
CHAPTER 18

FOSTERING THE VIRTUES OF INQUIRY

Sharon Bailin and Mark Battersby

1. INTRODUCTION

The notion of virtue, recently popular in epistemology, has

now also found application in argumentation theory. Indeed,

a number of theorists are attempting to ground a theory of

argumentation around virtue, much in the way that epistemol-

ogists have tried to do with virtue epistemology (Cohen 2007,

2009, 2012; Aberdeen 2007, 2010). Whether or not one accepts

this type of agent-centered account of argumentation, it is

clear that the notion of virtues forms a central component of

most theories of critical thinking. What has been given insuffi-

cient attention, however, is how one might go about fostering

these virtues. It is this issue that is the focus of this paper.

We begin by examining the notion of virtue and what con-

stitutes the virtues of argumentation or critical thinking. We

argue that the notion of virtue is more appropriate for char-

acterizing this aspect than the notion of dispositions com-

monly employed by critical thinking theorists. We also make

the argument that it is more illuminating to speak of the

virtues of inquiry rather than of argumentation. The remain-

der of the paper focuses on the issue of how these virtues

might be developed.
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2. THE VIRTUES OF INQUIRY

What, exactly, are the virtues of argumentation or critical

thinking (Cohen uses the two interchangeably)? Cohen

describes them thus:

In order to bypass the debates as to exactly what sort of thing

a virtue is, let us stipulate that argumentative or critical virtues

are the acquired habits and skills that help us achieve the goals of

critical thinking (Cohen 2009, p.54).

Cohen’s inclusion of “skills” as well as “habits” in his concep-

tion of virtue runs counter to common usage. Indeed, theorists

tend to include the dimension referred to by the term virtue

in their conception of critical thinking to refer to precisely the

aspect which goes beyond skills.1 The aspect of critical think-

ing of interest here, and the aspect commonly picked out in

theories of critical thinking by the term “virtue,” is this addi-

tional dimension.23

This dimension, although central to most theories of critical

thinking, has been described in various ways by different theo-

rists. Virtue argumentation theorists, as well as some philoso-

phers and philosophers of education (Paul 1990, Burbules

1995, Bailin and Battersby 2007), use the term virtues. Others,

e.g., Bailin et al. (1999a), refer to habits of mind. Peters talks

about “rational passions” (Peters 1972). The most common

characterization, however, is in terms of dispositions (see, e.g.,

Ennis 1996; Siegel 1988). This dispositional dimension has

1. See the next section for a discussion of the problems with the concept of skill to capture this

aspect.

2. See Aberdein 2007 for a discussion of the importance of distinguishing between argumen-

tative virtues and skills, e.g., “The exact same fallacy, say an equivocation on a word with

two subtly but crucially distinct senses, could result from either a failure of virtue, if delib-

erately intended to deceive, or from a failure of skill, if the utterer did not notice the double

meaning” (p.7).

3. Bowell and Kingsbury (2014) do, at times, use the language of virtue for all the aspects, dis-

tinguishing between epistemic reliabilist virtues (skills), motivational virtues (the commit-

ment to rational belief and action), and regulatory virtues (the sub-virtues), but they also

refer to the reliabilist virtues as skills.
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several components. One is a fundamental commitment to

rational belief and action, well captured by Siegel’s notion of

critical spirit (Siegel 1988), Bailin and Battersby’s spirit of

inquiry (Bailin and Battersby 2016), or Hamby’s willingness

to inquire (Hamby 2014). The other component is behavioral:

an inclination to act in accordance with the norms of reason.

Whether they are called virtues, habits of mind, or disposi-

tions, the list of aspects to be included is strikingly similar, for

example: open-mindedness, fair-mindedness, curiosity, con-

cern for truth and accuracy, the desire to act on the basis of

reason (Bailin and Battersby 2016); love of truth, repugnance

of distortion and evasion, respect for the arguments of others

(Peters 1972); intellectual humility, intellectual courage, intel-

lectual integrity, intellectual perseverance, faith in reason (Paul

1990). There is some discussion in the literature regarding the

inclusion of particular candidate virtues, e.g., sincerity (Cohen

2009b, Allen 2009), ingenuity (Morin 2014), receptivity (Nor-

lock 2013), proportionality (Cohen 2009b, Aiken and Clanton

2010). Nonetheless, an overarching commitment to reasoning

and a set of sub-virtues which are grounded in that commit-

ment are common features of the various accounts.

