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While enquiry is not explicitly 
stated as a term in NC14, 
geography is rooted in the 
enquiry process, and the use 
of enquiry cycles and enquiry 
thinking is essential to good 
practice in the geography 
classroom. In this extended 
article, Kath explains the 
enquiry process from the 
geographical perspective.

‘All of us want to know how the world 
works: why a piece of music is beautiful 
to one person and cacophonous to 
another, how engines are able to make 
cars move, why green leaves turn brown 
and helium balloons stay aloft, or how 
new languages develop. Living means 
perpetually searching for meaning. 
Schools need to be places that keep 
this search alive’ (Brooks and Brooks, 
1993).

Over the years, I have heard the frustration 
expressed by many teachers, who often 
exclaim: ‘I’ve tried to use an enquiry-
based approach – but my kids just don’t 
ask questions!’ Keen to foster more 
enquiry learning, teachers invite pupils to 
pose questions that can then be used to 
generate an investigation. Unfortunately, 
in some cases, instead of an enthusiastic 
barrage of questions they are met with a 
sea of blank stares and shoulder shrugs.

There are many reasons why pupils 
may find it difficult to respond to 
the invitation to ask questions. In the 
traditional classroom, questions generally 
come from the teacher. In an enquiry 
classroom, however, pupils’ questions 
drive learning. For pupils unused to having 
their voice and interests heard, being 
offered this opportunity can, initially, be 
disconcerting. Asking questions may once 
have been viewed as evidence of confusion 
or ignorance rather than a valuable 
element in the learning process!

Raising questions also requires us to 
take a risk and be vulnerable. Sometimes 
the issue is simply that the pupils ‘don’t 
know what they don’t know’. If we ask 
pupils to share questions without sufficient 
experiences or exposure to a concept there 
is little impetus for them to want to find 

out more. The classroom environment 
must be adequately nurturing and safe 
to support pupils in revealing their 
uncertainties and wonderings. It can take 
time to build the trusting and connected 
community culture required for this kind of 
risk taking.

Pupils also need to know how to ask 
good questions. Quality questioning is 
a skill that needs to be explicitly taught. 
Great enquiry teachers spend time helping 
pupils learn about the nature of questions 
themselves – those that are open and 
closed, which ones are ‘Googl-able’ and 

which are not, those that are essential 
and the ones that are peripheral. These 
teachers also model and expect different 
kinds of questions for different purposes. 
The invitation to ask questions must also 
be followed by action. When pupils do 
raise questions early in an investigation, 
teachers can fall into the trap of recording 
but never really addressing their questions 
in a genuine way during an enquiry. Thus, 
pupils quickly learn that their questions are 
not valued beyond an initial brainstorm – 
and their motivation diminishes.
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Figure 1: Exploration of the environment is the perfect way to nurture curiosity. 
Photo: Kath Murdoch.
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The urge to find out
Perhaps one of the most significant factors 
in generating questions in the enquiry 
classroom is the consideration of what 
makes us want to ask questions in the first 
place. We ask when we are curious – when 
we have a desire to know or discover: ‘At 
birth we are endowed with the dispositions 
and mechanisms to discover the world and 
make it a meaningful place in which to 
live. Without a desire to look, to explore 
by hand, by mouth, eye and ear we would 
not grow up to be the human beings we 
are’ (Barrell, 2003).

curiosity lights the spark of enquiry – 
and it keeps the flame burning. curiosity 
leads to questions – ‘What if … ?’, ‘I 
wonder?’, ‘Why … ?’ Our urge to solve 
a problem, to make sense of a puzzle 
or to understand an issue more deeply 
sustains an investigation over time. In 
our enthusiasm to embrace a more 
enquiry-based approach to teaching, we 
may neglect to develop and nurture this 
essential disposition. So what can we do 
to ensure that our pupils do remain the 
curious and questioning individuals so 
necessary for sustaining enquiry learning? 
here in Australia – and indeed in curricula 

throughout the world – the development 
of enquiry skills is seen as central to 
geographical understanding. Our most 
recent National curriculum explicitly states: 
‘Students learn to question why the world 
is the way it is, reflect on their relationships 
with and responsibilities for that world… 
The concept of place develops students’ 
curiosity and wonder about the diversity of 
the world’s places, peoples, cultures and 
environments’ (AcARA, 2013).

