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Sampling the world

One of the joys of geography is the world really is our oyster — we could literally teach about the
whole of nature and human experience. The price we pay is that, in creating a geography curriculum,
we need to be very selective in what we choose to study. Moreover the pace of change in the world
means a particular obligation to keep our thinking and our subject knowledge up to date, or risk
teaching about fairly recent history rather than current reality. Of course the way we sample the
world also says something about the way we think about it, and will inform the geographical
imaginations of our students. I’'m going to look at a couple of examples where | think we could
improve the way we sample, at the same time considering what it says about our subject
knowledge.

In primary schools where geography is well-taught and managed there’s often a mixed economy of
work on real places, especially local, and emphasising enquiry, with a few thematic studies. I've
always thought the model of looking at distant places in their own right, often starting from the
people and children who live there, has a lot to offer: a real, authentic and enjoyable world.

In the starter activity, the children had been issued with flight tickets for their journey to Mexico.
Carlos (an imaginary character) left them messages under his poncho and sombrero... Visual images
on the interactive whiteboard and the storyline involving Carlos had been used very effectively to
introduce children to the village in Mexico. Their perceptions about what the village might be like as
well as questions about their journey were used well.!

Secondary schools tend to sample the world using the main principles in physical and human
geography to guide the selections of content, with considerably less emphasis on studying places as
a whole.

The map on the following page shows the distribution of places, proportionate to all the textbook
series written for Key Stage 3 in 2001. It shows that students’ cumulative experience of the world in
Key Stage 3 is a rather Anglo-centric one, and although there is a considerable coverage of global
themes, the proportion of material on specific places outside the UK is rather low. USA and China,
the 20th and 21st century superpowers, figure little in our imaginations. Of course this map is some
years old, and most teachers draw material from a wide range of sources, but anecdotal evidence of
observation in geography classrooms suggests is not untypical.

There are significant downsides to this approach. There is a danger that places become largely a
backdrop, bite-sized chunks to illustrate the issues and themes which organise our curricula, so there
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is little opportunity to spend time studying important places, to see how places in the round
integrate physical and human patterns and processes or to build up a framework of places we know
about. Secondly, places tend to become defined by the issue they illustrate and so can become
predictable and typecast; for example Bangladesh is often used to illustrate the causes and impact of
large-scale flooding. To a great extent, Bangladesh has become defined by flooding in school
geography and students may learn little about other aspects of life there, such as its revolutionary
micro-credit programme. When the content becomes predictable, it can be easy to leave the people
out, and so risk omitting their ability to solve real-world problems and make progress. Finally, the
principles may dominate the facts, so we may choose content to illustrate principles which, in

reality, can become distorted or out of date.
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The general public might find it rather strange too that students learn relatively little about the two
superpowers, USA or China, by the time they complete their studies; our claims to be the world
subject begin to look rather flimsy when built on only a fairly limited framework of world knowledge.

Ofsted suggests we need to raise our game:

All but the best students interviewed were spatially naive. The mental images they held
of the world were often confused and they were not able to locate countries, key
mountain ranges or other features with any degree of confidence. For example, they
understood about development issues in Kenya but had little or no idea of where Kenya
was in Africa... Their study of geography was isolated and not set within a context that
they could identify with.?

| think this is a problem of knowledge, and the framework of knowledge we help construct for
students to help them understand not only the way the world works, the processes and patterns,
but also where places are and what they’re like. This also suggests the dominant paradigm for school
geography, at least for secondary schools, needs re-evaluating:

Recently, the positivist orientation within geography has stressed the commonalities
among places, whatever their creations, environments, histories and cultures.
Geographers have disengaged themselves from studying the uniqueness of place, and
consequently have contributed to a general ignorance of the world as a complex
mosaic.?
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