Why, then, characterize this aspect of critical thinking in

terms of virtues rather than dispositions? The term disposition

is used in this context to describe a behavior, a habit, an indi-

vidual tendency to act in a certain way; it can also be used

to refer to an imputed quality or property of an individual

by virtue of which they behave in this manner (Siegel 1999).

Thus having a disposition to be fair-minded means that the

individual has a tendency to act in a fair-minded manner. It

may imply, further, that the impulse to act in this way has an

internal rather than an external source (e.g., they are not being

forced etc.).

A significant problem with the characterization in terms of

dispositions is that it actually tells us very little about why

the person tends to act in this way. The property sense does
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rule out external sources of behaviour, but it would not rule

out cases where the individual behaves in a certain manner

because of blind habit or because they have assimilated certain

external forces, e.g., if they have been indoctrinated or are

unconsciously trying to live up to the expectations of a past

teacher. This seems fundamentally different from acting in

this manner because they understand the enterprise and value

its procedures and goals (Bailin and Battersby 2007). It is the

latter that is picked out by the concept of virtue. Burbules

(1995) makes the point thus:

“Disposition” tends to refer to individual tendencies, often

ascribed from an external perspective through observation and

behaviourist inference. A virtue, on the other hand, is not a mere

expression of habit, but an expression of judgment and choice

(1995, p.86).

And further:

they [virtues] are not simply the activating sentiments that moti-

vate us to apply the formal rules we have learned, but the aspects

of character that bring us to care about learning or paying atten-

tion to such standards in the first place… A person who is rea-

sonable wants to make sense, wants to be fair to alternative

points of view, wants to be careful and prudent in the adoption

of important positions in life, is willing to admit when he or she

has made a mistake, and so on (1995, p.86).

The notion of dispositions gains its currency from its appli-

cation in the physical realm. According to Quine, “a disposi-

tional term is a promissory note for an eventual description in

mechanical terms” (1973, p.14). In the physical realm, such an

eventual mechanical description is the goal, but in the case of

critical thinking, it is not a mechanical description which is at

issue. A promissory note is not required because we already

understand how to characterize this aspect – in terms of such

concepts as understanding, beliefs, values and attitudes (Bailin

and Battersby 2007).

330 MARK BATTERSBY AND SHARON BAILIN



The views highlighted here refer to the virtues of argumen-

tation or critical thinking, but we would maintain that they

are better thought of as the virtues of inquiry. We have argued

elsewhere (Bailin and Battersby 2009) that the central goal of

argumentation/critical thinking is arriving at reasoned judg-

ments, and that this is a dialectical process involving the com-

parative evaluation of a variety of contending positions and

arguments. This enterprise is one which we characterize as

inquiry (Bailin and Battersby 2016). It is true that arguers may

play different roles in particular argumentative exchanges, e.g.,

as proponents or opponents, judges or spectators (Cohen

2013). And they often have various intentions in arguing, e.g.,

rational persuasion, decision-making, justification (Johnson

2007); greater understanding of their own or an opponent’s

position, or of “the big picture” (Cohen 2009b). Nonetheless,

whatever the particular role or intention, because the ultimate

epistemological goal is to reach a reasoned judgment, the nor-

mative structure of the practice necessitates inquiry and thus

the various virtues. For example, even if one begins with the

intention to persuade, if the persuasion is to be rational, then

one must care about truth and accuracy, be willing to put

one’s arguments to the test of reason and follow the arguments

where they lead, be willing to concede to the most defensible

position, etc. (Bailin and Battersby 2009). In other words, one

must exhibit the virtues of inquiry.

3. FOSTERING THE VIRTUES OF INQUIRY

3.1. Immersion in the practice

According to many accounts, then, critical thinking is seen

to involve two related, but conceptually distinct aspects: skills

and dispositions. The problems with the notion of disposition

has already been discussed. But even the notion of skills can be

problematic if it is seen to refer to some inner mental entity.

