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Geography’s New Frontier

Geography’s new frontier is the theme of this 
volume and the upcoming AGTA Conference in 
Perth in January 2013. In this issue, Malcolm 
McInerney provides a fascinating Chair’s 
report that is full of information about resource 
development and professional networks. This 
really shows how geographical education in 
schools in Australia is at a new, exciting and 
reinvigorated frontier. As teachers of geography, 
we look forward to fantastic online resources 
from AGTA such as the GeogSpace website due 
for launch in March 2013. This will be in a timely 
manner for the introduction of the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography from the beginning of 
2014 in a number of jurisdictions.

A case study of sea change on the Capricorn 
Coast by Mike Danaher starts the reviewed 
papers. Mike has studied that region for some 
30 years and provides fascinating insights into 
environmental changes and gives a variety of 
ideas on how to use that, or similar case studies, 
at any year level in teaching geography. Using 
technology to enhance student understandings of 
place is then championed by Steve Daws. Steve 
sees the use of such technologies reducing the 
“place/space divide” and enhancing learning 
through the combination of imagery, spatial 
data and human narrative. Steve argues that 
they allow students to tell their stories creatively 
and collaboratively, and to more effectively care 
for places.  Grant Kleeman then examines how 
the interests and aspirations of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Peoples are taken up in an 
inclusive manner in the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography. Grant traces the history of this in 
New South Wales over the past quarter century 
and concludes that the role of perspectivism 
is essential in the teaching and learning of 
geography. A paper by Ken Purnell and Nona 
Muldoon follows that looks at the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography in terms of informed 

Ken Purnell
Editor, Geographical Education

prescription and the equally important informed 
professionalism of teachers in using the 
document. That paper argues that teachers and 
students use a guided geographical inquiry jointly 
to develop geography knowledge, understanding, 
skills and dispositions. The final reviewed paper 
is  by Justin Shimeld, (Dis)entangling place. 
This engages with various arguments about 
what “place” may mean in geography. Justin 
contends that as the concept of place is created 
and changes and it actually shapes us as humans. 
This coupled with the study of place, provided by 
Mike Danaher, can raise interesting questions to 
pursue in guided geographical inquiries.

Following the papers are some first class 
resources that Geoffrey Paterson has done a 
marvellous job as usual of having reviewed. This 
section gives you insights into the strengths and 
issues that there are in such resources.

An exciting development for Geographical 
Education will be the possibility of an award for 
the best paper published each year. Should that 
occur, the lead author will receive the award at 
the AGTA Conference along with possibly a fee 
waiver for the Conference as a second part of the 
award. To be eligible for consideration, papers 
for review must be submitted in the first half of 
the year and if accepted, required changes are 
effected in a timely manner. The best quality 
paper, as judged by some members of the AGTA 
Board, would be see the authors receive an award 
and the lead author possible having Conference 
fees waivered. So this is a great enticement and 
something special to put on your CV should 
you be successful. The Editor looks forward to 
receiving submissions of papers for review on the 
theme for volume 26 in 2013 in the first half of the 
year. That theme that will be ‘Building geography’s 
new frontier’. Happy reading!

Editorial
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Chair of Director’s Annual Report 2012
Malcolm McInerney
AGTA Limited, Chair of Directors

Putting Together the National Jigsaw 
For Geography 
AGTA’s work in 2012 has been dominated not 
only with the development of the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography through the work of the 
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority (ACARA) but also with the development 
of on-line resources with Education Services 
Australia (ESA) to support the implementation 
of the new curriculum. AGTA considers that 
both of these developments are critical for the 
future growth of geography in our schools 
and certainly warrants the energy and financial 
commitment AGTA has made to the process. The 
curriculum has reached the final stages of writing, 
consultation and validation and is due for release 
in December 2012. Whilst this work has created 
an increased workload and investment from AGTA 
and its officers, this report will show that we 
continue to put together the ‘National Geography 
Jigsaw’ to promote geographical education in 

Australia. Our work in the second half of 2012 on 
the new GeogSpace project is a critical piece of 
the jigsaw as you will see later in the report. 

In this report I will briefly report on the key 
AGTA initiatives and happenings to provide an 
appreciation of why AGTA exists and how it is 
advancing the teaching of geography in Australia.

AGTA’s Representative Work
AGTA has an important role in representing 
geography teachers on a range of national 
committees to ensure that the voice of geography 
educators in schools is heard. Such roles are 
increasingly important in terms of the national 
focus and the national curriculum developments. 

Portfolios for the purpose of representation were 
allocated as follows:

•	 Australian Federation of Societies for Studies 
of Society and the Environment: Emmy Terry 

Reports

2012
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(voting representative) and Margaret McIvor 
(AGTA representative).

•	 Institute of Australian Geographers: Grant 
Kleeman.

•	 Australian Academy of Science’s National 
Committee of Geography: Grant Kleeman.

•	 National Education Forum: Malcolm McInerney 
(NEF Executive member).

•	 National Geographic Channel Australian 
Geography Competition: Margaret McIvor.

•	 Spatial Education Advisory Committee: 
Malcolm McInerney. 

•	 ACARA Advisory Panel for Geography: 
Malcolm McInerney, Rebecca Nicholas and 
Nick Hutchinson.

AGTA is considered an important member of 
these groups and as one of the associations with 
a Big Picture view of the need for representation 
via national umbrella organisations. AGTA has 
always been prepared to invest in members of its 
board being represented at national meetings and 
to participate in national association initiatives. 
This attitude and perception of AGTA is especially 
important in terms of the new initiative by the 
National Education Forum (NEF) to develop a 
national body to represent all national teacher 
associations. At the NEF meeting in November 
2012, the proposed structure for this body 
was discussed after a period of consultation 
with associations. Such a body would give 
national associations, such as AGTA, a national 
voice of significance with the other national 
associations when issues of National Education 
are discussed. Associations want to be involved 
in the development of education policy impacting 
on learning areas and teachers, not just in 
consultation after policy has been drafted.

AGTA’s Continued Involvement in the 
Development of ACARA’S Australian 
Curriculum: Geography
In August 2012, ACARA released for final 
consultation the revised scope and sequence 
of the Australian Curriculum: Geography. 
AGTA continues to be heartened by ACARA’s 
commitment to involve geography teachers, and 
in particular AGTA, in the process of curriculum 
development. To this end, several AGTA Board 
members and numerous members of AGTA 
affiliates have been closely involved as members 
of the ACARA Advisory Panels for Geography over 
the past two years. The Australian Curriculum: 
Geography is due for publication in December 
2012. Already AGTA’s attention has turned to 
resource development for the new curriculum 
and I am sure in 2013 the issue of professional 
learning in geography will be at the centre of 
AGTA’s work.

AGTA 2013 Geography’s New Frontier 
Conference in Perth
The AGTA conference in Perth from January 7–10 
2013 is almost a reality. The conference is being 
held at Perth College and is being convened by 
the Geographical Association of Western Australia 
(GAWA). The convenor for the conference is 
the highly competent and enthusiastic GAWA 
President, Darryl Michie. Darryl has developed 
a great program with plenty of field trips and 
classroom relevant workshops. 

For many reasons, this should be an exciting time 
for the geographers attending the conference 
in Perth. Professors David Lambert and Simon 
Catling from the United Kingdom and Professors 
Peter Newman and Lyn Beasley from Australia 
have accepted AGTA’s invitation to be keynote 
speakers. This is wonderful news given David 
Lambert and Simon Catling have considerable 
experience with the national curriculum in the 
United Kingdom. Simon Catling’s experience with 
primary geography implementation in particular 
ensures that this conference will appeal to 
primary school teachers as well as secondary 
school teachers. These outstanding keynotes will 
be supported by over 51 workshops, five high 
quality fieldtrips and social activities every night 
of the conference. 

The response to the conference program at 
www.agta.asn.au/conf2013/index.htm has been 
very positive and we are expecting to see one of 
the biggest and best AGTA Conferences in Perth in 
January 2013.

AITSL Exemplar Project
The Australian Institute for Teaching and School 
Leadership (AITSL) contracted AGTA in June 
2011 to develop annotated illustrations of practice 
(exemplars) to support the National Professional 
Standards for Teachers. Rob Berry and Roger 
Smith have been busy in 2012 developing three 
static and one dynamic exemplars of good 
practice in geography teaching. The work is now 
complete and we are awaiting the publication 
of the exemplars on the AITSL site (www.aitsl.
edu.au/) in the near future. AGTA thanks Rob 
and Roger for their very professional work on 
this project and looks forward to an article on 
the project in the next edition of Geographical 
Education. 

GeogSpace underway
In March 2012, Education Services Australia 
(ESA) contracted AGTA to develop online 
resources to support the implementation of the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography. After some 
workshopping on the project at the May AGTA 
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Board meeting, the project has been named as the 
GeogSpace project. 

The Project Management Plan for GeogSpace 
states that:

GEOGSPACE is a national initiative 
for the improvement of primary and 
secondary Geography education. The 
project focuses on increasing the amount 
of inquiry-based learning undertaken by 
students and a commensurate reduction 
in the reliance on didactic pedagogies. 
AGTA considers that the development of 
the Australian Curriculum: Geography 
provides a unique opportunity to enhance 
the quality and status of geographical 
education in Australia. AGTA considers that 
curriculum implementation is as critical, 
if not more important, than the framing 
and development of the curriculum and 
that considerable support is required to 
ensure that teachers have the knowledge 
and capacity to deliver the curriculum 
to students. This concern is further 
heightened by the fact that we have a 
paucity of Geography-trained teachers 
in schools around Australia. It is also 
important to note that the proposed site 
will be a valuable resource for pre-service 
teachers and teacher educators.

The GEOGSPACE project aims to:
•	 provide an online learning model for teachers 

to access;
•	 create a framework to support teachers 

teaching the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography;

•	 develop the knowledge, skills and pedagogical 
capacity of teachers to teach geography;

•	 be supportive of the non-geographically 
trained, as well as the trained geographer 
teacher;

•	 cater for primary and secondary school 
implementation of the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography ;

•	 integrate ICT relevant to the teaching of 
geography throughout the curriculum; 

•	 include exemplars from F–10 directly linked 
into the content and skills of the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography;

•	 employ geographical inquiry and geographical 
thinking approaches throughout;

•	 be resource rich, providing teachers with 
access to a range of quality geographical 
teaching resources available around the world.

A team of AGTA GeogSpace writers and 
editors are presently developing Curriculum 
Core and Curriculum Support units which will 

include resource links, classroom activities and 
pedagogical advice for teachers. The activities will 
take the form of film clips, websites and digital 
activities.

A GeogSpace stand-alone website will be 
capable of managing all traffic to the GeogSpace 
resources created by AGTA. 

The creation of this unique resource as a website 
is an exciting and critical component of AGTA’s 
work to support teachers teaching the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography. The GeogSpace website 
is due to be launched in March 2013 and will be 
accessible and free to all teachers around the 
world. There is much to look forward to with this 
significant piece of work for AGTA.

Student Geography Competitions and 
Activities
For many years, AGTA has conducted, in liaison 
with the RGSQ and GTAQ, a range of geographical 
competitions and activities. These initiatives are 
extremely important in providing the goal for 
students to embark on geographical education 
whilst raising the profile of geography in the 
community. I would like to again thank Kath Berg 
(RGSQ) and the dedicated geographical educators 
from the GTAQ and GTAV for all their hard work 
with the following activities:

The National Geographic Channel Australian 
Geography Competition is a joint initiative of 
AGTA and the RGSQ and is proudly sponsored 
by the National Geographic Channel. This 
competition continues to grow and be a great 
success in promoting geography in schools 
around Australia (www.geographycompetition.
org.au/). In 2012, over 80 000 students again 
participated in the competition Australia wide. The 
Under 16 Final was held on the 18 June 2012 at 
the Foxtel Studios, Sydney. The results were: 1st 
Jamie Abel, 2nd Sebastian Summersby-Mitchell 
and 3rd Yianni Van Gelder. Congratulations 
to all students who participated in this major 
Australian-wide event.

