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Lesson plan – paddle-steaming through history 
Year: 3 

Lesson overview:  
In this lesson students will investigate how paddlesteamers work and compare them to modern 
modes of transport. They will also learn how the introduction of paddlesteamers affected settlement 
and trade along the River Murray. 

Aims and objectives: 
Upon completion of this lesson students will demonstrate an understanding of: 

• how heat can produce steam to power an engine 
• how transport (in particular paddlesteamers) contributed to the growth of communities along 

the River Murray 
• the speed at which different vessels travel and how this has changed over time 
• the differences between transport used by early settlers to that of the 21st century. 

Key learning areas/subjects/strands:  History   |  Science 

Australian curriculum codes: ACHASSK063, ACSSU049 

Curriculum content description: 
History 

ACHASSK063 – How the community has changed and remained the same over time and the role 
that people of diverse backgrounds have played in the development and character of the local 
community. 

Science 

ACSSU049  –  Heat can be produced in many ways and can move from one object to another. 

General capabilities: 
Literacy, Critical and creative thinking, Information and communication technology capability. 

Curriculum connections: Geography 

ScOT catalogue terms: 
Technologies, recreation, social history, local history, lifestyles 

Resources/materials: 
Interactive whiteboard technology, elastic bands, water bottles, chopsticks (or similar), plastic spoons, 
large plastic crate (or sink) filled with water. 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search?q=ACHASSK063
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search?q=ACSSU049
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Language/vocabulary: 
European colonisation, inland, paddlesteamer, cargo, explorers, livestock, vessel, trade 
 
Higher order thinking skills: (Bloom’s taxonomy): 

• knowledge 
• comprehension 
• application 
• analysis 

Lesson introduction: 
1. Conduct the pre-lesson pop quiz. 
2. Ask the class to imagine they are living in Australia over 150 years ago. They must think about 

what type of land and water transport they would have access to and create a mind map of 
possible responses. 

3. Using the interactive whiteboard, view the map of the Murray–Darling river system and point out 
areas of early European colonisation including: Wilcannia, Bourke, Wentworth, Echuca, Swan Hill, 
Morgan, Balranald and Hay. Pose the question: ‘Why would a river system like this be important 
to explorers and European colonisation?’ 

4. Explain to the class that Aboriginal people have used and respected the Basin's rivers for tens of 
thousands of years as resources and for ceremonies, but that once European settlers came the 
view of rivers changed. Without roads and train tracks, rivers became the 'highways': a way of 
transporting people, stock, goods and building supplies. 

Main body of teaching:  
1. Using the ‘Timeline’ slide on the interactive whiteboard ask students to create a timeline by 

reading the information provided. (They will need to work out where the information should sit on 
the timeline.) 

2. Display and talk about the first ‘Compare’ slide with pictures of the ‘Then’ (L) and ‘Now’ (R) 
images of modes of transport. There are three slides altogether showing a paddlesteamer/speed 
boat, horse-drawn cart/motor car, steam train/electric train. Ask students to consider differences 
in speed, reliability, fuel, and cost of owning or using each type of transport and how each mode 
has impacted quality of living. 

3. Play the animation of how a paddlesteamer works and discuss the features (paddle wheel, 
furnace, connecting rod, valves, piston rod and wood – mention that coal was also used). Also 
discuss the process as a class:  

Wood (or coal) is burned in the furnace to heat water, which produces steam. The 
steam goes through the steam pipe into a cylinder where it expands under pressure 
to push pistons. This provides back-and-forward motion which drives a shaft (crank) 
– becoming rotary motion – to turn the paddle wheels. As the wheel turns it pushes 
water, creating forward motion. The used steam condenses and returns to the 
system. 
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4. Also discuss why paddlesteamers were of such importance for European colonisation. 
5. Ask students to build a virtual paddlesteamer using the interactive activity on the next slide. 
6. View the ‘Make your own paddle boat’ slide and have students participate in the activity. After 

creating their own paddlesteamer, they can be tested in a sink or plastic crate filled with water. 
7. Explain to the class that during the period that paddlesteamers were being built and used on the 

River Murray, many railroads also started construction and then steam trains started to access 
inland communities. Ask the class to suggest how having paddlesteamers and steam trains to 
carry people, livestock and cargo to communities along the river system would have made a 
difference to: 
• the number of people living in those communities 
• the availability of good and services 
• employment opportunities 
• the built environment 
• trade for farmers and miners. 