Critical thinking is skilled thinking in the sense that it meets
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certain criteria, and there do not seem to be any grounds,

either empirical or conceptual, for positing a connection

between the quality of thinking and any putative mental enti-

ties or processes (Bailin et al. 1999a, b).

Even if skill is not used to refer to mental entities but only

to indicate skilled performance, nonetheless conceptualizing

critical thinking in terms two distinct and discrete aspects

gives rise to other problems. It is clearly possible to improve

students’ performance in discrete critical thinking tasks (e.g.,

diagramming arguments, recognizing fallacies, etc.). There is

considerable evidence, however, that the “disposition” to apply

these “skills” in other contexts does not necessarily follow,

nor do the particular critical thinking virtues (Facione 2000,

Behar-Horenstein and Niu 2011). Bowell and Kingsbury

(2014) describe the problem thus:

Critical thinking teaching is beset by what is often called “the

transfer problem”: it is difficult to get students to use their crit-

ical thinking skills in their other studies and in their everyday

lives (2).

Viewing the issue of how to foster the virtues of critical

thinking in terms of transfer assumes 1) that there are discrete

critical thinking skills which can be learned out of context (or

in one context) and then transferred to another context, and 2)

that whether or not one achieves transfer is a question of moti-

vation and/or perception, which can be examined separately

from the issue of skill acquisition.

We would argue that this dualistic way of conceptualizing

critical thinking is faulty at its core (Bailin et al. 1999a). We

would argue instead for a conception of critical thinking as a

practice – the practice of inquiry. In the practice of inquiry, the

achievement of skilled performance and the acquisition of the

virtues inherent in the practice are intimately intertwined.

What exactly do we mean by a practice? Here we draw on

MacIntyre’s notion of a practice, which he characterizes thus:
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By a “practice” I am going to mean any coherent and complex

form of socially established cooperative human activity through

which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the

course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which

are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activ-

ity, with the result that human powers to achieve excellence, and

human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are system-

atically extended (MacIntyre 1996, p.187).

There has been some debate as to whether argumentation

qualifies as a practice. Although argumentation exhibits most

of the features of a practice, it has been argued that there

are limitations with respect to the applicability of MacIntyre’s

particular characterization to argumentation (Kvernbekk

2008). As Kvernbekk has pointed out, although some of the

goods of argumentation are internal to the practice of argu-

mentation, not all are. We do sometimes argue for the sake of

engaging in argumentation (Cohen 2012), but we more often

argue for other reasons – to persuade, to justify, to make a

decision. We would, however, also agree with Kvernbekk, cit-

ing Miller (1994), that not all practices are self-contained, as

MacIntyre’s conception implies. There are some practices

which exist to serve some end beyond themselves – what

Miller calls purposive practices. Argumentation (or critical

thinking) can thus be seen as a purposive practice, with goods

both internal and external to it. This seems very similar to

Cohen’s notion of argumentation as a tradition (Cohen 2012).

The practice of inquiry is essentially a critical practice, char-

acterized by the give and take of reasons and arguments with

the goal of reaching a reasoned judgment. It is a practice con-

stituted by a web of interconnected concepts (e.g., reasons, evi-

dence, argument, justification, premise, conclusion, opinion)

which are connected, in turn, to certain principles and pro-

cedures, and all the preceding are connected to the goal of

reaching a reasoned judgment (Bailin 1999). Inquiry is instan-

tiated in a number of different particular practices, e.g., pol-

itics, ethics, science, law, the arts, which involve a diversity
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of concepts, principles, procedures and specific purposes. But

what these practices have in common is that they are all critical

practices. Whatever else they may involve, they also impor-

tantly involve the evaluating of reasons, the justifying of

claims, and the making of judgments (Bailin 1999).