The 2012 International Geography Olympiad 
was held in Cologne, Germany, from 21 to 28 
August. The team comprised: Anthony Chen from 
Radford College in Canberra, Sarah Godman from 
Cootamundra High School, Sarah Naco from 
Canberra Girls’ Grammar School, and Kate Parrott 
from Hobart College. 

The 2011 Geography’s Big Week Out was held on 
Victoria’s Mornington Peninsula. The participating 
students won their places through outstanding 
performances in the National Geographic Channel 
Australian Geography Competition. Thanks to Pat 
Beeson, the GTAV team, and as always Kath Berg 
and Margaret McIvor, for their great work with 



GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 25, 20126

this outstanding and important student focused 
initiative. Go to www.geographycompetition.org.
au/geography%E2%80%99s-big-week-out for 
more information on this event.

GeoCareers Website 

One of AGTA’s important promotional activities is 
the GeoCareers website at www.geocareers.net.
au. The site, developed by Rob Berry, is proving 
to be an outstanding resource for educators and 
students, linking our discipline with potential 
careers. At present the major sections include 
Meet a Geographer, Studying Geography, Using 
Geography, and Resources. 

This Report Shows
The world of geography in Australian schools 
continues to be a dynamic and exciting one 
for teachers and students. AGTA’s capacity to 
deliver continues to be tested by the challenges 
of promoting the brand of geography in the new 
National Education Agenda and putting together 
the jigsaw for the implementation of a National 
Curriculum for Geography. AGTA continues to 
meet these challenges with confidence and to 
be seen by others in the education community 
as an association of high standards and 
professionalism. Such a reputation is only 
possible through the support and hard work of all 
AGTA Board Directors and teacher members of 
affiliates. 
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Abstract
The teaching of Geography is in an exciting space 
at the moment with the discipline soon going 
national (Purnell, 2011). This paper explores how 
Geography teachers are able to facilitate learning 
about a number of concepts for geographical 
understanding by using a community-based 
approach. Using research about environmental 
implications for a sea change community, as 
well as a place experiencing growth because of 
the recent resources boom (Danaher, 2008), I 
show how particular geographical knowledge 
and understanding can be identified and taught 
in context. The community is Queensland’s 
Capricorn Coast. The paper explores five of the 
major concepts in the draft Australian Curriculum: 
Geography (ACARA, 2012) in relation to the 
Capricorn Coast. These are: place, environment, 
interconnection, sustainability, and change. The 
paper concludes that teachers can develop in their 
students the ability to see the relationships within, 
and between, these five concepts by exploring 
how a particular community tries to meet present 
day challenges of maintaining livability and sense 
of place, while at the same time undergoing some 
significant growth pains. 

Introduction
This paper argues that unpacking environmental 
issues within a specific community allows 
students to develop an ability to think 
geographically. Embedded within the study of a 
community are a number of the concepts (place, 
environment, interconnection, sustainability, 
and change) that underlie a geographical way 
of investigating and understanding the world. 
Analysing aspects of a contemporary community 
close to home can demonstrate to students 
more meaningfully what these concepts entail, 
and how they relate to each other. This paper 
will firstly explain some of the environmental 
management issues affecting the Capricorn Coast. 
Secondly, the paper will relate the five concepts 
for geographical understanding from the draft 
Australian Curriculum: Geography (Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 
[ACARA], 2012) to the Capricorn Coast case, and 
elucidate on how each concept can be highlighted 
in the context of teaching and learning. 

Capricorn Coast
The Capricorn Coast is approximately a 
50 kilometre stretch of coastline in Central 
Queensland with the city of Rockhampton as its 
regional centre about 40 kilometres inland. The 
principal Capricorn Coast settlements of Yeppoon 
and Emu Park were the first holiday resort areas 
to be built beside the Great Barrier Reef lagoon 
in the 1870s (see Figure 1). Since the early 
1990s, the Capricorn Coast has seen significant 
growth in population and building activity as a 
sea change destination. The physical environment 
and subtropical climate continues to attract the 
growth: the ocean, safe beaches, cooling sea 
breezes and rural vistas. The resources boom is in 
part localised in this area with a high percentage 
of Australia’s coal exports coming from Central 
Queensland’s Bowen Basin only 300 kilometres 
inland. This has been a significant driver of 
population increase since the 2000s. The largest 
coal reserve in Australia exists in the Bowen 
Basin, and it currently has 34 operational mines. 
Building the liquefied natural gas hub on nearby 
Curtis Island (see Figure 1) since 2011 has also 
resulted in more people living on the Capricorn 
Coast.

Sea Change
Sea change involves the unprecedented 
movement of people from cities to coastal 
areas for the lifestyle change. These people are 
particularly baby boomers but also younger 
people who are able to find jobs. Initially, natural 
assets such as beaches, rural landscapes and 
green spaces attract sea changers to these 
coastal communities. It is the attraction of a 
sense of place that brings growth to these coastal 
communities (National Sea Change Taskforce, 
2006). Accelerated growth and development 
in sea change communities can negatively 
affect the ecology, society and economy of 
those areas. By the early 1990s, the sea change 
phenomenon gripping Australia, in association 
with the resources boom of the 2000s, were the 
main drivers of rapid urban expansion on the 
coast and led to an accelerated rate of negative 
impacts. This current and extended mining boom 
has seen an increased trend towards block shift 
work patterns (four or seven days on, four or 
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seven days off) and a non-resident workforce. 
This, coupled with increased mobility, has meant 
more people choosing to live on the Capricorn 
Coast where their families have better access to 
employment, schooling, health care, recreation, 
housing and other services (Petkova, Lockie, 
Rolfe, & Ivanova, 2009). 

My research explored demographic change on 
the Capricorn Coast over the past 30 years and 
highlighted significant contemporary issues which 
arose as a result, and which affect the coast’s 
environmental management (Danaher, 2008). The 
research highlighted the challenges for the whole 
community if sea change communities are to 
remain ecologically sustainable and aesthetically 
pleasing. Many deleterious human-environment 
interactions stem from what can be simply termed 
people pressure as a result of fairly sudden 
increases in population and development. This 
pressure commonly manifests itself in urban 

sprawl and in the subsequent degradation of 
natural and cultural heritage such as waterways, 
habitats, biodiversity, dune systems, landscapes 
and parks. 

Environmental Issues for the Capricorn 
Coast 
Accompanying population increase, once-
undeveloped areas close to the towns, notably 
hillsides and hilltops, began to be developed for 
housing to capture the sea views and cooling 
summer breezes. The Capricorn Coast is noted 
for its undulating hills close to the shoreline. 
The ridgeline of the Coast Range is protected as 
National Park, but most of the other hills are in 
private ownership. Development on hillsides is 
conspicuous to the eye and sometimes buildings 
protrude above the tree line. As economic 
incentives dictated, surrounding farmland with 
a sea aspect was progressively subdivided for 

Figure 1: Capricorn Coast locality map. Adapted from Beach Protection 
Authority Queensland, 1979, Capricorn Coast Beaches: A detailed study of 
coastline behaviour along the Capricorn Coast of Queensland, Australia�
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housing blocks, thus transforming the landscape 
of the Capricorn Coast, forcing communities to be 
more urban in outlook, and adding pressure on 
the environment. Development of some hillside 
housing estates caused public anger because 
of the environmental degradation and erosion 
involved. Public displeasure was translated into 
the formation of the Capricorn Coast Protection 
Council, one of the first local conservation groups 
to form. These residents blamed inadequate 
planning, zoning and control for the problem 
(Capricorn Coast Protection Council, 1973). 

Expanded residential development along 
coastlines and particularly on hillsides, which had 
adverse impacts on natural resources, continued 
to become an environmental management issue. 
For example, there has been excessive clearing 
on a significant number of the accessible hills 
closest to the sea to make way for medium 
density housing estates. Remnant vegetation was 
still cleared despite the Queensland Integrated 
Planning Act 1997, which includes provisions 
to prevent clearing of hilltops and steep slopes, 
because development approval before 1997 
remains in force. Yet, pressure for further 
development on hillsides is expected because of 

the views and breezes they afford to a continuing 
influx of new residents (Livingstone Shire Council 
Draft Integrated Planning Act [IPA] Planning 
Scheme, 2004). 

Between 1975 and 2005, the population of 
Livingstone Shire, centred on the Capricorn 
Coast, increased by over 17,000 people, more 
than doubling, although not all of these were sea 
changers (Figure 2). Cashed up retirees from the 
south and west were also attracted to the area 
in greater numbers, and were a catalyst for the 
so-called ‘high-class’ residential developments. 
The resources boom was also attracting strong 
investor interest on the coast. This in turn 
drove subdivisions and house construction. The 
commodification of elevated sea views was a 
conspicuous characteristic of the new settlement 
pattern to the extent that many such locations 
are now built upon, thus significantly altering 
the landscape. As property values escalated as a 
result of this demand, the gap widened between 
rich and poor and became ever more difficult 
to bridge. This additional housing also placed 
pressure on biodiversity and water resources. 
The large increase in population over a relatively 
short period in a place, that had for over 100 

Year Population

Emu Park Yeppoon

Livingstone 

Shire

1871 32 - -
1891 - 150 -
1900 - 230 -
1909 - 500 -
1911 534 639 -
1921 686 1453 5713
1933 416 1598 6472
1947 489 2115 6452
1954 396 2704 7031
1961 349 2869 7320
1966 429 3420 7780
1971 658 4534 9595
1976 915 5575 11634
1981 1429 6447 15711
1986 1528 6452 15860
1991 1919 7531 19334
1996 2788 8810 24796
2001 2706 10778 27017
2006 2967 13285 29745
2011 4544 16372 Non-existent

Figure 2: Population Changes 1871–2011: Emu Park, Yeppoon and the Livingstone Shire1 (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics; Office of Economic and Statistical Research, Queensland Treasury).

1 Livingstone Shire is the former name of the Council responsible for the Capricorn Coast. In 2008, the 
Livingstone Shire Council merged into the larger Rockhampton Regional Council. 
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years a very small population base, has significant 
environmental and social impacts.

With this population growth and accelerated 
development comes pressure to build high-rises 
and infrastructure such as large-scale shopping 
centres, marinas, schools and a larger hospital. 
Yeppoon’s light industrial precinct has now 
significantly expanded to areas on the way out 
of the town towards Rockhampton. The issue 
of building height is significant because tall 
buildings affect scenic amenities, thereby eroding 
such local aesthetic values as view corridors and 
sight-lines towards the beach and Keppel Bay, 
and an uncluttered skyline. A number of high-
rises dominating the landscape will dramatically 
alter the character of a place and thereby corrode 
long-term residents’ connection to a place. The 
prospect of more high-rise development has 
become a controversial issue for coast residents 
who, when surveyed in 2003, did not want them 
(Queensland Government Office of Economic 
Statistical Research, 2003). In March 2003, some 
1,500 protestors were involved in a demonstration 
in Yeppoon against the proposed construction 
of a twelve storey commercial and residential 
development on the esplanade facing Yeppoon’s 
main beach (Figures 3 and 4). The trend is to take 
greater advantage of sea views and to increase 
urban density. These are the growing pains that 
the coast is now experiencing.

A Livingstone Shire Council commissioned 
study signalled a need for change in Yeppoon’s 
Central Business District, which will impact 
on the distinctive character of its precinct with 
traditional shopfronts, many dating back to the 
1930s (Chenoweth Environmental Planning and 
Landscape Architecture, 2004). Arguing that 
these buildings are aging and most are unsuitable 
for refurbishment to meet the needs of modern 
businesses and visitors, the study concluded that 
it is inevitable that they will be redeveloped in the 
near future to at least four storeys (Chenoweth 
Environmental Planning and Landscape 
Architecture, 2004). This means that significant 

cultural heritage will be lost, further exacerbating 
corrosion to sense of place for some residents. 

