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Motion from the Distribution Requirements Task Force  

on Modes of Inquiry Requirements 

May 2021 
 

 

Motion 

The current Area (A, H, L, Q, N, S) and Diversity (U, I) requirements shall be replaced with  

a Modes of Inquiry (MOI) requirement, as described below (pages 1-3).  

Supporting material is provided on pages 4-12. 

 

A Mode of Inquiry is a process for acquiring, evaluating, and generating knowledge. A modes 

of inquiry approach empowers students to be self-conscious and reflective about the process of 

knowledge creation and the social contexts in which it happens.  

 

Students will be required to complete at least one class in each mode. Any individual class may 

be designated for (at most) one of the modes and may satisfy (at most) one of the modes. A class 

designated for one of the modes may not also satisfy any other requirement (e.g., W1 or 

language). 

  

The six Modes of Inquiry are: 

● Inquiry into Power and Inequality 

● Scientific Inquiry 

● Artistic and Creative Inquiry 

● Historical Inquiry 

● Critical Interpretation and Inquiry 

● Quantitative, Computational, and Formal Reasoning  

 
As is currently the case for the Area and Diversity requirements, the Academic Affairs 

Committee will determine (based on information provided in a course proposal and guided by 

the full MOI descriptions on pp. 5-10) whether a course meets the designated criteria for a 

particular MOI. 

 

Students must satisfy each of the MOI requirements with a designated course taken at Colby. AP 

courses may not be used to satisfy the MOI requirements. Normally, courses taken at other 

colleges or universities may not be used to satisfy the MOI requirements. Exceptions may be 

made for transfer students, and for unique individual circumstances.  

 

This motion does not change the current W1 requirement or the current language requirement. 
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Background 
The Modes of Inquiry proposed here were developed through an extensive process of 

consultation. A brief summary of the major steps in that process is provided below. 

 

• 2016 - 2018 -- Formation of the task force, faculty retreat, surveys, department/program 

 meetings, visiting experts, etc. 
• April 2019 Faculty Meeting -- Faculty vote recommending that the DRTF should develop and 

 propose a revised set of requirements based on an MOI approach. 

• May 2019 Faculty Retreat -- Workshop to develop a specific list of MOIs 

• December 2019 Faculty Meeting -- Progress report on MOIs from the DRTF 

• December 2019 -- Invitation to all faculty members to participate in working groups to define 

 the Modes of Inquiry 

• January/February 2020 -- Town hall meetings to gather additional input from the faculty 

• February/March 2020 -- Initial descriptions and Learning Outcomes drafted by MOI working 

 groups 

• September 2020 - March 2021 -- MOI descriptions and Learning Outcomes finalized by DRTF 

 and MOI Working Groups 

 

 

 

Timing of Implementation 

• Spring 2021 -- Consideration of the MOI motion by the faculty at April and May faculty 

 meetings. If the motion is approved by the faculty at the May meeting, the timing of 

 implementation will follow (as closely as possible) the following schedule. 
• 2021 - 2022 academic year -- Development of new courses (and modifications of existing 

 courses) to support the six Modes of Inquiry. This work will be supported by the Center 

 for Teaching and Learning, and course development grants will be made available to 

 faculty. During the process of MOI implementation, broad-based coordination will occur 

 between the DRTF, Provost’s Office, Registrar’s Office, Dean of the College, academic 

 departments and programs, and other stakeholders. 

• Fall 2022 -- Implementation of the new Modes of Inquiry requirement for incoming students 

 (class of 2026). Continuing students in previous classes may choose to remain with the 

 “old” Distribution Requirements.   

• Fall 2024 -- The Academic Affairs Committee will conduct a review of the MOI requirements 

 to assess whether any adjustments might be desirable.  
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SHORT DESCRIPTIONS OF THE SIX MODES OF INQUIRY 

 

 

 

Inquiry into Power and Inequality  
Courses that analyze systems of power and inequality as they are experienced, produced, or 

contested in diverse social, cultural, and ideological contexts. These courses centrally address 

relations of power and inequality and how these shape and are shaped by gender, sexuality, race-

ethnicity, religion, socio-economic class, nationality, ability and other intersecting dimensions of 

privilege, marginality, and oppression.  