Learning to think critically, then, is not a matter of learning

a number of discrete skills (the approach typically taken in

traditional critical thinking courses) and, additionally, picking

up certain dispositions in the process. Rather, it is a matter

of learning to participate knowledgeably and competently in

the practice of inquiry in its various forms and contexts. And

acquiring the virtues of inquiry arises through getting on the

inside of the practice and coming to appreciate the goods

inherent in the practice. The willingness to abide by its nor-

mative constraints comes through sharing in the constitutive

purposes. Someone exhibiting the virtues of inquiry evaluates

opposing views in a fair and open-minded manner because

she understands that such a weighing is what is called for in

order to reach a reasoned judgment; she is willing to concede

to the most defensible position because she understands that

her own view could be mistaken (Bailin and Battersby 2009).

Immersion in the practice of inquiry does not, however,

imply simply teaching the disciplines in the traditional man-

ner. Traditional disciplinary teaching has had notoriously lim-

ited success in fostering critical thinking (Hestenes, Wells and

Swackhamer 1992; Jungwirth 1987; Ferraro and Taylor 2005).

This is not surprising given that reasoning and argumentation

are seldom a focus of disciplinary pedagogy. The nature of

inquiry and how it is instantiated in the particular area is sel-

dom made explicit (Bailin and Battersby 2015). And any focus

on the virtues of inquiry is, in general, notably absent.4

What is required instead, is an immersion in the practice

which brings to the fore the goals, principles, and underlying

4. A notable exception appears to be graduate education, particularly in science, where foster-

ing the spirit of inquiry is a frequent goal and achievement.
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structure of inquiry, both in general and within the particular

context, and makes explicit its modes of argumentation,

methodologies, and normative constraints (Bailin and Bat-

tersby 2016; Battersby and Bailin 2015). With such an

approach, the virtues of inquiry are part and parcel of learning

to inquire as participants come to understand that such virtues

are embedded in and required by the practice of inquiry. In

order to achieve this, however, an appropriate context for

inquiry must be created in which virtues are highlighted, pro-

moted, and expected (Case and Balcaen 2008).

3.2. Creating a community of inquiry

The practice of inquiry is at its core a communal, social

practice. Cohen (2014) makes the point thus:

Arguing would have to be a way of participating in the commu-

nity. If arguing is to be part of a tradition, it cannot be about who

I am or what I do; it’s about who we are and what we do. We argue

with one another, not in isolation (p.4).

Thus the practice of inquiry requires being a part of and tak-

ing part in a community in which people can argue with one

another, that is, a community of inquiry (Dewey 1938, Lip-

man 2003). Communities of inquiry are central to our vari-

ous collective critical pursuits, and they are particularly central

to democratic deliberation (Dewey 1938, Aikens and Clanton

2010).

A community of inquiry is not just a community in which

people argue with each other, however. It is a community in

which they do it in a way which instantiates the virtues of

inquiry. Cohen again:

Obviously, something more is needed to make logical inferences

into dynamic, vital arguments capable of centering a tradition.

And that something more is arguing with others. But even that

is not enough, otherwise being excessively argumentative would

make one a pillar of the community! What’s needed is not just
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arguing with others, but doing it well, that is, virtuously (Cohen

2014, p.4).

A community of inquiry is a community which has as its

aim rational inquiry and reasoned judgment. And it is a com-

munity which is characterized by certain sorts of relationships

and interactions, i.e., by open-minded and fair-minded

exchanges, by rigorous but respectful critique, and by a com-

mitment to respectful treatment, meaningful participation,

and productive interaction (Bailin and Battersby 2016).5 The

character of these relationships plays a central role in fostering

the virtues of inquiry.

Virtues are flexible aspects of character, related to our sense of

self and integrity, but also fostered and encouraged by the com-

munities and relations with others that provide the context in

which we decide and act (Burbules 1995, p.86).

And further:

they [virtues] cannot be analyzed solely as individual possessions:

persons acquire, maintain, and express the virtues that they do

partly because of the relations they have to others, and how those

others act in response to them (Burbules 1995, p.86).

3.3. The practice of inquiry in the classroom

What does an inquiry approach mean for how we go about

teaching? It means, first, that an immersion in the practice of

inquiry needs to be the focus of classroom activity. Second, the

setting, structure, and relationships of the classroom need to

instantiate the characteristics of a community of inquiry. How

can these features be instantiated into actual pedagogical prac-

tices?