From time to time longer-term residents 
express their concerns in local newspapers over 
changing lifestyles and the threat to the laid-back 
atmosphere of the area caused by increased 
development and traffic. This relatively sudden 
change to landscapes and significant sites, both 
natural and built, is felt by long-term residents, 
corroding the vital connection of people to 
place as well as memory associated with place 
(Mullins, 2006). Some of these built sites have 
served as cultural markers, and as cues to local 
identity for generations. The 1909 heritage listed 
Yeppoon railway station is an example, and is 
now earmarked for relocation. The Seaspray 
development in Emu Park is significant for the 
community attitudes and concerns that have 
surfaced in respect of both the preservation 
of Coconut Point (Figure 1), and the ongoing 
housing developments along the coast. Coconut 
Point is a pristine headland incorporated into the 
Seaspray development site, but subsequently 
given to the State as a National Park. The 
following public comment made in 2002 touches 
on a range of reasons why the supporters wanted 
Coconut Point protected from development 
(Preserve Coconut Point Lobby Group, 2003). 
The comment is an insight into what the public 
believes is an unfortunate result of urban growth 
on the local environment:

We would like to advocate preservation 
of Coconut Point in its natural state for 
current and future generations. We believe 
retention of characteristic environmental 
enclaves within communities is essential 
for their long-term well being, their sense 
of identity, connection and memory 
associated with place, and their economic 
sustainability. 

The provision of a sufficient water supply 
to the growing Coast population remains a 
challenge. The Capricorn Coast’s water supply 

Figures 3 and 4: Twelve storey tower superimposed on Yeppoon’s beachfront landscape to illustrate its 
visual impact. These images were distributed to campaigners via email (Roy Kennedy, 2003).
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infrastructure was not sufficient to meet the 
needs of the expected growth, which meant 
an alternative source had to be found, namely 
a 42 kilometre pipeline from the Fitzroy River 
near Rockhampton. This is a typical problem 
of the sea change phenomena where the pace 
of growth and population change outpaces the 
development of new infrastructure (National Sea 
Change Taskforce, 2007). On the Capricorn Coast, 
there continues to be water restrictions during 
dry times, which are increasingly common, but, 
if the population doubles and rainfall continues to 
decline as part of climate change, water solutions 
will become very costly. This will be further 
exacerbated by added pressure on the Fitzroy 
River catchment water supply from a suite of new 
coal mine proposals. A recurrent theme in the 
history of water supply on the Capricorn Coast 
is the folly of planning based on low population 
growth projections, and limited rainfall and stream 
flow records (Gistitin, 2006). 

While a range of technological fixes such as 
weirs, pipelines and desalinisation plants will no 
doubt play useful, and probably necessary, roles 
to secure water in the short term, in the end there 
can be no substitute for accepting the need for 
limits to growth. The unrestrained growth of both 
water usage and of human population are the 
underlying causes of the water crisis, and would 
impact on this problem in the near future, even 
if climate change was not occurring. The water 
crisis is basically the outcome of unrestrained 
growth, which can never be sustained without 
stressing some resources or other essential 
elements in any type of ecosystem, whether 
human ‘controlled’ such as farms and cities, or 
natural. The sustainable approach is not about 
finding solutions to ensure unlimited growth; 
rather solutions should be about limits to growth. 

This understanding of achieving sustainability 
is not yet mainstream thinking in public policy. 
The approach by Douglas and Noosa Shires 
in Queensland to limit their population and 
development by implementing a plan, which 
sets out a population carrying capacity of the 
land and water, is innovative and demonstrates 
foresight (Douglas Shire Council, 2001; Noosa 
Council, 2004). It would seem a sensible option, 
although highly difficult to implement, if you 
wish to maintain the right balance between 
people, infrastructure and ecological sustainable 
development. It also allows room for national 
parks to be extended in these shires.

The report of the Sea Change 2007 Conference 
identified both a lack of commitment and 
coordination in relation to the ecological values 
of the coast (National Sea Change Taskforce, 
2007). The Capricorn Coast case testifies to 
this deficiency in planning. Local environmental 

groups have been displeased with the more 
prominent development occurring along the 
Coast since the early 1990s. These groups point 
to the lack of genuinely integrated environmental 
planning that leaves insufficient wildlife corridors 
and green spaces. Clearing for urban expansion 
is fragmenting remnant coastal habitat along the 
Capricorn Coast, thus placing major pressure 
on wildlife (CRC for Coastal Zone Estuary & 
Waterway Management, 2003). Clearing rates 
are high to accommodate urban development 
and are made worse by a lack of systematic 
monitoring of biodiversity levels and the condition 
of key remnants (CRC for Coastal Zone Estuary & 
Waterway Management, 2003). 

New development approvals now have to comply 
with the Queensland Integrated Planning Act 1997 
as well as the Sustainable Planning Act 2009. 
The Capricorn Coast Landscape Code is meant to 
regulate where development can and cannot occur 
(Livingstone Shire Council Draft IPA Planning 
Scheme, 2004). But are these regulations enough 
to ensure ecological sustainable development, 
or do they simply serve to give the public a false 
sense of security? Kelly (2006) explains how there 
are close links between achieving biodiversity 
conservation and securing urban amenity (the 
aesthetic values of landscape), whereby both can 
be enhanced simultaneously.

The pressure from the extra population and 
associated urban infrastructure is clearly altering 
and obstructing the visual environment and 
scenic amenities. The landscape is reflecting 
this accelerated urban change, with expanding 
housing estates, greater vehicular traffic, and 
new harbour facilities. High-rises and large-
scale shopping centres are now being built. The 
other visible changes include the loss of habitat, 
biodiversity, green spaces and water resources 
owing to the encroachment of development. 
Local conservation groups are being stretched 
to keep up with making informed responses to a 
growing number of development proposals and 
Environmental Impact Statements in relatively 
short time-frames, even so-called ‘green’ 
development, and it is unfair to expect too much 
of these under-resourced groups. 

The main pressure on the local environment, 
with its biophysical, social, aesthetic and cultural 
dimensions, now and in the future, is unrestrained 
population increase. Development can continue 
unchecked or be better managed to take into 
account the need for both a whole of community 
approach and the acceptance of limits to growth. 
If environmental planning is not given a higher 
value and effectively implemented, then many 
more natural and cultural amenities will be lost to 
urban sprawl. 
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Concepts for Geographical 
Understanding
In this section, I show how five of the seven 
major concepts in the draft Australian Curriculum: 
Geography are highlighted in this case study. 
Furthermore, I show how teachers are able 
to develop lines of geographic inquiry in the 
classroom and the field as a result of unpacking 
these concepts within this case study. In turn, this 
provides their students with a fuller understanding 
of what the concepts mean and why they are 
important.

Place
For the geographer, one may conceive a place 
as consisting of relationships between objects 
(Hutchinson, 2011). The Capricorn Coast consists 
of relationships between people, nature and 
infrastructure. Human agency alters a natural 
environment to establish a built environment and 
spatial configuration, and the natural environment 
both enables and constrains this activity. Research 
into environmental implications of demographic 
change provides many rich examples of how 
geography students might develop higher-level 
understandings of place, as well as develop 
spatial thinking skills. The case study touched 
on elements of physical geography such as 
climate, geomorphology and biogeography as 
initially attracting people to a place. This case 
study examined changes to population, built 
environment, water resources and scenic quality 
in the context of people pressure. Students can 
develop an appreciation of the inter-relationships 
between these issues in a place, specifically the 
cause and effect relationships between having 
more people and the resultant pressures on 
the natural environment. Population increase, 
combined with a lack of strategic planning, can 
lead to blights on the landscape and habitat 
loss. The case study also discussed people’s 
aesthetic and emotional connections to the 
Capricorn Coast, as well as sense of place and 
belonging. Cultural markers like the old Yeppoon 
station, and natural amenities like sea views help 
connect people to place. Long-term residents 
particularly are affected by changes to ‘their’ 
place. Understanding connection to a place can 
be gleaned from what people write in letters to 
newspapers, in submissions to Council, and from 
other sources. The place known as the Capricorn 
Coast is being altered, one can trace and explain 
these changes, and it is people who are largely 
altering the place. 

In order to fully appreciate a concept like 
connection to place, geography students might 
be asked what most connects them to a place. 
Other geographical questions can arise such 
as: What attracts people to a place? What are 

some aesthetic values of a place? Which cultural 
markers are important to having a sense of place? 
What is the importance of a cultural precinct? 
How can livability of a place be enhanced? What 
kind of place will exist if current trends continue?

Environment
The case study focused on environmental issues 
and much of the study was about how the natural 
(living) environment is affected by population 
growth, and the inevitability of this. The study 
also drew attention to finding the right balance 
between development and preservation. For 
example, it raised the importance of preserving 
native fauna and flora, yet pointed to the 
gradual loss of habitat for various reasons. 
This loss leads to a decline in numbers and 
types of fauna, and it is also a loss for humans. 
Why is human society poorer as a result of a 
decline in biodiversity? Where does fauna go if 
habitat is destroyed? Students can be inspired 
to think sustainably, and to develop problem-
solving skills, which might ameliorate some of 
these problems. For example, how can wildlife 
corridors be achieved? The research stressed 
that better environmental management is key to 
securing a relatively large and healthy ecosystem. 
Community responsibility and action, as well as 
developing a sense of stewardship to care for the 
environment, were also raised in this case study. 
How can environmental stewardship be achieved? 
What kind of environmental issues and groups 
exist in your town? Analysing a case like the 
Capricorn Coast can inspire children of all ages 
to be proactive caretakers of the environment. 
The essential point is that students learn to 
understand their environment and be sensitive to 
what is around them. 

A focus on the concept of environment in a 
community like the Capricorn Coast inevitably 
leads to a discussion about how teachers might 
deal with values. According to Gilbert & Hoepper 
(1996), schools must teach values, and teaching 
values must be done critically and carefully. In this 
instance, it is appropriate for students to consider 
their own environmental values and the views of 
others, and become self-reflective about these 
values.

Interconnection
The concept of interconnection, in geography, 
stresses that no object of geographical study 
can be viewed in isolation (ACARA, 2012). 
Discussion of the Capricorn Coast highlighted 
that the issues are all interconnected. In this case, 
people pressure comes from consumer behaviour 
(sea change) and employment opportunities 
(resources boom). This pressure comes to bare 
on a multitude of community assets, such as 
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natural resources, local heritage, and sense of 
place. One can develop an appreciation too that 
the Capricorn Coast is not an isolated case in 
terms of what the study has found. Other sea 
change communities are experiencing similar 
growing pains and environmental issues. This 
case serves to have students learn about their 
own locality and how it fits in a wider national and 
even global context. What are the external factors 
that influence your own locality’s present and 
future?

Sustainability
The concept of sustainability, in geography, is 
about the capacity of something, such as an 
ecosystem, to be maintained indefinitely into 
the future (ACARA, 2012). The Capricorn Coast 
case referred to sustainability a number of 
times, with the message about the sustainable 
use of resources. Sustainability became a crude 
criterion to evaluate the implications of change. 
The research suggested that having limits to 
growth is one way to achieve sustainability. 
How might limits to growth be achieved? Is 
it possible? Who is responsible for achieving 
environmental sustainability? What can groups 
and individuals do to achieve sustainability? 
The case stressed the idea that a healthy natural 
environment underpins a sustainable economy. 
Degrading fisheries, air, soil, water and carbon 
sinks also degrade our ability to live and make a 
living. Students can be asked to explore the nexus 
between economic and ecological sustainability. 

An important vocational connection arises 
from this case study, that of a town planner. 
Many of the environmental issues discussed 
can be effectively managed by incorporating 
better planning that is guided by the principle of 
sustainability. Many planners have geography 
backgrounds, and they study models for 
sustainability, urban design, social planning and 
environmental planning. Geography teachers can 
introduce these ideas to their students using a 
case like the Capricorn Coast. 