 

Scientific Inquiry 
Courses that address how inquiry into the natural world is conducted through systematic 

observation and the iterative practice of scientific investigation. In these courses students will 

learn to explain how scientific knowledge is created within a representative discipline of the 

natural sciences and will explore its content knowledge. 

  

Artistic and Creative Inquiry  
Courses support creative and artistic cultural production. Students experiment with materials and 

ideas establishing disciplinary language and technical skills to support their making. Students 

cultivate an aesthetic intelligence by deepening their ability to observe, reflect, analyze, and 

synthesize. Feedback and evaluation are offered through critique, portfolio review, and/or 

performance. 

 

Historical Inquiry 
Courses in this mode trace changes and continuities in the experiences of people over time, 

paying attention to the social, political, cultural, economic, and environmental dimensions of the 

human experience. These courses focus on how knowledge about the past is produced as well as 

the methodologies and sources used to access it. 

 

Critical Interpretation and Inquiry  
Courses focused on studying and interpreting literature, images, performances, art objects and 

practices, and their contexts. These courses teach the knowledge and skills required to make 

logical, compelling, evidence-based arguments in situations that require critical engagement.  

 

Quantitative, Computational and Formal Reasoning 
Courses that teach quantitative, logical, or computational approaches to understand and use 

formally defined abstract structures to solve problems. Students will learn to understand the 

assumptions, operations, possibilities, and constraints of quantitative systems. Students will learn 

to communicate technical results including citation of sources and acknowledgement in 

collaborative work. 
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SUPPORTING 

INFORMATION FOR THE 

SIX MODES OF INQUIRY 

 

 
The detailed descriptions and the Learning Outcomes provided here will be used by faculty 

members designing courses to satisfy the MOI requirements, and by the Academic Affairs 

Committee in determining whether a proposed course should satisfy a particular MOI 

requirement. 

 

The expected Learning Outcomes for each MOI may be adjusted over time by the AAC, in 

consultation with faculty members who teach courses in that mode.  
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Inquiry into Power and Inequality  
 

Short Description  
Courses that analyze systems of power and inequality as they are experienced, produced, or 

contested in diverse social, cultural, and ideological contexts. These courses centrally address 

relations of power and inequality and how these shape and are shaped by gender, sexuality, race-

ethnicity, religion, socio-economic class, nationality, ability and other intersecting dimensions of 

privilege, marginality, and oppression.  

  

Detailed Description 

Courses that analyze systems of power and inequality as they are experienced, produced, or 

contested in diverse social, cultural, and ideological contexts. These courses centrally address 

relations of power and inequality and how these shape and are shaped by gender, sexuality, race-

ethnicity, religion, socio-economic class, nationality, ability and other intersecting dimensions of 

privilege, marginality, and oppression. Students will learn to investigate how systems of power 

and inequality are produced, sustained, or challenged by specific social structures, systems of 

meaning, and patterns of behavior. Students will be introduced to theoretical and empirical 

models for understanding the dynamic intersections of power and inequality in people’s 

everyday lives, in practices of knowledge production, or in social structures and institutions. 

Courses may incorporate a range of approaches and will vary in theoretical, methodological, and 

empirical content. Students will also gain experience in considering their own position in relation 

to structures of power. 

 

Learning Outcomes  

After successfully completing a class in this mode, students will be able to: 

● Recognize and explain why and how power structures form, operate, and impact the 

social world. 

● Recognize and explain why and how communities in different times or places have 

challenged systemic inequalities, fought for social justice, or transformed oppressive 

practices and institutions. 

● Identify and assess how multiple systems of privilege and oppression (for instance, based 

on gender, sexuality, race-ethnicity, religion, socio-economic class, nationality, or ability) 

intersect to shape the experiences of individuals, groups, and communities. 