Geography is a natural home for 
enquiry, and engaging pupils in the 
exploration of their environment is the 
perfect way to nurture curiosity (Figure 1). 
The following strategies are well suited to 
pupils’ learning in geography and have the 
added bonus of provoking wonderment 
and awe – critical for enquiry learning 
across all disciplines.

Provide open-ended 
experiences
For decades now, a key mantra for 
environmental educators has been the 
need to educate children ‘in, about and for 
the environment’. Of these three elements, 
it is education in the environment that 
remains lacking in most children’s 

schooling. direct experience of the natural 
world helps maintain our connection with 
nature. It is also a context in which our 
curiosity and sense of wonder is aroused. 
Spending time out in the environment 
and being encouraged to observe the 
natural world closely is a powerful strategy 
for stimulating questions. This may be as 
simple as a walk around the schoolyard. 
The young pupils in Michelle’s class 
recently ventured outside after a sudden 
rainstorm. Michelle gently encouraged the 
pupils to closely observe the environment 
and to notice the questions that came 
to mind. When they returned to the 
classroom, the pupils recorded their 
‘wonderings’ (Figure 2), which became the 
basis of a fascinating enquiry into how 
the weather changes. When we focus on 
the school grounds as a learning resource, 
we open up many opportunities for 
provoking children’s wonder. designing, 
creating and maintaining gardens, housing 
appropriate animals (such as chickens) 
or planting shrubs and flowers to attract 
native birdlife all provide authentic contexts 
for genuine enquiry. direct experiences 
beyond the classroom provoke pupils’ 
curiosity and encourage their questioning.

Bring the natural world 
into the classroom
While there is nothing like the power 
of being in the environment to awaken 
children’s curiosity, we can also invite 
intrigue and mystery by ‘bringing the 
world’ into the classroom. Over the many 
years I have been involved in enquiry-based 
learning, the use of objects has never failed 
to succeed to stimulate questions. Of all 
the objects I have used, it is those from the 
natural world that are the most effective. 
A giant seedpod, an extraordinarily-shaped 
shell, a piece of snake skin, a piece of 
fossilised ammonite, a cicada’s carcass 
and a shark’s tooth are just some of the 
precious objects I have used to activate 
curiosity. Although such objects should 
be treated with great reverence and awe, 
gone are the days of the sad ‘nature table’ 
with neglected dying bugs in glass jars: 
natural objects should be presented with 
respect. I often use the ‘placemat’ thinking 
strategy (see web panel) to invite pupils to 
consider what the object might be, how it 
may have been formed and what it makes 
them wonder.

In addition to the power of objects 
we now have an abundance of amazing 
images and video footage to inspire pupils’ 
questions. Regardless of any ‘topic’ you 
might be working on, find a fascinating 
image to display to pupils as they enter 
the classroom each day. Take a moment 
at the beginning of the day to ask ‘what 
does this make you wonder?’ The National 
Geographic website (see web panel) is a 
treasure trove of such images. Similarly, 

Figure 2: Recording ‘wonderings’ after observing the environment. Photo: Kath Murdoch.
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the internet is awash with video clips of 
the extraordinary natural world in action. 
Your pupils can venture deep into the 
tunnels of a termite mound, encounter 
bears fishing live in Alaska, or watch 
Krakatau erupting up close! Instead 
of simply using videos for instructional 
purposes, think of them as provocations 
and ask pupils: what does this video tell 
you? What does it make you wonder?