Change 

The Capricorn Coast case highlighted change 
over time and space. The main point is that 
change does occur. Population change has been 
in spurts. The change occurring to the space has 
been towards greater urbanisation. This case 
study identified uneven spatial development. 
Areas with sea views were usually developed 
first. Change can be so dramatic, that it destroys 
memory of a place. While the research focused 
mainly on negative environmental impacts on 
the Capricorn Coast over time, change can also 
be positive. For example, land and house values 
have generally risen, and there are improved 

services. Understanding change in a place can 
be achieved by various methods, including the 
utilisation of maps, graphs, data sets such as 
ABS census data, baseline data and historical 
photographs. Understanding trends is equally 
important, and this case points to knowledge 
and skills in interpreting demographic trends. 
These geographical skills can be developed 
using a community-based approach like the 
Capricorn Coast. Geographical inquiries arise 
here too. Where is change occurring most, and 
what are the impacts of that change? What sort 
of change are people specifically experiencing? 
What is the preferred future and how might that 
be achieved? How can you mitigate against such 
unwanted change as an influx of high-rises? What 
challenges will climate change bring? 

Conclusion
This paper has shown how teachers might 
engage students in exploring geographical 
issues and lines of inquiry using a community-
based approach. Using my own geographical 
research and scholarship on the Capricorn Coast, 
I have shown how environmental management 
issues have been subjected to geographic 
scrutiny. In turn, this can assist students to 
more fully understand the five concepts of place, 
environment, interconnection, sustainability, 
and change, which pervade a community-based 
study like this one. I also demonstrated how this 
community-based approach can give students 
practice in developing such geography skills as 
planning an inquiry; interpreting maps, graphs, 
data sets, photographs and public sentiment; 
collecting and evaluating information; and asking 
distinctively geographical questions. Teachers and 
students could use their own community, or a 
similarly familiar place, and explore some of these 
concepts within it, as I have done here.
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Abstract
A sense of place reflects our belonging and 
connectedness to, and our care of, particular 
places that develops through the interactions and 
experiences that we share within those places. 
The advances of technology are often viewed as 
serving to break down our connectedness to the 
environment and an individual’s sense of place. 
Yet with a renewed focus on the importance 
of place within geography curricula, this paper 
argues that the use of interactive devices may 
indeed bridge the space-place divide. Interactive 
devices such as GPS and GIS systems, 
and smartphones, can provide the user the 
opportunity to combine spatial data with imagery 
and the narratives of the human experiences 
associated with those places. By these means, 
interactive devices fulfil an important role 
as creative story-telling tools, providing rich 
collaborative opportunities for students to develop 
and share their unique outlooks, whilst developing 
a collective understanding of, and care for, 
particular places. 

Introduction
All distances in time and space are 
shrinking ... Yet the frantic abolition of all 
distances brings no nearness; for nearness 
does not consist in shortness of distance 
(Heidegger, 1971, p. 165). 

The consideration of the impact of technology 
on human perspectives of, and connectedness 
to, the world we share seems foremost in 
Heidegger’s (1971) ‘The Thing’. In discussing 
the impact of radio, film, and the burgeoning 
technology of television, Heidegger argues the 
immediacy of information, often of types never 
available to people before, has served to break 
down our connectedness to our environment, 
our sense of place; possibly by removing our 
nearness through opening our eyes to the whole 

world, albeit through an objectifying filter. Of 
course since Heidegger, the march of technology 
has not rested, and one might be excused in a 
moment of Heideggerian reflection to consider 
the internet as a final grand breakdown in our 
connectedness and understanding of place. The 
counter to this breakdown may, of course, come 
through education. This paper seeks to explore a 
number of ways a sense of place, is considered in 
geographic education, and what role technology, 
through the use of interactive devices, can play to 
support an education that celebrates the richness 
of place. 

The Shift From Space Towards a Sense 
of Place in Geographic Education
The study of place within geographic education 
appears to have been a contentious one over 
time, the nature of such study morphing radically 
through various key underlying educational 
philosophies and political imperatives (Major, 
2010; Rawling, 2011). What has undoubtedly 
resulted from those changes though, as Rawling 
(2011) argues, is a shift in academia from 
considering place as a point of geographic 
recognition, spatial analysis and description, to 
one which develops a broader sense of place 
inclusive of one’s reflective, creative and felt 
responses that demonstrate a care or belonging 
towards particular places. Such a shift is in 
some ways reactive to a limiting, purely concept-
based, approach to geography, opening up the 
intangible and allowing students to explore and 
construct meaning around the human experience 
(Winter, 2009) and their own personal geographic 
conceptions. Although not deeply reflected in 
current teacher practice worldwide (Morgan, 
2011), this inclusion of the intangible nature of 
place does appear within the draft Australian 
Curriculum: Geography document (Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 
2011) as a key concept, and is therefore a likely 
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hallmark of Australian geography learning into the 
future. 

Theoretical Underpinnings of the Use 
of Interactive Devices in the Current 
Spatial Paradigm
Whilst the transition to a more place-based 
education may be somewhat in its infancy, the 
development of spatial awareness, through 
engaging with key spatial concepts, is and most 
likely will remain a fundamental component of 
many geography curricula. For instance, the 
Victorian Essential Learning Standards (Victorian 
Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2009) 
cite nine key spatial concepts (location, scale, 
distance, distribution, region, spatial change 
over time, movement, spatial association and 
spatial interaction) as fundamental to developing 
geographical understanding. The incorporation 
of digital technologies such as Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS) and Global Positioning 
Systems (GPS) into the teaching and learning 
of these spatial concepts is now increasingly 
commonplace, combining imagery and datasets 
to foster spatial analysis (McClurg & Buss, 2007). 

The potential for these technologies to be a 
part of the development of spatial awareness 
is encapsulated within a number of learning 
theories. Piaget’s work with young children, 
and their representations of their movements 
within their local neighbourhood, demonstrated 
an understanding that children progress in a 
series of developmental stages that gradually 
allows them to structure one reference point on 
a coordinate system in relation to others as part 
of a whole system (Matthews & Geist, 2002). In 
providing practical examples of how GPS can be 
incorporated into a child’s development of spatial 
awareness, mirroring Piaget’s developmental 
sequence, Matthews and Geist suggest, as a 
starting point for building spatial awareness, 
that children record landmarks and the path of 
their journey along a twisty walking track in the 
forest. Matthews and Geist regard that approach 
as a perfect opportunity for students to quickly 
develop a representation and understanding 
of the relationship between themselves, those 
landmarks, and the journey itself long after 
they would have lost track mentally of those 
relationships and thereby providing a greater 
chance to build knowledge. This impact of GPS 
and GIS technologies on students’ construct of 
the spatial world around them is supported by 
Perkins, Hazelton, Erickson and Allan (2010) 
who realised significant improvement amongst 
their test group in its ability to map accurately 
from recall familiar areas following exercises of 
data collection with GPS units feeding into a GIS 
mapping project.

In somewhat of a counter to Piaget’s work, the 
empirical study of Matthews (1985) demonstrated 
that children may have a far more significantly 
developed spatial awareness at an early age than 
first thought, and that often it is the absence 
of other developmental skills that inhibits their 
ability to relate accurately to others their own 
learned understandings of space and place. 
This reordering of learning from development 
aligns with Vygotsky (1978) and the notion of 
development following behind learning and the 
creation of a zone of proximal development. 
Nonetheless, if the development of spatial 
awareness appears as Matthews suggests, then 
children are able to use aerial photographs and 
large-scale plans to identify features and describe 
their journey to school from home, long before 
they can do so by representing it on a map of 
their own creation or by describing it verbally. 
This ability, of course, lends itself neatly to the 
use of simple GIS systems such as Google Maps. 
These systems incorporate both aerial imagery 
and plan data, for children to explore, develop and 
explain their spatial awareness, and to share and 
construct new knowledge.

The National Research Council (2006), arguing for 
the incorporation of spatial thinking as a priority 
for the broader United States education system, 
reflects upon the work of Bruner to explain the 
power of spatial thinking and the role of GIS 
within that thinking. Bruner’s study (cited in 
National Research Council, 2006) demonstrated 
the difference between the outcomes of passive 
learning or knowledge adoption, and those 
generated through inquiry learning. The latter 
style leads to enthusiastic exploration and thinking 
around the spatial concepts that explain the 
location of major cities of the USA. The National 
Research Council argues that the inclusion of GIS 
technology broadly across the curriculum will 
provide opportunities to stimulate spatial thinking 
that mirrors that of Bruner’s approach. The 
National Research Council suggest this will occur 
through student creativity ‘using a database, a 
virtual map, and a mouse’ (p. 237) with the ‘focus 
on describing and understanding spatial patterns; 
the search for multiple explanations; the process 
of collaborative learning; and above all, the 
excitement of success’ (p. 237).

Whilst each of the above learning approaches 
is situated within the broad category of 
constructivist theories, there remains no 
acknowledged best practice in developing spatial 
awareness (Perkins et al., 2010). Yet arguably, the 
rigid conceptual nature of spatial analysis, leading 
to spatial awareness, comes at the expense of the 
more dynamic, yet harder to control, exploration 
of the human experience (Sepp, 2006) through 
other concepts such as one’s sense of place. 
What role can and do technologies such as 
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GPS and GIS possibly play in the approaching 
transformation of geography pedagogy to one 
inclusive of a deeper understanding of place and 
connectedness?

Building a Sense of Place
Jorgensen (2010) argues that an individual’s 
construct of sense of place reflects beliefs, 
emotional attachment and behavioural aspects 
which in turn determine one’s interaction with 
the environment. In an attempt to meld sense of 
place and spatial characteristics, albeit not from 
an educational perspective but from a planning 
perspective, Jorgensen and Stedman (2011) 
developed a means of mapping an individual’s 
sense of place utilising GIS. Jorgensen and 
Stedman differentiate their ‘evaluative mapping’ 
(p. 800) approach from prior attempts through 
acknowledgement that one’s construct of place 
is unique, and therefore any approach to capture 
that information must provide the individual with 
the opportunity of ‘agency’ (p. 800) to create 
their own settings and definitions around place, 
and not be confined to the predetermined ideas 
of the researchers. The Jorgensen and Stedman 
model permits users to determine and define 
places within the GIS at their chosen scale, 
either as discrete or composite fragments, and 
then associate submitted data that reflects their 
attitude to that place through various measures 
of the variables of beliefs, emotional attachment 
and behaviour that make up their sense of place. 
In effect, the GIS becomes a creative, story-telling 
tool for the user, and a rich source of spatial and 
psychological experiential information for the 
planning researcher.

In her exploration of the development of place 
as a key concept of the current United Kingdom 
national curriculum, Rawling (2011) describes 
the current phenomenological approach to 
place as one that generates a sense of wonder, 
appreciation and understanding, encourages 
a discovery of feelings and emotions, values 
creativity and imagination, and delves into the 
worlds of literature and the arts. However, whilst 
there appears to be little within the research 
literature directly exploring the links between the 
capability of interactive devices to be creative 
story-telling tools within the context of the new 
phenomenological approach to teaching and 
learning place, a justifiable foundation for such a 
link may exist within the constructionist learning 
theories of Seymour Papert (1991).

Constructionism is a recognition of learning 
occurring best through the building or 
making of something, though Papert (1991) 
stresses that the basis for his theory is more 
complex and multidimensional, providing 
numerous examples of how structure meets 

creativity within the learner to generate new 
knowledge. Whilst acknowledging broad 
alignment with constructivist theories, Papert 
(2000) distinguishes constructionism from 
inquiry or discovery-based learning through 
constructionism’s focus on novel invention, 
formulating new ideas and highly individualised 
constructs of knowledge. Papert (2000) argues 
that discovery learning, as often practised 
within schools, reflects a pre-determined path of 
discovery that learners follow to arrive at a set of 
ideas that reflects another person’s perspective, 
and that therefore the learning process lacks 
powerful moments of true discovery. Hay and 
Barab (2001) describe the constructionist process 
as learners developing ‘their own reasoned 
interpretations of their interactions with the 
world’ and encouraging them ‘to share and 
collaboratively reflect on these cognitive artifacts’ 
(p. 283). That melding of the structured domain 
with creativity creates a learning environment 
ideally suited for the computer to be the tool 
of choice (Papert, 1980) for the learners, due 
to their adaptability and ability to simulate. 
Constructionism takes the use of computers 
beyond that of computer-aided instruction, to that 
of the students creating their own knowledge. 
Papert (1991) argue that computers will have 
had a deep impact in education when it is clear 
they play a part in changing what we value in 
education. If GIS and GPS technologies can 
actively assist us to make the jump from spatially-
focussed learners using logical and structured 
spatial analysis tools, to making meaning 
around sense of place through creative and 
collaborative approaches and spaces under the 
new phenomenologically focussed curricula, then 
another example of constructionist deep impact 
may be realised in education.