● Compare and contrast systems of power and inequality between or within historical or 

geographic contexts. 

● Adopt and practice modes of self-reflection to achieve greater cognitive and emotional 

awareness of one’s own role in producing, sustaining, or challenging various systems of 

power and inequality. 
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Scientific Inquiry 
  

Short description. 

Courses that address how inquiry into the natural world is conducted through systematic 

observation and the iterative practice of scientific investigation. In these courses students will 

learn to explain how scientific knowledge is created within a representative discipline of the 

natural sciences and will explore its content knowledge. 

  

Detailed description. 

Scientific inquiry is a way to think about the natural world that applies a set of practices to 

observe, interrogate and explain phenomena. This mode of inquiry emphasizes skeptical 

observation and the evaluation of testable hypotheses using experimentation, simulation, survey 

or other approaches. Evidence and interpretation are evaluated critically by peers. Science 

provides a critical lens through which to view and appreciate the natural world. Science also 

impacts aspects of human life, including medicine and technology. While a scientific approach 

may be applied to any object of study, courses providing a general education introduction to 

scientific inquiry will focus on a natural science discipline.  

  

Learning Outcomes  

After successfully completing a class in this mode, students will be able to: 

 

● Demonstrate a basic level of proficiency in the content of the course. 

● Interpret visual representations of data.  

● Conduct experiments and/or make systematic observations to test hypotheses. 

● Collect, analyze, and interpret data (as appropriate to the subdiscipline). 

● Communicate findings through written and graphical means. 

● Practice research ethics, including citing sources of information and ideas. 

● Explain how scientific knowledge is created within the scientific discipline represented 

by the course. 
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Artistic and Creative Inquiry  
 

Short description  

Courses support creative and artistic cultural production. Students experiment with materials and 

ideas establishing disciplinary language and technical skills to support their making. Students 

cultivate an aesthetic intelligence by deepening their ability to observe, reflect, analyze, and 

synthesize. Feedback and evaluation are offered through critique, portfolio review, and/or 

performance. 

 

Detailed Description  

Courses in this MOI focus on the development of original language, movement, sound, images, 

and/or objects. Courses emphasize disciplinary specific skills and language acquisition and 

structure learning around a student’s perspectives, experiences, and senses as points of departure. 

Courses center creative thinking, questioning, ambiguity, and making as catalysts for 

transformative knowledge creation. Courses are grounded in the following “counterintuitive” 

values for liberating artistic thought: mistakes as productive sources of discovery; constraints as 

a means to hone skills; imbalance as an initiator; friction as an opportunity to disrupt, intervene, 

and dismantle; paradox as a revealer of hidden or uneasy truths; intuition as information; doubt 

as a driver of imagination; and vulnerability as strength.  

 

Learning Outcomes  

After successfully completing a class in this mode, students will be able to: 

 Identify criteria—causal relationships, formal patterns, and internal logic, among 

others—that organize the unfamiliar and reveal meaning. 

 Recognize the act of questioning as a cyclical and critical component of the intuitive and 

nonlinear process of making. 

 Develop tools that enable experimentation which, in turn, establish and refine moral and 

aesthetic criteria for art making.  

 Transcend the unfamiliar by defining and integrating the disciplinary language of a 

creative field and to bring this new language into practice. 

 Demonstrate learned discipline specific and tangible skills that display an ability to build 

creative work and expand ideas.  

 Utilize an individual and distinct perspective as a point of departure in the service of 

cultural production.  

 Share, critique, and respond to one’s own and others’ original work and understand that 

act to be a fundamental aspect of making and becoming a maker.  
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Historical Inquiry 
 

Short Description 

Courses in this mode trace changes and continuities in the experiences of people over time, 

paying attention to the social, political, cultural, philosophical, economic, and environmental 

dimensions of the human experience. These courses focus on how knowledge about the past is 

produced as well as the methodologies and sources used to access it. 