This may be best illustrated by contrasting an inquiry class-

5. Aikens and Clanton (2010) argue that there are characteristics of individual deliberators

(group deliberative virtues) that can help to foster virtuous deliberation, including delibera-

tive wit, friendliness, empathy, charity, temperance, courage, sincerity, and humility.
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room with traditional classroom structures and activities. For

example, in a traditional critical thinking class, the focus of

activity is generally on learning and practicing discrete “skills,”

for example, identifying the structure of arguments, argument

diagramming, identifying fallacies. Although there may be

some group work, the onus and focus is generally on the indi-

vidual student and not on student interactions. Assessment is

generally summative, i.e., the awarding of grades at the end of

an activity or unit for the purposes of summarizing a student’s

proficiency.

An inquiry orientation will dictate a very different sort of

classroom. The focus is not on micro-skills or decontextual-

ized arguments. Rather students engage in the actual enter-

prise of inquiry, learning to come to reasoned judgments on

complex issues. In the process, the criteria and modes of argu-

mentation, both general and within specific areas, are brought

to the fore and made explicit. The textbook we have published

includes an examination of issues such as capital punishment,

the minimum wage, the legalization of marijuana, the effects

of violent video games, polygamy, and the interpretation of a

challenging work of art (Bailin and Battersby 2016). Students

learn the process of inquiry and work through the criteria and

modes of argumentation relevant to the particular issue, then

go on to conduct inquiries on issues of interest to them, both

individually and in groups.

An inquiry classroom will instantiate the features of a com-

munity of inquiry. Student interaction is central. Students

argue, question, challenge, and critique. They also and contin-

ually engage in collaborative activities, providing feedback on

each other’s work, working on joint projects, and doing collab-

orative inquiries. This type of collaboration is significantly dif-

ferent from much group work undertaken in educational set-

tings. The latter tends to involve a division of labor, with each

student preparing a different piece of the project, then assem-

bling the parts at the end. The former, on the other hand, con-
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sists in collaborative thinking, involving students discussing

ideas, developing criteria, critiquing each other’s work, ques-

tioning assumptions, and building on the ideas of their peers.

The community created in the classroom will be characterized

by the sorts of relationships and interactions described above,

i.e., open-minded and fair-minded exchanges, rigorous but

respectful critique, and a commitment to respectful treatment,

meaningful participation, and productive interaction (Bailin

and Battersby 2016). These attitudes or habits of mind can

be fostered through instructor modeling and the setting up of

explicit expectations among students and between instructor

and students.

It might be objected that arguers may assume a variety of

roles, including proponent or opponent, judges or spectators

(Cohen 2013), and that each of these roles may require or

emphasize different virtues. So if one is a defense lawyer,

open-mindedness will not be the salient virtue required but

rather an unrelenting pursuit of the weaknesses in the argu-

ments of others. And in group deliberation, sometimes the

person who doggedly maintains her position despite counter-

arguments plays a useful role in ensuring that alternative argu-

ments are given due consideration. Nonetheless in multi-role

argumentation, arguments have to be put forward, understood

and elaborated, defended, criticized, revised, and evaluated.

Thus the virtues related to the various roles would have to be

represented among the group in order for effective deliber-

ation to take place. Individuals would also need to be profi-

cient in taking on the various roles depending on the context

(Radziewsky 2014). Indeed, with an inquiry approach, there

is usually not a sharp differentiation among the various roles.

Rather, individuals alternate between proposing, critiquing,

defending, revising and evaluating. Moreover, the context we

are considering here is education, and as educators we have an

obligation to promote the full range of virtues in all our stu-

dents.
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For inquiry to flourish, one needs assessment practices

which are consonant with an inquiry orientation, practices

which value the activities, achievements, and virtues of

inquiry. If what one is looking for is critical thinking, then

one has to assess for critical thinking and not just for content.