 
8. Pose the question: ‘Why would European settlers want and need to move from original townships 

to build new communities along the Murray and Darling River systems?’ 
9. Explain to the class that paddlesteamers still operate on the River Murray, and ask them to: 

• imagine you and your family are on holiday on a paddlesteamer on the River Murray. Write a 
diary entry describing what you experience on one day of your holiday 

• research one of the paddlesteamers that once coursed the rivers of the Murray–Darling Basin. 
For your chosen boat, create a poster or brochure showing what it looked like, where it 
journeyed and how it helped people to navigate the rivers.  (Information is available at: 
http://www.nma.gov.au/collections/highlights/paddle-steamer-enterprise; 
http://www.murrayriver.com.au/paddleboats/). 

10. Ask the class to list the types of transport and infrastructure that could be used by remote and 
farming communities in the 21st century. 

11. Ask students to brainstorm the types of vessels that currently use the River Murray and 
distinguish the purpose of these vessels. Would any of these vessels be able to fulfil the purpose 
of the paddlesteamers from the late 1800s? (Correct answers could include: houseboats, speed 
boats, canoes, tourist cruisers, paddlesteamers, fishing boats, ferries [there are 11 crossings in 
SA]).  However, there are no commercial 'transport' vessels using the river any more – it’s all 
done by truck/railway). 

12. Compare the speed of modern vessels and paddle-steamers by matching the speed to its vessel 
in the ‘How Fast Do I Go’ activity. To give students an idea of how fast things travel, explain that 
the average walking speed is approximately 5km/ph and a car travelling on a suburban road 
usually travels at approximately 50km/h. 

Extension: Ask students to imagine that they are living in 1853 and are at the 
launch of the first paddlesteamer, the PS Mary Ann. Write a narrative in the form of 
a journal entry or interview to detail how they felt when seeing the paddlesteamer 
for the first time and how the paddlesteamer may impact their lives living in a 

http://www.nma.gov.au/collections/highlights/paddle-steamer-enterprise
http://www.murrayriver.com.au/paddleboats/
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community along the River Murray. Students should choose one of the following 
people and write their narrative from the perspective of their chosen character: 

• William Randell (who launched the PS Mary Ann and who was featured on the 
timeline activity – see step 5). 

• a farmer 
• an Aboriginal person 
• a child 
• the paddlesteamer captain. 

Conclusion: 
13. Conduct the post-lesson pop quiz. 

Answers 
Pre-lesson quiz questions Answers 

1. Captain James Cook was the first to explore the 
River Murray. true                  false  

2. Paddlesteamers no longer run on the River Murray. true false  

3. On a suburban street, cars travel at _________. 120km/h 50km/h 12km/h 
 

4. The Murray–Darling Basin stretches across 
_________states and a territory. three four five 

5. Steam engines are powered by ___________. petrol electricity coal 

 

Post-lesson quiz questions Answers 

1. The first name that European settlers gave the 
River Murray was the _______ River. Sydney               Cook Hume 

2. In 1853 the first paddlesteamer was launched in 
_____________________ on the River Murray. 

South 
Australia 

New South 
Wales Victoria 

3. The _______________ turns the wheel on a 
paddlesteamer.  

crank 
shaft piston steam 

pipe 

4. In the late 1800s paddlesteamers allowed European 
settlers to explore and colonise inland areas of the 
River Murray system. 

true false  

5. The River Murray was named after  ___________. Charles 
Sturt 

Sir George 
Murray 

Andy 
Murray 
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