 

Detailed Description 

This Mode of Inquiry is concerned with exploring the construction of the human past. Courses in 

this mode trace changes and continuities in the experiences of people over time, paying attention 

to the social, political, cultural, philosophical, economic, environmental, and other dimensions of 

that experience. These courses are interested in how we produce knowledge about the past: what 

are the methodologies and sources through which we access and understand the past? And how 

do we go about making sense of and interpreting the past? These courses encourage students to 

think critically about the interconnectedness of the past and present. 

 

Learning Outcomes  

After successfully completing a class in this mode, students will be able to: 

● Draw connections between the human experience across time and space by exploring 

historiographical traditions and focusing on global, regional, or national perspectives and 

historical processes. 

● Describe the influence of belief systems, political ideologies, economic structures, social 

organization, cultural perceptions, or natural environments in the making of historical 

events, especially as manifested through race, gender, class, sexuality, age, ethnicity, or 

religion. 

● Understand historical actors and events by contextualizing their lived experiences in the 

past, explaining how people lived, acted, and thought in particular historical contexts. 

● Interpret the complexity and diversity of situations, events, and mentalities in order to 

recognize continuity and change. 

● Explore divergent viewpoints, compare and contrast competing historical narratives and 

perspectives, analyze historical causation, and consider how diverse accounts of the past 

shape our perceptions of the present. 

● Differentiate between historical facts and historical interpretations and evaluate evidence, 

recognize biases, and situate sources historically. 

● Apply historical methods to critically evaluate, contextualize, and interpret diverse primary 

sources. 
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Critical Interpretation and Inquiry  

Short Description  
Courses focused on studying and interpreting literature, images, philosophies, performances, art 

objects and practices, and their contexts. These courses teach the knowledge and skills required 

to make logical, compelling, evidence-based arguments in situations that require critical 

engagement.  

 

Detailed Description  
Critical Interpretation and Inquiry (CII) is a set of scholarly practices required to synthesize 

knowledge and information and to make systematic, reasoned, evidence-based arguments. These 

may be aesthetic judgments about literature and art, art and literary historical arguments, or 

ethical claims about questions that facts alone can’t answer. CII demands that we assess and 

sometimes reconcile competing values which—whether tacit or explicit—are communicated in 

language. Critical interpretation is therefore the systematic study of the relationship among 

language, meaning, and value. CII courses focus on how to move beyond unexamined reactions 

to texts and make coherent and persuasive arguments about literature, images, philosophies, 

performances, and art objects and practices.  

Learning Outcomes  

After successfully completing a class in this mode, students will be able to: 

 Describe how texts and art objects are produced, circulated, and received.  

 Identify formal attributes of literature, images, performances, and art objects and 

practices using relevant disciplinary terms. 

 Relate language and representation to relevant historical, cultural, and social contexts.  

 Analyze texts, art objects, and performances in their historical contexts, using discipline-

specific methods.  

 Comprehend and synthesize scholarship in the relevant disciplines.  

 Construct logical, evidence-based arguments. 
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Quantitative, Computational and Formal Reasoning 

Short description  

Courses that teach quantitative, logical, or computational approaches to understand and use 

formally defined abstract structures to solve problems. Students will learn to understand the 

assumptions, operations, possibilities, and constraints of quantitative systems. Students will learn 

to communicate technical results including citation of sources and acknowledgement in 

collaborative work. 

 

Detailed description  

Courses in Quantitative, Computational, and Formal Reasoning teach students formally defined 

abstract systems. Students will learn to use abstract systems to precisely and creatively formulate 

and solve problems in a variety of settings. The course’s primary purpose is to teach quantitative 

and formal reasoning methods and strategies, rather than merely teach about them or apply them 

in particular settings. Students will individually and collaboratively solve problems or work on 

projects, and learn how to build healthy and productive team dynamics. Students will learn to 

interpret solutions and their range of validity. Students will learn to communicate their results 

both orally and in writing and will be held accountable for citing sources and acknowledging 

collaborators. 