Moreover, assessment can have an important pedagogical

function. Too often the only or primary form of assessment is

summative. Yet formative assessment, that is assessment that

is ongoing and for the purpose of enhancing performance, can

assist students to improve their thinking (Scriven 1967, Nichol

and Macfarlane-Dick 2006). Assessment becomes a part of the

learning process as students come to understand the crite-

ria relevant to evaluating aspects of their inquiries, learn to

employ these criteria to assess their own work, to critique

the work of their peers, and to revise and improve their own

efforts. An inquiry classroom is one characterized by ongoing

instructor and peer feedback and continual revision.

Despite our best efforts to foster the virtues of inquiry, there

are certain common human attitudes and reactions which are

counter-productive to inquiry and which are often reinforced

in social contexts. Some examples are the need to be right, the

desire for certainty, the identification with our beliefs, defen-

siveness, and groupthink (Bailin and Battersby 2016, pp.267 –

272; Battersby and Bailin 2014). Another aspect of acquiring the

virtues of inquiry, then, involves becoming aware of these cog-

nitive and emotional obstacles which can hamper inquiry, and

instituting measures to avoid them or at least lessen their influ-

ence. One way to do this is to monitor one’s own inquiry process,

asking oneself questions such as: “Are my preconceptions and

initial perspectives biasing how I evaluate this issue?” “Am I seri-

ously considering other views and arguments?” “Am I being open

to criticism?” “Am I identifying with being a reasonable person

rather than with a particular point of view?” (Bailin and Bat-

tersby 2016, pp.273 – 275). There are also some pedagogical

strategies which can help to counter some key obstacles and fos-
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ter important virtues. For example, the failure to look at and seri-

ously consider both sides of an issue or to seek alternatives is

a significant problem for critical thinking, but there are strate-

gies that can help mitigate this tendency. Requiring students to

lay out and evaluate various sides of an issue as an integral part

of the inquiry process is one example. Having students come up

with the best arguments they can for a position that it is the

opposite of what they believe is another.678

Another important consideration in trying to promote inquiry

and its virtues is motivation (Facione 2000). A key concept which

runs through the cognitive bias literature is that of mental effort

(Kahneman 2010, pp.39 – 49). Thinking critically and engaging

in serious inquiry requires mental work, and much of this litera-

ture seems to indicate that people are often not initially inclined

to put in this effort. Kahneman has argued that this failure is

due, in least in part, to insufficient motivation. Here MacIntyre’s

notion of seeing the point of a practice is relevant. A significant

part of the motivation to engage in inquiry comes through get-

ting on the inside of the practice and coming to appreciating the

goods inherent in it (Bailin and Battersby 2007).

But inquiry is also a purposive practice which enables one

to investigate complex issues in a rigorous way. The discovery

on the part of students that they can tackle real issues which

are meaningful and of interest to them, and that they have the

means to think their way through them and make reasoned

judgments can be significantly empowering and motivating.

6. Zenker (2014) describes a teaching and learning activity for this purpose involving what he

calls “counterfactual meta-cognition” (engaging in reasoning episodes that one does not

agree with personally).

7. Another strategy is a U-shaped debate. in which students are encouraged to physically

change their position around a semi-circle as they hear reasons from their peers that cause

them to want to shift their view on the issue under discussion. For a more complete

description of the process, see University of British Columbia (2014).

8. Structured controversy, in which students argue for both sides of a controversial issue and

ultimately come up with a balanced view, is yet another example (see Johnson and Johnson

1988).
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4. CONCLUSION

There is widespread agreement that fostering the virtues

of critical thinking is central to a rational community and a

democratic society. Our argument is that a serious commit-

ment to fostering these virtues requires thinking about critical

thinking differently and taking our conception into the class-

room. Argumentation theorists tend to have a real interest in

education and have devoted a great deal of attention to the

content of courses in critical thinking. Insufficient attention

has been paid, however, to the kind of educational outcomes

that we hope to achieve through critical thinking instruction

and to the pedagogical practices that might best achieve these

outcomes. Our contention is that conceiving of our enterprise

in terms of initiating students into the practice of inquiry in

its various forms and organizing our teaching to achieve this is

the most effective way to foster the virtues of inquiry.
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