The Use of GIS and GPS in Developing a 
Sense of Place
As suggested earlier, there appears to be still 
quite limited research and indeed discussion 
surrounding these technologies and a sense of 
place. However, that which is available points to 
exciting potentials for students and teachers alike.

In exploring the impact of GIS on the geographic 
understanding of a small group of elementary 
students, Shin (2007) observed a series of 
classes utilising a GIS with students exploring a 
range of issues associated with the growth and 
development of their local area over time. One of 
Shin’s key findings was the students’ ability to 
find connections between the data on the map 
and specific places of significance to themselves, 
and just how eager the students were to share, 
with their classmates, that information as to why 
the place was meaningful or special to them. 
Discussion ensued over shared experiences 
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of particular places, and Shin noted how new 
understandings and appreciation of places were 
constructed, and that this learning appeared to be 
holistic involving a range of thought processes, 
not merely structured spatial analysis. This 
example of learning about place shows strong 
constructionist underpinnings. Although the GIS 
itself was not acting directly as a creative story 
telling tool, it was seemingly prompting that 
behaviour amongst the students directly as they 
built their sense of place. 

A case study of an Australian primary school, 
reported by Robertson (2008), provides useful 
insight as to how the story-telling GIS might 
appear in an educational context. Robertson 
explains that students were provided with access 
to GPS units and digital cameras whilst on 
local fieldwork, and encouraged to take photos 
and videos that explained or described places 
of importance encountered on their journeys. 
Students were then able to upload those images 
to their GIS, in this instance an intraschool 
restricted version of Google Maps, accurately 
located by the spatial information georeferenced 
by their GPS units. The use of Google Maps 
allows the students’ discoveries and thoughts 
to be shared collaboratively with other students 
and teachers who have access. The case study 
does not strongly demonstrate the students 
constructing a sense of place but more of a 
geographic understanding. However the case 
study, and the observations of Shin (2007) put 
together, close the loop in showing there are 
strong and feasible ways for teachers to facilitate 
students developing their sense of place in a 
constructionist manner through sharing and 
telling their stories during their fieldwork journey.

There are however significant impediments to 
the uptake of GIS within government schools 
sectors in Australia (Wheeler, Gordon-Brown, 
Peterson & Ward, 2010), with a survey of 
Victorian Government schools demonstrating that 
despite a curriculum that provides fertile ground 
for the adoption of GIS, a lack of policy direction 
and funding has led to poor infiltration of the 
technology throughout schools. Wheeler, Gordon-
Brown, Peterson and Ward (2010) also found 
that a general under resourcing of computers 
within the school environment, low levels of 
understanding of the technology amongst 
teachers, and a lack of time to develop GIS 
specific resources, contributed to the poor uptake 
of the technology in support of student learning. 
These worrying findings suggest that, without 
significant change in the learning environment, 
the use of GIS and GPS devices within both 
spatial analysis and development of sense of place 
learning strategies will be a long way off in their 
support of students.

At a time when it is generally regarded that 
student conceptions of geography don’t value the 
discipline highly, barriers to technology use in 
the ways discussed within this paper do nothing 
to support the future of the subject. One of the 
ironies apparent in this situation though, is that 
the students themselves may be modelling this 
discovery and collaborative approach to sense 
of place on a grand scale outside of the confines 
of the education system. Facebook is one of 
many clear demonstrations of this fascination 
and discussion about place within social media. 
Facebook, particularly with its more recent 
developments of ‘checking in’ through the use of 
the users’ phone GPS, provides a steady stream 
of discussion, photos and other information about 
places the user feels significant or important to 
themselves, purely for the purpose of sharing that 
information with others. Beyond discussions of 
rampant narcissism, this behaviour encompasses 
many of the attitudes and learnings discussed 
in this paper surrounding building a sense of 
place using technology. Perhaps, taken from this 
perspective, students are already leading the 
change foreshadowed for geography, and the 
challenge for the profession rests with capturing 
some of the momentum of the students, and bring 
forth a new era in constructionist learning within 
geography. Perhaps, taken from this perspective, 
technology might unexpectedly help to restore 
some of the nearness that Martin Heidegger 
(1971) felt was disappearing from the human 
experience. 

A Visioning of the Opportunities
A personal narrative exploring and explaining 
place can be a powerful individual expression of 
attachment, understanding and dwelling that leads 
to care. The sharing of individual conceptions of 
places collaboratively permits a greater collective 
understanding, and a community of lovers and 
carers of special places. In this exploration of 
place and interactive devices, how might we 
actually achieve a constructionist outcome 
within the geography class, and what might 
it actually look like? The balance of this paper 
seeks to extend beyond the theoretical framework 
investigated, and propose a range of possible 
practical approaches for students to develop 
a sense of place through the use of interactive 
devices.

The Creative Story-Telling Tool
The possible use of GIS and GPS technologies 
as story telling tools places them within what 
is now broadly termed in the literature as 
locative media (San Cornelio & Ardévol, 2011). 
Locative media reflects a range of technologies 
that bind information to identified locations as 
a means of communicating the physical and 
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social interactions of a given place (Lemos, 
2010). However in a broader sense, locative 
media reflects the bringing together of a number 
of media types into a particular medium, that 
may or may not be location dependant in their 
own rights, to tell the story of a particular place 
(Thielmann, 2010). This understanding is helpful 
in a discussion of making sense of place through 
interactive devices. A GPS or GIS in its own right 
remains fundamentally a spatial analysis tool, 
and that it is only when combined with other 
media types such as photographs, audio, and 
the written or spoken word that its true potential 
for story-telling is unlocked. Willis (2010) likens 
the traditional postcard to a successful model of 
communicating place to another, often combining 
imagery of the location visited with a reflective 
description of the experience. In her case study 
of geocaching, Willis offers a structure that she 
argues may be extended for successful sharing 
and communication of place based information, 
what she terms a ‘technology narrative’ (p. 54). 
The essential components of Willis’ structure are 
fivefold, and I have generalised each in summary 
away from the specificity of the geocaching case 
study:

•	 Describe and share information about the 
place;

•	 Allow others to experience and construct their 
own understandings of the place;

•	 Provide a flexible technological medium that 
allows the user to create their own narratives 
in a format that is appropriate and comfortable 
for themselves;

•	 Allow others to connect, provide feedback, 
and share their unique perspectives and 
understanding of the place;

•	 Provide an opportunity for achievement 
centred around the discussions and collective 
understandings of the place.

This structure shows, as desired, strong 
constructionist underpinnings, prompting a 
highly social and collaborative reflection on, 
and interpretation of, one’s interaction with their 
places (Hay & Barab, 2001). 

Constructing Place
However, in further developing a pedagogical 
approach upon a constructionist foundation, 
it is important to consider now how children 
actually perceive the world around them. Through 
investigating Australian primary and secondary 
students’ conceptions of the environment, 
Loughland, Reid and Petocz (2002) discovered 
that students broadly considered the environment 
either with an object or a relational focus. Their 
research showed students with an object focus 
considered the environment and the things 

within that environment as a series of objects 
and tended to view the environment with either 
positive or negative connotations. Those students 
with a relational focus viewed the environment as 
interactive and were understanding of mutuality 
of the relationship between people and the 
environment. Loughland et al. also found that 
the majority of students were object focussed, 
and argued that this therefore did not reflect 
a point on a developmental continuum, as the 
spread of perspectives witnessed was very similar 
irrespective of student age. 

The findings of Loughland et al. (2002) are of 
great significance in determining a pedagogical 
approach. That most students will seemingly 
approach matters of the environment from an 
object focus, means that a pedagogical strategy, 
at least initially, should not be pursued through 
the lens of a particular issue or concern. To do 
so may perpetuate an objectified view of the 
environment (Loughland et al., 2002), where 
students detach themselves from responsibility, 
arguably the counter to one of the great strengths 
of a geographical education that encompasses 
a deep exploration of place. If students are to 
engage with such an exploration and discussion 
around sense of place, then they need to be ready 
to interact with the environment, approaching 
their experiences as a means to qualifying their 
emotional, cognitive and practical attachments 
to particular places (Avriel-Avni, Spektor-Levy, 
Zion, & Levi, 2010). I argue this necessarily takes 
children beyond the classroom walls to engage 
and interact, for consideration of places that are 
simply ‘out there’ does little to break down the 
object-focussed attitudes of most students. 

Children’s attachment to particular places 
is driven strongly by the associated social 
experiences, more so than the physical features 
of the landscape at that place (Derr, 2002). In 
forming that attachment, Derr (2002) found that 
‘children’s first priority was the activities a place 
enabled, followed by togetherness in the place 
with family and friends and by place features’ 
(p.128). It follows somewhat naturally then that 
Derr found that the home environment was the 
place of paramount importance to children, 
especially in providing security, social interaction, 
and emotional needs, and that the outdoors was 
perceived as a place of exploration. However, 
whilst children may be forming a strong sense 
of place based upon their social experiences in 
discrete places, most appear unlikely to extend 
their thinking to a larger scale application such 
as a whole town or region, more often regarding 
such through a strongly object-focussed 
perspective (Avriel-Avni et al., 2010). 

Again there are important considerations for 
determining a pedagogical approach derived 
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from this research. At face value, there would 
seem little point in showing or indeed taking the 
majority of students to somewhere unfamiliar, 
even a dramatic landscape, and expect them to 
individually express a relational view based upon 
their experiences within other places. I argue that 
students require the freedom to explore their own 
personal places, those already built on a basis 
of social interaction and of experiences. To deny 
that opportunity, is to deny students the chance to 
truly express what places mean to themselves as 
an individual, and further to that, then develop a 
collective understanding as to how we all view our 
different places. 

An Individual Expression of Place
The Place Stories website provides clear examples 
as to how students can utilise locative media as 
a place-making, story-telling, tool. The stories of 
Amara (Creative Recovery, 2011a) and Victoria 
(Creative Recovery, 2011b) (see Figure 1) are 
representative of a large number of stories 
uploaded to the website by students of the 
Kennedy State School near Cardwell, Queensland, 
in the aftermath of Cyclone Yasi in 2011. Whilst 
the impact of Cyclone Yasi undoubtedly continues 
to have lasting psychological impacts on the 
people in the affected communities (Australian 
Red Cross, 2012), and I don’t wish to presuppose 
these children’s situations, it is interesting to 

compare the seemingly disparate effects of the 
cyclone on Amara’s and Victoria’s perceptions of 
their most significant place, their homes. 

