 1.13 
13. Discussing with your colleagues about the topic (e.g. with your classmates) 3.28 1.14 
14. Posting questions about the topic on websites/social media 2.55 1.07 
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15. Asking more knowledgeable others (e.g. academics, mentors/professionals) 
about the topic 

3.49 1.13 

16. Attending face-to-face or online learning events (e.g. conferences) to learn 
about the topic 

2.65 1.18 

Designing 4.00 .83 
17. Specifying in an operational way the research aims or the aims of the 
professional intervention 

3.82 .87 

18. Considering the ethical issues 4.18 .87 
19. Selecting the research methodology or the methodology of the professional 
intervention 

4.05 .80 

20. Designing and/or selecting the data collection methods and instruments 3.99 .84 
21. Utilising the data analysis methods 3.67 1.03 
22. Writing the theoretical part of the TFM 4.29 .59 
Implementing 3.97 .96 
23. Planning the fieldwork (e.g. scheduling interviews, conducting a pilot, 
selecting participants)  

3.89 1.03 

24. Collecting data of the research or the professional intervention 4.01 .93 
25. Analysing collected data 4.03 .86 
26. Presenting the results of the TFM in different ways (e.g. tables, graphs) 3.96 1.00 
Interpreting & evaluating 4.17 .70 
27. Interpreting and discussing the results 4.11 .76 
28. Evaluating the results and reaching conclusions 4.23 .66 
29. Evaluating the extent to which the TFM has achieved its initial purpose 4.18 .67 
Reflecting 3.97 .82 
30. Reflecting on the adequacy of the design of the research/professional 
intervention methodology 

4.02 .78 

31. Reflecting on the implementation of the research project or professional 
intervention project 

3.88 .89 

32. Reflecting on the relevance of the results of the research or professional 
intervention project 

4.02 .80 

Writing 4.22 .76 
33. Structuring the TFM according to the guidelines 4.41 .62 
34. Writing all the required parts of the TFM 4.54 .57 
35. Using a citation style throughout the TFM and verifying that the reference list 
is correct 

4.37 .70 

36. Sending the TFM document before submission to others (e.g. peers) and 
asking for feedback 

3.43 1.20 

37. Self-evaluating the TFM before submission (e.g. revising and proofreading)  4.34 .69 
Presenting 4.32 .79 
38. Developing a specific document (e.g. a PowerPoint) to present the TFM 4.43 .70 
39. Rehearsing and revising the presentation 4.28 .82 
40. Presenting and recording the presentation of the TFM 4.38 .77 
41. Answering the board’s questions about the presentation 4.40 .71 
42. Reflecting on the process of presenting the TFM to the board 4.13 .95 

Conclusions 

The design of the student-inquirer identity model and the questionnaire 

This study built on the teacher-inquirer identity model to construct a model for the student 
identity as an inquirer. The model presents the student-inquirer identity as a dynamic 
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multiplicity of ten skills related to the five phases of the practice of inquiry. The results of 
the questionnaire corroborate to a considerable extent the validity of our model. 

Based on the student-inquirer identity model, we constructed a quantitative questionnaire 
that seeks to measure the development of students’ inquiry skills while they are conducting 
their master thesis. Admittedly, the questionnaire adopts a quite narrow perspective in 
identifying the inquiry skills both due to its nature (quantitative), but also because in our 
efforts to present a short and as simple as possible questionnaire we included only issues 
related with the process of inquiry during the master thesis. As a result, the questionnaire 
in its current form largely ignores the inquiry context (i.e. students’ interests or work) as 
well as students’ personal characteristics (i.e. beliefs about inquiry, relationships, agency, 
etc.). This limitation should be taken into account for the interpretation of the results. 
Nevertheless, the results show that the question items are highly relevant to the inquiry 
skills that it intends to measure.  

Students’ inquiry skills while conducting the master thesis 

The results show that, in general, when students develop their master thesis as part of their 
studies in an education-related field in an online university, they develop inquiry skills. 
More specifically, they develop searching, focusing, understanding, designing, 
implementing, interpreting and evaluating, reflecting, writing, and presenting skills to a 
moderate extent and exploring skills to some extent. While it is difficult based only on these 
quantitative data to explain the small differences observed among the calculated means, it 
seems that students develop and work more on some skills than others. Whether this is a 
necessity (i.e. some skills are needed more or are more relevant for conducting the thesis), 
personal choice (i.e. they might feel that they need to advance their skills in some areas 
more compared to others), or whether there are other underlying reasons needs to be 
further investigated through qualitative studies. What is more important, however, is that 
the proposed student-inquirer identity model, which identifies five phases of inquiry is 
affirmed to a considerable extent by the results of the questionnaire. 
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