Mind your language
Model what it means to be curious about 
the world around you. ‘Teacher talk’ is 
a significant factor in either encouraging 
or inhibiting pupils’ curiosity. Teachers 
who routinely use open-ended questions 
themselves and employ invitational 
language such as ‘what might… ?’, 
‘how could… ?’, ‘What if… ?’ and 
‘I wonder… ?’”, and who respond 
enthusiastically to the questions pupils ask 
are more likely to see their class become 
openly curious and willing to enquire. 
The researcher Susan Engel has provided 
fascinating insights into the degree to 
which teachers’ language, behaviour 
and feedback influence curiosity: 
‘Experiments I’ve done show that children 
show much more interest in materials 
when an adult visibly shows how curious 
he or she is about the materials. In other 
words, children’s curiosity can be fostered 
or squelched by the people they spend 
time with’ (Engel, 2013). One of the 
easiest and yet most effective strategies 
we can use is to show pupils just how 
curious we are about the world around 
us. By articulating our own wonderings 
out loud, sharing our deep fascination 
for an extraordinary environmental 
image and showing pupils how we will 
pursue a question in order to come to an 
understanding demonstrates to them what 
curiosity ‘looks like’. It also gives the pupils 
permission to show the same disposition 
themselves.

Take the unexpected path – 
go with the flow!
The most effective teachers I work with 
are those who do not always ‘follow the 
script’ in their enquiries. These teachers are 
sensitive to those events and opportunities 
that present themselves in unexpected, 
but potentially powerful, ways across 
the year. The natural world proves itself 
again and again to be the best source 
of these spontaneous enquiries. Jenny, 
a kindergarten teacher in one of my 
local schools, recently followed a very 
unexpected path which was offered up 
by the discovery of a dead preying mantis 
in the classroom. The quality of thinking 
that arose when Jenny allowed the pupils 
sufficient time to discuss their reactions 
and to raise questions was deeper than 
much of what she had seen in previous, 

planned enquiry experiences. Similarly, 
a year 4 teacher shared with me the 
incredible questions that arose when she 
allowed her pupils to closely observe the 
interactions between an aggressive magpie 
and some smaller birds just outside their 
classroom window.

Opportunities for environmental 
enquiry are, quite literally, on our 
classroom doorstep. When we ignore 
them or push them aside to get on with 
the planned programme we erode the 
potential for children’s curiosity to be both 
nurtured and satisfied.

Keep it authentic
The discipline of geography provides the 
perfect vehicle for authentic enquiry. 
When we use real-life issues, challenges 
and problems that are relevant to our 
pupils as the context for their enquiry we 
increase their engagement and provide a 
purpose for asking questions. When pupils 
are faced with the challenge of caring for 
their local water-way, addressing erosion 
of the dunes of their favourite beach, or 
exploring such contentious issues as the 
construction of a wind farm development 
in their area, they ask questions because 
they want to find out more. Being involved 
in authentic community action projects is a 
highly engaging way to help pupils enquire 
into their environment and understand the 
complexities of people’s relationship with 
it. Faced with a real problem impacting 
on their community will arouse far more 
interest and curiosity in pupils than a case 
study from a textbook.

Slow down and make time 
to wander – and wonder
Schools are intense environments where 
pupils and teachers regularly bemoan a 
lack of time to ‘fit it all in’. A crowded, 
fragmented curriculum and highly-
structured timetable can contribute to 
a culture of shallow rather than deep 
thinking. We need to give pupils time to 
reflect, ponder and wonder. Reducing the 
number of ‘activities’ we plan, providing 
‘time to tinker’, building in reflective 
strategies and encouraging pupils simply to 
‘take a moment’ to collect their thoughts 
and consider what they are noticing about 
themselves and about their learning are 
all strategies that improve the quality of 
thinking and create an environment into 
which genuine questions can be born.

From curiosity to care
The word ‘curiosity’ has the same linguistic 
origins as the words care and cure. For 
those of us committed to educating pupils 
for the environment (not simply about it), 
the importance of maintaining a sense of 
awe and wonder about the natural world 
is critical, as Rachel carson observes in 

The Sense of Wonder: 
‘If I had influence with the good fairy who 
is supposed to preside over the christening 
of all children I should ask that her gift 
to each child in the world be a sense of 
wonder so indestructible that it would last 
throughout life, as an unfailing antidote 
against the boredom and disenchantments 
of later years, the sterile preoccupation 
with things artificial, the alienation from 
the sources of our strength’ (carson with 
Kelsh, 1965).

As the need for sustainable living 
intensifies, we need young people who 
are not only knowledgeable and skilled 
as enquirers, but also passionate and 
relentlessly curious, driven by an urge to 
find out more coupled with an urge 
to care.
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