 

Learning Outcomes  

After successfully completing a class in this mode, students will be able to: 

 Use a quantitative or formal system to generate and express creative ideas for solving 

problems in a variety of settings.  

 Read and use written technical material (for example: textbooks, journal articles and 

technical reports, or programming language documentation).  

 Apply precise definitions and various forms of formal reasoning (deductive or inductive 

arguments), algorithms, and calculations. 

 Interpret and approach problems (abstract, technical, data-driven, task-driven, etc.) using 

formal methods.   

 Construct precise mathematical, statistical, or computational models or algorithms using 

formal symbolic notation in a variety of contexts both individually and collaboratively.  

A model is a representation, formulated in the language of an abstract formal system, to 

which the methods of the system can be applied. 

 Apply models to generate predictions, test sample cases, and draw conclusions by solving 

problems in a variety of contexts. 

 Determine and explain the validity, scope, and limitations of an argument, algorithm, 

model, or calculation as well as identify extreme cases and determine their relevance for 

precise or approximate solutions of problems in a variety of settings. 

 Communicate technical results clearly and effectively to both technical and non-technical 

audiences using the communication standards of the discipline pertaining to both written 

and oral forms of communication including proper citation of sources and 

acknowledgement in collaborative work. 

Distribution Requirements Task Force (2020-21) 
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Luis Millones (HUM) 

Aaron Hanlon, (HUM)  

Stacey Sheriff, (IDS) 

open position, (IDS) 

Bess Koffman, (NAT) 

Dave Angelini, (NAT) 

Rob Lester, (SOC) 

Arnout van der Meer, (SOC) 

Christel Kesler, (appointed) 

Charles Conover, (appointed) 

Margaret McFadden (Provost) 

Russell Johnson (Associate Provost for Academic Programs)  

[Carol Hurney (Associate Provost and Director of the CTL) -- consultant to the DRTF]  

 

Previous DRTF members  
Keith Peterson (HUM) 2016-19 

Bevin Engman (HUM) 2016-20 

Adam Howard (IDS) 2018-19 

Laura Saltz (IDS) 2016-19 

Laura Fugikawa, (IDS) 2019-20 

Julie Millard (NAT) 2016-17   

Jonathan McCoy (NAT) 2017-19 

Stephanie Taylor (NAT) 2016-19 

Raffael Scheck (SOC) 2016-18   

Chris Soto (SOC) 2016-19 

Valerie Dionne (appointed) 2016-17  

Alicia Ellis (appointed) 2017-18 

Lori Kletzer (Provost) 2016-17 

Paul Greenwood (Associate Provost) 2016  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MOI WORKING GROUPS 

 

Inquiry into Power and Inequality  

Laura Fugikawa (DRTF) 

Christel Kesler (DRTF) 

AB Brown 

Mary Beth Mills 

Joseph Reisert 
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Scientific Inquiry 

Dave Angelini (DRTF) 

Bess Koffman (DRTF) 

Martha Arterberry 

Britt Halvorson 

Thom Klepach 

Dale Kocevski 

Suegene Noh 

Jerzy Wieczorek 

 

Artistic and Creative Inquiry  
Bevin Engman (DRTF) 

Carol Hurney (DRTF) 

Adrian Blevins 

Lareese Hall 

Annie Kloppenberg 

Arisa White 

 

Historical Inquiry 

Arnout van der Meer (DRTF) 

Rob Lester (DRTF) 

Chandra Bhimull 

Megan Cook 

Sarah Duff 

Raffael Scheck 

Larissa Taylor 

John Turner 

 

Critical Interpretation and Inquiry  

Aaron Hanlon (DRTF) 

Stacey Sheriff (DRTF) 

Mary Ellis Gibson 

Laura Nuffer 

Luke Parker 

Katherine Stubbs 

 

Quantitative, Computational and Formal Reasoning 

Charles Conover (DRTF) 

Christel Kesler (DRTF) 

Eric Aaron 

Dan Cohen 

Leo Livshits 

Liam O’Brien 

Suegene Noh 

Scott Taylor 

 