That both children are provided the agency to 
create their personal stories, and that both then 
choose to focus upon the home environment 
and elements of social interaction therein, is 
perhaps not unsurprising given the research 
already discussed. Yet the opportunity afforded 
for creative and multimodal delivery of their 
stories through the website makes for a perhaps 
unexpectedly powerful delivery of their messages. 
The combination of voice, drawing, written word, 
and photography, each as a component of the 
user-generated content so vital to place-making 
(Von Seggern, Merrill & Zhu, 2010), combined 
with spatial information through the embedded 
use of Google Maps as a GIS, brings the viewer in 
so many ways into those children’s thoughts and 
feelings that surrounded that event. Although it 
hasn’t been utilised in these instances, provision 
has also been made for comments and feedback 
within this medium, allowing for a discourse and 
sharing of experiences to be created, thus neatly 
fitting the desired structure of communicating 
place. Whilst the individual expression of place is 
so readily shared amongst the community within 
this format, my one criticism in fitting it to the 
proffered structure is the difficulty in accessing 
each of the stories from those communities 

Figure 1: One view of Victoria’s expression of place (Creative Recovery, 2011b)
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through the use of the embedded mapping. 
This in turn makes it a little more difficult for 
individuals to connect their stories together into 
a shared understanding. As a slight aside, whilst 
I have argued that pursuing a sense of place 
through the lens of a particular issue or concern 
may be unproductive, the fact that Cyclone Yasi 
was a very real and lived experience for these 
children appears to counter those concerns, and 
provides real stimulus for their explorations. I 
would not expect necessarily a similar reaction 
should the issue have been more generic, such as 
pollution or global warming.

Despite the thought provoking expressions of 
place witnessed in these examples, it is perhaps 
a simplistic, yet not unworthy, derivation of a 
pedagogy from the research, applicable at deeply 
personal level of expression about place. What of 
a pedagogy that is situated at the point of social 
interaction, the moment of experience and activity, 
that collaboratively pulls together a collective 
expression of a particular place, highlighting the 
similarities and differences in our perceptions? 
Perhaps this is the basis of a truly powerful 
constructionist pedagogy of place.

A Collective Experience and Expression 
of Place
This alternative pedagogical approach draws 
upon elements of ethnography and experiential 
environmental education. It is envisaged to be 
conducted as part of a geography field trip, 
seeking to firmly integrate the ‘feltness’ of place 
within what is often criticised for being a series 
of activities too concerned with data collection, 
landscape analysis, and narrow fields of inquiry 
(Cook, 2011). 

In their discussion of effective teaching and 
learning strategies for environmental education, 
Ballantyne and Packer (2009) highlight that 
real experiences within the environment are 
highly successful at forming and developing 
‘students’ environmental knowledge, attitudes 
and responsible actions’ (p. 243). From that, it 
was found that the three most effective learning 
activities, from the students’ perspectives 
engaging within these real experiences, were 
the opportunity to provide personal reflective 
responses, field investigations, and interpreted 
walks. These findings suggest a real strength 
in engaging students in what are effectively 
core elements of place-making thought and 
activity. Field investigations speak of socially-
based interaction directly with the environment. 
Interpreted walks may be seen as an initial 
understanding of one person’s (usually a guide) 
perspective on a particular place. Reflective 
responses relate to the crafting or remaking of 

one’s own understanding of a place in the light of 
his or her experiences. 

From the ethnographical perspective of Pink 
(2008), the use of various visual mediums to 
represent diverse experiences of the same place 
provides multiple routes through that place. Her 
research, based upon various means of touring 
a township, highlights what she terms entangled 
routes. The production of various leaflets for self 
guided walking trails, films, guided tours and art 
exhibitions, show a diverse range of narratives 
and real modes of moving through space and 
time. Time and again though, these seemingly 
diverse routes through a place intersect, stories 
cross reference, and a broader, collaborative 
perspective of a place is developed, and is 
apparent to the participants and the outside 
observer alike.

In combining the noted effective learning activities 
in environmental education and the notion of 
entangled routes, interactive devices and locative 
media can play a pivotal role in unlocking this 
pedagogical approach. Importantly, with the 
increasing, almost ubiquitous presence of mobile 
computing within schools (Nicholas, 2011), either 
provided by the schools or the students, there is 
great potential for all students to collaboratively 
develop their entangled routes whilst on fieldwork. 

I suggest the key interactive device to aid 
students would be either a smartphone or tablet 
PC, or a GPS unit and a digital camera capable 
of recording sound and moving pictures. Given 
most smartphones and many tablet PC’s contain 
GPS receivers, applications that can record and 
map one’s journey, cameras that can record still 
and moving pictures, applications that allow the 
user to draw and annotate, and microphones to 
record sound, they make an all-in-one first choice 
to produce a range of locative media that records 
students’ experiences. Whilst students may have 
been involved in various field investigations or 
an interpreted walk throughout the place during 
the earlier part of the visit, thereby developing 
real experiences of the place, providing them with 
the opportunity and time afterwards for some 
dedicated ‘place-making’ is critical. Students 
could set off individually, tracking and logging 
their re-exploration route of the place via GPS. At 
particular locations of the students’ own choosing, 
they could pause and make use of any of the 
locative media options to describe their sense of 
place and the experiences and feelings that led to 
that understanding. Upon returning to school, this 
information can easily be uploaded as layers to 
Google Earth. It is at this point that the entangled 
routes of the entire class become apparent. Each 
person’s way of progressing through the place 
will likely be different. The points they stop at will 
vary, but even where they don’t, the stories, and 
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the way each person chooses to tell it, are likely 
to be significantly different. Yet that powerful, 
collaborative, intertwined perspective of many 
individuals about that one place is right there 
for all to see, share, debate, understand, and 
hopefully from that, develop a shared care for that 
place. It is through these means that the exercise 
also fulfils our desired constructionist structure 
for communicating a sense of place.

Conclusion
The use of interactive devices in the pedagogical 
fashions explored within this paper does not 
permit students to explore places where that 
ability never existed before. Very tactile, emotive 
and successful approaches abound without 
the incorporation of interactive devices at all. 
Indeed, it may seem that their use has become 
secondary in importance throughout this paper to 
an understanding of how knowledge about place 
is constructed by children. Yet I argue that this 
is in fact the very power of these devices shining 
through. It is a power of creativity, of collaboration 
and epistemology. They allow us to approach 
a sense of place through a constructionist 
framework, and generate an understanding of 
our own and of others’ identities on a scale never 
before possible. 
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As the Australian Curriculum: Geography nears 
finalisation, it is timely to reflect on the ways 
in which such documents accommodate the 
interests and aspirations of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples. The new curriculum is, 
in many ways, a triumph for inclusiveness. The 
perspectives of Indigenous Australians are well 
represented, both in terms of the curriculum’s 
overall intent and the inclusion of Indigenous-
specific content. This paper traces the 30-
year campaign to incorporate an Indigenous 
perspective in Geography curriculum documents. 
This campaign originated in New South Wales 
in the 1980s and culminated in the approval of 
an inclusive Australian Geography curriculum in 
late 2012. In doing so, this paper builds on and 
contextualises an earlier article that examines the 
role of perspectivism in Geography curriculum 
documents (Kleeman, 2009). 

In December 2012, the Ministerial Council for 
Education, Early Childhood Development and 
Youth Affairs endorsed the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography. In approving the document, the 
Ministers gave assent to a document that will 
significantly enhance the place and status of 
Indigenous perspectives in school Geography. 
It also represents another important milestone 
in a 30-year campaign, conducted by Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islanders Peoples, for a more 
inclusive school curriculum. 

The Australian Curriculum: Geography, the 
product of a lengthy political campaign by the 
key geographical stakeholders and two years 
of intense debate among those assigned the 
responsibility for its development, gives explicit 
recognition to the perspectives of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Peoples. Overseeing the 
process of curriculum development has been the 
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority’s (ACARA) Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Advisory Group (ATSIAG). The group’s 
responsibilities included providing advice to 
curriculum writers, especially as it related to the 
implementation of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander histories and cultures cross-curriculum 
priority which is one of three specified by ACARA. 
The other two priorities are Asia and Australia’s 
engagement with Asia, and sustainability.

As a result of ATSIAG’s input into the curriculum 
development process (as facilitated by ACARA’s 
professional staff), ten of the Curriculum’s 80 
Content Descriptors make explicit reference to 
content relevant to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples. These Content Descriptors 
make explicit reference to : the connection to 
local Country/Place of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples (Years F and 2); Australia’s 
division into many Aboriginal Countries and 
Torres Strait Islander Places (Year 3); the 
custodial responsibility Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples have for Country/Place 
and their sustainability (Year 4); the influence 
of people, including Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples, on the environmental 
characteristics of Australian places (Year 5); the 
cultural, spiritual and, aesthetic value of water 
for people, including Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples (Year 7); the custodial 
responsibility Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples have for Country/Place and 
their sustainability (Year 8); and the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ approaches 
to custodial responsibility and environmental 
management (Year 10). In the senior years, 
students are encouraged to: ‘investigate 
geographical issues and phenomena from a range 
of perspectives, including those of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ (ACARA, 2012).

Given the prominence of the perspectives of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 
in the Australian Curriculum: Geography, it is 
important to put on the public record the means 
by which we have, over time, embraced a more 
inclusive curriculum. This narrative begins in New 
South Wales in the 1980s.

Towards a More Inclusive Curriculum: 
The Perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples in Geography 
Curriculum Documents
Grant Kleeman 
Macquarie University 
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Towards a More Inclusive Geography 
Curriculum
During the latter part of the twentieth century, 
it became increasingly apparent that the 
school curriculum had to find a mechanism 
to accommodate the legitimate aspirations of 
the socially and culturally marginalised. The 
New South Wales Government’s response to 
such demands was to specify a number of 
cross-curriculum perspectives that all public 
schools were expected to integrate into teaching 
and learning programs. How to embed this in 
specific syllabus documents (and ultimately in 
classroom practice) became the challenge for 
those empowered with the responsibility for 
developing such documents. As noted by Kleeman 
(2009), those responsible for the development 
of Geography syllabuses in New South Wales 
would elect to embrace, not without controversy, 
perspectivism as the vehicle Geography teachers 
would use to meet this requirement and to 
accommodate aspirations of the marginalised. 

Of all the mandatory curriculum perspectives 
specified in New South Wales Geography 
syllabuses, it would be the perspective of 
Indigenous Australians that would prove to be the 
most problematic. This can, at least in part, be 
explained by the broader socio-political context 
of the early to mid-1990s, especially as it related 
to the increasingly partisan debates regarding 
Australia’s national identity. At the centre of 
these debates were the varying interpretations 
of frontier history (the so called History Wars), 
and the extent to which the growing demands 
by minorities for a more inclusive set of 
social arrangements challenged the mindset 
underpinning the existing status quo. 

What follows is an account of the process by 
which an ‘Indigenous perspective’ was negotiated 
and ultimately defined within the context of New 
South Wales secondary school Geography. This 
account is offered in the hope that it will inform 
the interpretation and implementation of the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography. (ACARA, 
2012).

Beginning in the early 1980s, there has been, as 
identified by Kathy Butler (Butler, 2000), some 
radical advances in Aboriginal empowerment 
within Australian society generally, and education 
specifically. For example, the establishment of 
consultative frameworks involving educational 
bureaucracies and Indigenous people led to the 
development of policies that sought to address 
racism – both explicitly and institutionally. Some 
of the most strategic of the initiatives involved 
the incorporation of an Indigenous perspective 
(broadly defined) in the school curriculum. 

The key sectional interest groups involved in 
this empowerment process were the Aboriginal 
Education Consultative Groups (AECG). In 
New South Wales, these community-based 
organisations have, since their establishment in 
the mid-1970s, provided advice to the Minister 
for Education and Communities, the Department 
of Education and Communities, the Catholic 
Education Commission, and the New South 
Wales Board of Studies. The nature of this input 
includes advice on the training of educational 
professionals, curriculum development, the 
development of resources and teaching materials, 
and the impact of health and social issues on 
Aboriginal education and training. The AECGs 
also network information and initiate and support 
research projects in all sectors of education and 
training. 

