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Teaching Methods: Inquiry with  
Kath Murdoch
Hello, and welcome to Teacher’s final instalment in our 
Teaching Methods podcast series. I’m Danielle Meloney.

Today, I’m here with author, university lecturer and 
consultant, Kath Murdoch. Kath has worked for many years 
in schools throughout Australia, New Zealand, Asia, 
America and Europe, and for over 20 years has taught, 
researched and published in the field of inquiry based 
learning. Kath Murdoch, welcome to Teacher.

Kath Murdoch: Thank you so much

DM: First of all, could you give us a run down on what 
the inquiry teaching method involves and how long it 
has been around for?

KM: Inquiry involves, I guess, learning how to take on a 
question, or an issue, or a tension, a problem or a 
challenge and learning how to work through a process 
where, through that investigation, you come to a deeper 
understanding, or a mastery of skills, or a resolution of the 
problem. So it’s, in essence, a process that really gets the 
learner doing the heavy lifting of working through that 
process of investigation, much like a researcher does. In 
many ways, I think inquiry mimics what researchers do 
every day. Inquiry involves kids being really active. I don’t 
just mean physically active, although there is a bit of that 
too, but very cognitively active. The teacher kind of helps 
them [build a toolkit of strategies] that they can use to 
identify, gather and analyse information and then later on 
apply it and come to deeper understanding.

In terms of how long it has been around, in some ways I 
guess you could say inquiry has been around for as long as 
humans have. It’s our natural way of learning. We make 
sense of the world, don’t we, through a process of inquiry. 
We have to test out theories, we have to solve problems, 

satisfy curiosity, or meet goals. But I guess in terms of 
articulating inquiry as an approach to teaching and 
learning in schools, again it’s been around forever. If you 
think about ancient philosophers like Socrates. [It] also has 
its roots in the seminal work of people like John Dewey, or 
Jerome Bruner, so it’s certainly not new.

But there’s a huge difference I think in the way that 
contemporary teachers go about using inquiry. Now even 
when I look back over 30 years of teaching - what I did as 
an inquiry teacher 30 years ago, very different to the way I 
would work now. We know a lot more about learning and 
teaching now and quality inquiry classrooms I think, really 
reflect that.

I think sometimes when we think of inquiry it still has [a 
reputation] of being a bit of a ‘loosey-goosey’ approach. 
You know, when teachers use inquiry they say things like 
‘Wow, what do you want to find out? Off you go and find it 
out and I’ll be your guide on the side,’ and actually, while 
that might be true in some very poor classrooms, it’s 
generally far from what it actually looks like in reality. And 
it’s difficult in a way to paint a generic picture of what 
inquiry looks like compared to a traditional classroom 
because inquiry itself manifests in different ways. For 
example you might see one moment teachers and students 
working together to explore a compelling question, 
teachers really guiding the process quite carefully, showing 
the students how to go about the process of investigation 
and research, building that understanding it over time. You 
might also, in the same classroom, but at a different time, 
be seeing kids working on much more individualised, or 
personal investigations into something that they need to 
work on, or something that they have a strong interest in. 
Here the teacher’s role might shift into one that is more 
around being that guide beside the student.
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The teacher helps students build a 'toolkit' of strategies.
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‘Big five’ challenges in school education
https://www.teachermagazine.com.au/geoff-masters/
article/big-five-challenges-in-school-education

Professor Geoff Masters has distilled the educational 
reform priorities facing Australia into a listicle (a list-format 
article). His top five challenges for school education are:

1. Raising the professional status of teaching

2. Reducing disparities between Australian schools

3. Designing a 21st Century curriculum

4. Promoting flexible learning arrangements focused on 
growth

5. Identifying and meeting the needs of children on 
trajectories of low achievement

At first glance, some of these challenges read as reforms 
for education systems and governments to address. 
However reading further in Masters’ explanations, teachers 
and schools can see their part in these challenges.

Conversation starters

Discuss the five challenges and consider how your 
school can contribute to reform in these areas.

Which of these five is the most challenging?

No-one is better placed to raise the professional status of 
teaching than teachers themselves, both in demonstrating 
professionalism, and encouraging our brightest students to 
consider teaching as a career.

When the results of international tests such as PISA are 
aggregated nationally, Australia performs relatively well in 
terms of both quality and equity. When analysis considers 

Australian trends on differences between states, sectors and 
socio-economic status, there is greater cause for concern.

there was a significant increase in the gap between 
low and high socioeconomic schools in Australia

In terms of 21st Century curriculum, Masters raises the 
importance of looking to the future world of work, and 
singles out reform of mathematics and science curricula as 
a priority.

Question to consider

Flexibility in organising school and classroom life is the 
fourth challenge. While changing the way we group 
students is not simple, it is an area which schools are in a 
position to address.

The final challenge goes to the heart of our responsibility 
to intervene and give all students the chance of successful 
ongoing learning.

Question to consider
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In Collaboration in Learning, Mal Lee and Lorrae 

Ward put paid to a bygone era when schools 

operated within a paper-based, siloed, educational 

paradigm, with the classroom at centre stage. In 

its place is a new mode of teaching, one in which 

there is no bound between schools, teachers, 

students, parents and the wider community. And 

while the single most important denominator in 

this revolutionary shift is technology, this book 

is about far more. For the first time, we have a 

resource that dissects what actually happens 

when the use of the digital is normalised; when 

every teacher in a school employs the digital as a 

natural part of their daily regime.

With case study exemplars from a diverse range of 

schools from Australia, New Zealand, the United 

Kingdom and the United States, the emerging 

trend is one of authentic, enquiry-based learning. 

In this networked era, there exists an enhanced 

awareness and deeper appreciation of the 

learning that occurs in all aspects of a student’s 

life, twenty four hours a day, seven days a week—

and of the value of that learning in a formal 

educational context and beyond.

The results are a greater personalisation of 

learning, a richer school-based environment and 

greater collaboration between home and school. 

The benefits for teachers, students, parents and 

communities—learners one and all—can be said 

to transcend the classroom walls, and are as 

enduring as they are profound.

Mal Lee is an author and 

educational consultant 

specialising in the use of 

digital technology in the 

evolution of schooling. He is a 

former director of schools and 

secondary college principal who 

writes extensively on effective 

use of use of technology in 

teaching. He is the co-author of 

Leading a Digital School, The 

Use of Instructional Technology 

in Schools, The Interactive 

Whiteboard Revolution and 

Developing a Networked School 

Community. His most recent 

publication with ACER Press is 

Bring Your Own Technology, a 

fitting prelude to Collaboration 

in Learning.

Dr Lorrae Ward is an 

independent educational 

researcher, evaluator and 

consultant in New Zealand. She 

has been a secondary school 

teacher and university lecturer. 

Her research and publications 

cover a wide spectrum of 

educational issues, always with 

the core focus of improving 

student outcomes. Her key 

areas of interest are school 

reform and digital technologies.
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