In New South Wales, the origins of a curriculum-
based Aboriginal perspective can be traced to 
the release of the Department of Education’s first 
Aboriginal education policy statement in 1982 
(New South Wales Department of Education, 
1982). Paragraph 2.5 (page 2) of this statement 
notes that one of the aims of Aboriginal Education 
is to ‘ensure that the school curriculum contains 
an Aboriginal perspective’. The term perspective, 
however, was not defined – perhaps because 
is was just one of a comprehensive set of aims 
designed to enhance the educational outcomes for 
Indigenous students and to educate all students 
about Indigenous Australia. Nevertheless, it is 
reasonable to conclude, as does Butler (1992, 
p. 1), that the statement implied that the school 
curriculum should include reference to the views 
of Indigenous people. Kevin Butler, who sparked 
considerable controversy through his advocacy 
of a redefinition of curriculum perspectives, 
was employed by the New South Wales Board 
of Studies under a federally funded program 
(itself part of the Commonwealth Government’s 
response to the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody), which was designed to assist 
syllabus committees in their task of developing 
more culturally inclusive curricula. 

The significance and effectiveness of this 
curriculum initiative was greatly enhanced 
by the release of the NSW Department of 
Education’s 1987 Curriculum implementation 
document, which made Aboriginal education 
and multicultural education mandatory in public 
schools (New South Wales Department of 
Education, 1987). The document stated that ‘the 
mandatory elements of the Aboriginal Education 
Policy and Guidelines for Teaching Aboriginal 
Studies require that, for full implementation, 
schools must . . . add an Aboriginal perspective to 
subject areas’ and ‘subject areas can contribute to 
the development of knowledge and understanding 
of Aboriginal heritage and cultures in all 
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students, by the careful, meaningful integration 
of an Aboriginal perspective’ (New South Wales 
Department of Education, 1987, p. 2).

This statement went well beyond a requirement 
for teachers to include the views of Aboriginal 
people in the teaching of specific subjects. It 
implied that all teachers had a responsibility for 
the ‘development of knowledge and understanding 
of Aboriginal heritage and cultures’ (New South 
Wales Department of Education, 1987, p. 2). So, 
rather than relying on a small number of specialist 
teachers teaching a mandatory Aboriginal Studies 
course, all teachers were made responsible 
for teaching Aboriginal Studies. While the 
document did not explicitly define what it meant 
when it used the term Perspective, it provided 
a conceptual framework for the teaching of 
Aboriginal Studies across a number of subject 
areas.

Some of the organisational and pedagogical 
issues relating to this policy initiative were also 
addressed in the document. It noted, for example, 
that schools should consider implementing a 
‘sequential program’ aimed at developing the 
necessary knowledge, skills, concepts and 
attitudes of students. It also argued that a full 
appreciation and understanding of Indigenous 
perspectives and societies could not be achieved 
in a one-off, short-term unit of study within a 
subject area. To be successful, a whole-school 
approach, supported by appropriate staff 
development programs and the commitment of 
teachers, would be essential (New South Wales 
Department of Education, 1987, p. 3).

While this approach was, at least in part, an 
attempt to avoid a tokenistic application of an 
Indigenous perspective, it had more far-reaching 
consequences. It made public schools responsible 
for ensuring the inclusion of sequential programs 
of study within all subject areas and, in the case 
of secondary schools, for coordinating these 
programs across faculties. How this might be 
achieved was not addressed by the documentation 
nor was there any recognition of the scale of 
the undertaking and the financial and human 
costs involved. Obviously, this was a much more 
ambitious and costly undertaking than simply 
developing discrete Aboriginal Studies courses. 

In the absence of the necessary organisational 
and financial commitment, perhaps it is not 
surprising that the implementation of the 
Department’s mandatory policy was marked by 
a practical (if not expedient) interpretation of the 
perspectives concept that was, in many instances, 
essentially tokenistic and counter to the aims of 
the Aboriginal education policy. As noted by Butler 
(1992, p. 3), adding an Aboriginal perspective 
came to mean: ‘slotting in a bit of extra content 
to a course or lesson, usually after the course 

had been conceived and planned’. In practice, 
it simply meant teaching students about things 
Aboriginal. It gave the ‘appearance of meeting 
the requirements of the mandatory policy without 
in any way challenging teacher or student views 
or values in the manner intended by the original 
policy’ (Butler, 1992, p. 3). 

Of the various documents developed to support 
the Aboriginal education and other equity policies, 
one of the most significant was the Inclusive 
curriculum guidelines issued by the Department’s 
Studies Directorate (New South Wales Department 
of Education,1988). Although not widely available 
in schools, the document contained some useful 
advice on how to develop curriculum materials 
related to the various equity issues. It failed, 
however, to explicitly address the meaning and 
implications of the perspectives concept. One of 
the few documents to do so was the Department’s 
(1985) Starting points: Ideas for the teaching of 
Aboriginal Studies (New South Wales Department 
of Education, 1985). The document states that: 
‘Aboriginal perspectives refer to the infusion into 
areas of the curriculum of a general sensitivity 
to and awareness of Aboriginal society either in 
the form of an Aboriginal viewpoint, a viewpoint 
sensitive to Aboriginal society, culture and history, 
or the infusion of Aboriginal content matter’.

Butler (1992) argues that this represents a useful 
starting point from which to develop an approach 
to cross-curriculum perspectives. He concludes 
that the ‘identification of cultural understanding in 
the form of Aboriginal viewpoints or viewpoints 
sensitive to Aboriginal society, culture and history 
seems to express the intention of the original 
[1982] policy’. While silent on the notion of 
infusion the document does distinguish Aboriginal 
perspectives from Aboriginal Studies – the latter 
being defined as ‘a discrete unit of work under 
an Aboriginal heading’ while the former ‘are 
across the curriculum and are integrated with the 
particular topic being studied’ (NSW Department 
of Education, 1985, p. 5).

Butler (1992, p. 4) contends that it is the 
distinction between studies and perspectives 
that leads to tokenism. The former takes the 
emphasis away from cultural understanding 
and Indigenous viewpoints and places it on an 
administrative convenience – ‘that discrete units 
shall be called “studies” and other things that are 
scattered, infused or integrated shall be called 
“perspectives”, whether they are Aboriginal points 
of view or not’. By failing to explain exactly what 
was to be infused into the various subject areas, 
and how it was to be done, it left the teacher 
in search of something Indigenous to include 
in their teaching and learning programs. As a 
result, attention was drawn away from what was 
originally intended. 
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The Aboriginal education policy of the Catholic 
Archdiocese of Sydney, published in 1988 by 
the Catholic Education Office (CEO), adopts an 
approach similar to that of the Department of 
Education but, significantly, defines what is meant 
by the term ‘perspective’. The CEO’s Aboriginal 
perspectives K–6 support document, for example, 
defined a perspective as: 

… a way of viewing the world, the people 
in it, their relationship to each other and 
their relationship to the total environment 
over time. It can be the means by which 
we can add another dimension to our view 
of the world which may modify beliefs, 
feelings, values and actions (Catholic 
Education Office, 1988, p. 9). 

According to Butler (1992, p. 8) the definition 
adopted by the CEO is consistent with the spirit 
of the Department of Education’s 1982 Aboriginal 
education policy but was more explicit. By 
defining perspective as a way of viewing, and 
by recommending the adoption of alternative 
perspectives as a way of enriching our knowledge 
of the world, the CEO’s response counters the 
tendency towards tokenistic interpretations of an 
Indigenous perspective. 

Adding further impetus to the inclusion of an 
Indigenous perspective in syllabus documents 
was the findings of the Royal Commission 
into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (1991). 
Recommendation 29 of the Royal Commission 
stated that: 

The curricula of schools at all levels 
should reflect the fact that Australia has 
an Aboriginal history and Aboriginal 
viewpoints on social, cultural and historical 
matters. It is essential that Aboriginal 
viewpoints, interests, perceptions and 
expectations are reflected in curricula, 
teaching and administration of schools.

Despite the developments outlined above, the 
provision of a more inclusive curriculum remains, 
according to Butler (2000, p. 95), problematic 
because of two interrelated factors: first, the 
‘overt’ continuity of the terra nullius – the legal 
construct used to justify the dispossession and 
subjugation of Australia’s Indigenous population 
– mindset; and second, the perspective of 
Indigenous Australians continues to be mediated 
by those with little or no cultural experience of 
Aboriginality. 

Butler (2000, p. 93), while noting some progress 
– especially in terms of the involvement of 
Aboriginal people in the development and 
implementation of Aboriginal education policies 
– argues that there persists a mindset that 
‘continues to imbue the education system with 
problematic responses both to the needs of 
Aboriginal students and in the representation of 

Aboriginal issues to students as a whole’. Butler 
(2000) contends that this mindset – a product of 
terra nullius, – ‘flourished in the domain of public 
opinion and in all state institutions (especially 
education) . . . , simultaneously establishing 
and justifying the endemic racism, which has 
characterised dealings with, and representations 
of, “Aborigines”’.

Addressing any particular mindset in the 
classroom involves the use of instructional 
strategies that enable students to reflect on, 
and question, their own worldviews. To facilitate 
this, teachers need to provide students with an 
opportunity to analyse their values and those of 
others, to identify how their own perspective, 
and those of their family and peers, is shaped 
by external influences, and how, in turn, these 
are shaped by the way contact history has been 
portrayed, especially by the media. 

In this regard, it is worth keeping in mind 
Bankoff’s (2001) note of caution. He points out 
that discourses that portray specific communities 
as either victims or inherently vulnerable create 
the risk of simply compounding dependence, 
incapacity, and exclusion. This observation has 
obvious implications for classroom teaching. Care 
should be taken to avoid negative portrayals. 

Consider the possibilities. For example, in terms 
of Indigenous stewardship of the environment, 
there is much we can learn and apply to 
contemporary land management studies. We 
can also celebrate the richness and diversity 
of Indigenous cultures and explore notions 
of Country/Place and custodian responsibility 
from an Indigenous perspective. We can also 
investigate the nature of the cultural and spiritual 
value of water, landforms and landscapes to 
Indigenous perspectives and reflect on how this 
contrasts with other environmental world views.

As noted earlier in this discussion, the extent to 
which a particular perspective can be universally 
attributed to a particular group within society 
remains contested territory. Butler (2000) argues 
that any search for a single, definitive Indigenous 
perspective will ultimately prove elusive 
because it fails to acknowledge the diversity of 
perspectives within Indigenous communities. So 
while it may be possible at one level to talk of an 
Indigenous perspective or standpoint, it is equally 
important to acknowledge a diversity of views or 
perspectives. The challenge for teachers is not to 
generalise, or assert as universal, any particular 
element of Indigenous knowledge.

By the mid-2000s, the notion of an Indigenous 
perspective, as pioneered by Geography 
syllabuses in New South Wales, had been 
embraced more generally. The New South 
Wales Department of Education and Training’s 
Curriculum Support website, for example specifies 
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that: ‘the term Aboriginal perspectives refers to 
Aboriginal points of view on particular issues 
and events’. Furthermore, the website cautions 
that ‘Aboriginal subject matter and perspectives 
should be explored in consultation with Aboriginal 
people in the local school community’ (New South 
Wales Department of Education and Training, 
2012). That latter piece of advice is designed to 
address, at least in part, the concerns of Butler 
that Indigenous content and perspectives continue 
to be mediated by those with little or no cultural 
experience of Aboriginality.

Significantly, the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography, albeit somewhat belatedly, has also 
embraced the notion of perspectivism. Sadly, 
however, the extent to which Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Peoples curriculum content 
has been mandated, via Content Descriptors and 
Elaborations, was not universally supported. 
Even among curriculum writers, there was 
some resistance to the allocation of ten Content 
Descriptors to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples’ content. Some argued that it 
was being imposed on them by ACARA and that 
the intervention of ATSIAG amounted to a ‘high-
jacking’ of what should have been a Geography 
curriculum. The majority of those involved 
were, however, supportive of the mandating on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander content and 
the inclusion of the perspective statement.

Conclusion
The means by which the inclusion of an 
Indigenous perspective was negotiated and 
then embedded within Geography curriculum 
documents confirms the conceptualisation of 
curriculum as a social and political artefact – the 
product of often intense sociopolitical power 
struggles. It is also confirmation of the often 
contested nature of the curriculum development 
process itself, and a recognition that curriculum 
does not stand apart from the era and context in 
which it is developed. 

The outcome of the processes outlined above 
is an acceptance that Geography curriculum 
documents should appropriately contain not only 
the opportunity for students to gain a knowledge 
and understanding of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander cultures and heritage but also 
the opportunity for them to investigate a range 
of issues and phenomena from an Indigenous 
perspective or point of view.

Perspectivism, as negotiated, defined and 
originally deployed in the New South Wales 
curriculum context, and now adopted at a 
national level, provides Geography teachers with 
a powerful means of promoting deep knowledge 
and understanding with a particular focus on 
critical thinking within the constructivist learning 
paradigm. It also facilitates the inculcation of 

values generally held to be fundamental to the 
maintenance of a civil society. The challenge 
for future curriculum writers is to build on this 
work. To further refine our understanding of 
perspectivism and to explore its educational 
potential. The task of teachers (and textbook 
writers) is develop the teaching and learning 
strategies that appropriately and effectively 
convey the knowledge and experience of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples but 
also deliver on the promise of perspectivism. 
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Abstract
With the introduction of the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography (Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 
2012) a new frontier in geographical education 
has arrived. It provides an opportunity to 
reinvigorate as well as expand geographical 
education in Australia across all year levels of 
schooling. We argue that having both informed 
prescription from the curriculum document, 
and informed professionalism by teachers is 
critical for quality geographical education. With 
this backdrop, we explore the guided inquiry 
approach as the fit-for-purpose pedagogy that 
enables students and teachers to develop specific 
geography knowledge and understanding, skills 
and dispositions.

Introduction
Geography matters. As McDougall (2003) of 
the Foreign Policy Research Institute argued, 
‘geography is basic to education is its role as 
springboard to every other subject in the sciences 
and humanities’. To teach and learn geography 
well requires balancing informed professionalism 
with informed prescription. Indeed, Luke, Weir 
and Woods (2008) suggested that this has to be 
done in a contextually logical manner. Informed 
prescription promotes an approach to curriculum 
that highlights the essential expectations of 
learning. It can be facilitated in the form of a 
curriculum document that ‘maps out basic 
expectations about the essential knowledge, 
competencies, skills, processes and experiences, 
along with mandated accountability routines that 
allow space for local assessment for diagnostic 
and programmatic purposes’ (Luke, Weir & 
Woods, 2008, p. 1). Facilitation of informed 
professionalism on the other hand entails 
providing spaces that foster teacher autonomy to 
interpret the curriculum document (Luke, Weir & 
Woods, 2008, p. 2) and make informed decisions 
during curriculum planning and implementation 
focused on students. Such an approach provides 

a context where teachers are supported in 
‘local curriculum interpretation, translation, 
development and implementation’ (p. 25) with 
opportunities for ‘rich professional development 
activities’ (Luke, Weir & Woods, 2008, p. 2).

The Australian Curriculum: Geography (ACARA, 
2012) provides levels of prescription on a range 
of curriculum matters such as aspects of what 
to teach and learn, and how to study Geography 
as well as the standard of achievement expected 
of students at each year level. For example: 
‘Geography specifies some case studies that 
all students must undertake’ (p. 16), and ‘the 
content descriptions set out the knowledge, 
understandings and skills that teachers are 
expected to teach and students are expected to 
learn’ (p. 10). Teacher choice is also mandated: 
‘the curriculum also provides freedom for 
teachers to include contexts appropriate 
to the needs and interests of their student 
cohort’ (ACARA, 2012, p. 16), and ‘the content 
elaborations are provided in Foundation to Year 
10 to illustrate and exemplify content and to assist 
teachers in developing a common understanding 
of the content descriptions. They are examples 
rather than content points that all students 
need to be taught’ (p. 10). That is, content is 
prescribed in specific as well as broad terms, yet 
a high level of teacher autonomy is maintained in 
implementation.

In this paper, we examine relevant aspects of 
the informed prescription of the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography (ACARA, 2012) as they 
relate to informed professionalism. In particular 
we focus on the use of fit-for-purpose pedagogy 
that is distinctively geographical in nature to 
enact the curriculum. In so doing, the model of 
geographical inquiry underpinning the curriculum 
is described, as is the resultant nature of the 
learning experiences for students. We conclude 
by discussing the implications for practice. To 
begin, we provide an overview of salient aspects 
of the curriculum document and then explore 
the development of professional knowledge, 

Informed prescription and informed 
professionalism in geographical 
education

Ken Purnell and Nona Muldoon
Central Queensland University 
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skills and dispositions of teachers in geography. 
Geography teachers need to avoid the accusation 
of being ‘amateurs in the operating room’, as Pace 
(2004, p. 1175) described professors of History 
in the United States, as they were ‘preoccupied 
with what to teach (rather than) with the equally 
important matter of how to teach it’ (Calder, 2006, 
p. 1362). Our focus is to encourage a balance 
between the how and what to teach.

A Snap Shot of Informed Prescription 
within the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography
In Australia’s eight jurisdictions (states and 
territories), teachers will be implementing the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography with all 
students from Foundation to Year 8 with options 
to study to Year 12 (ACARA, 2012). Some 
jurisdictions have, or are producing syllabuses 
based upon the ACARA curriculum document 
as appropriate under their relevant legislation. A 
range of resources by year level and for multi-
year levels are being produced (see, for example, 
Queensland Studies Authority [QSA], 2012).

In the Australian Curriculum: Geography (ACARA, 
2012, p. 2) five educational aims have been 
specified. These are that students develop:

•	 a sense of wonder, curiosity and respect about 
places, people, cultures and environments 
throughout the world;

•	 a deep geographical knowledge of their own 
locality, Australia, the Asia-Pacific region and 
the world; 

•	 the ability to think geographically, using 
geographical concepts; 

•	 competent, critical and creative use of 
geographical inquiry methods and skills; 

•	 as informed, responsible and active citizens 
who can contribute to the development of an 
environmentally sustainable, economically 
resilient and socially just world. 

These aims should be borne in mind when 
teachers align the curriculum with assessment 
and with learning experiences for their students 
(QSA, 2010). They are especially relevant in 
identifying the dispositions in geography that 
students need to develop that we identify and 
discuss below.

For each year level in the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography (ACARA, 2012) there are prescribed 
content description and optional content 
elaborations that exemplify the description. As 
an example of a content description for Year 1 
that is expected to be taught and learnt: ‘The 
constructed, managed and natural environmental 
features of places, how they are changing and 

why they need care’ (p. 21), and one of the four 
Content elaborations on that (an example rather 
than a requirement to be taught): 

Examining changes in natural, managed 
and constructed features, for example 
how the Nuggubuyu People of the South-
west coast of the Gulf of Carpentaria used 
slow burning fires to clear dry grass, the 
farming practices of Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples, Brewarrina Aboriginal fish traps 
(Ngunhu) of the Ngemba People, recent 
erosion, revegetated areas, planted crops 
or new buildings. (ACARA, 2012, p.21.)

As an example for Year 8 Content description: 
‘The economic, environmental and social 
advantages and disadvantages of large cities’, 
and a Content elaboration associated with that: 
‘Exploring the arguments for and against a more 
balanced distribution of the urban population, 
including those relating to environmental 
sustainability’. (ACARA, 2012, p. 71.) 

ACARA (2012, pp. 17–95) provides details on 
the units of study (focus) for F-10 in geography. 
These are shown in Table 1. Note that there is one 
unit specified from Foundation to Year 6 (primary 
school), then from Years 7 to 10 (high school) 
there are two units in each year level.

The scope and sequence of inquiry and skills for 
geography for Foundation to Year10 (ACARA, 
2012, pp. 96–99) is shown in Table 2. These 
occur in two-year stages (identified in the column 
headings), with students to be taught and to learn 
the specified methods and skills for that stage 
(ACARA, 2012, p. 3). There is progression of the 
level of sophistication across the stages from a 
simple guided inquiry in Foundation to Year 8, to 
a guided inquiry in Years 9 and 10. Geographic 
skills are described within the stages of inquiry 
in Table 2 (in bold), and detailed more fully in the 
content elaborations throughout the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography. 

Fostering Informed Professionalism
It is clear from the content descriptions in the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography (ACARA, 
2012) that there is a high level of prescription of 
what is to be taught and learnt. With the content 
elaborations, it is also apparent that there is a 
great degree of flexibility in how teachers and 
their students may proceed to address the 
content. This bodes well in achieving a balance 
between informed prescription and informed 
professionalism. As Luke, Weir and Woods (2008, 
p. 1) suggested, such balance focuses on ‘the 
potential of all learners to meet high expectations 
and standards’. ACARA specifies end of year 
standards in the curriculum from Foundation to 
Year 10.
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The Professional standards for accomplished 
teaching of school geography – GEOGstandards 
(University of Melbourne, Australian Geography 
Teachers’ Association [AGTA], Geography 
Teachers’ Association of Victoria [GTAV], & 
Victorian Institute of Teaching, 2010), provide 
comprehensive points of reference for unpacking 
informed professionalism. The purpose of 
the GEOGstandards is to encourage teachers 
of geography to reflect on their practice and 
improve their teaching both individually and 
collectively. In essence, this requires teachers 
to be researchers of their own teaching. A 
particularly helpful approach to understanding 
the dimensions of professionalism was provided 
by Evans (2011) who argued that these are: 
Attitudinal, intellectual and behavioural. The 
attitudinal aspects of geography teaching reflect 
the teacher’s experiences within the classroom 
and elsewhere, based on their philosophical 
beliefs and perceptions. These, coupled with 
their motivation and passion, as noted in the 
GEOGstandards, contribute to: ‘Establishing a 
safe, supportive and intellectually challenging 
learning environment’, ‘Fostering geographical 
inquiry and fieldwork’, and ‘Understanding 
students and their community’. The intellectual 
aspect pertains to: ‘Knowing geography and 
geography curriculum’, ‘Developing geographical 
thinking and communication’, ‘Understanding 
geography teaching’ and ‘Planning, assessing 
and reporting’, within which the teacher’s 
sophisticated geographical expertise is drawn 
upon to justify pedagogical choices and decisions. 
The behavioural dimension interconnects 

with attitudinal and intellectual dimensions of 
professionalism in terms of what teachers do, 
the decisions they make and the processes 
and procedures they undertake, often geared 
towards ‘Learning and working collegially’ 
and ‘Progressing professional growth and 
development’ as stated in GEOGstandards. Thus, 
at the core of professionalism is the teacher 
demonstrating the kinds of attitudes they hold 
and codes of behaviour they follow, relating and 
conveying what they know and do, how and why 
they do it, where and how they acquire knowledge 
and understanding, and the level of consistency 
encompassing all of these, including the quality of 
service (Evans, 2011).

Drawing on the attitudinal, intellectual 
and behavioural dimensions of teacher 
professionalism (Evans, 2011), it is critical for 
teachers of geography to appreciate and act on 
the understanding that ‘geography has moved on 
from a subject that required the memorisation 
of geographical facts and now commonly 
incorporates geographic inquiry’ (Kriewaldt, 2006, 
p. 24). This needs to be a central view of what 
geography is, and how it is taught and learnt. It 
has significant implications for the way a teacher’s 
informed professionalism plays out with a focus 
on active learning and student engagement 
strongly argued by Professor Jerome Bruner 
in his seminal work, The process of education 
(1960).

Table 1: Units of study in geography

Unit(s)

Foundation People live in places

Year 1 Places have distinctive features

Year 2 People are connected to many places

Year 3 Places are both similar and different

Year 4 The Earth’s environment sustains all life

Year 5 Human and environmental processes shape places

Year 6 We live in a diverse world

Year 7 Water in the world Places are for living in

Year 8 Landforms and landscapes Reshaping the nation

Year 9 Two units: Biomes and food security Exploring interconnections

Year 10 Environmental change and management Global geographies of human wellbeing
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Guided Inquiry: Fit-for-purpose Pedagogy
Guided inquiry is the pedagogical approach 
that underpins geographical education in the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography (ACARA, 
2012). This is the distinctive, fit-for-purpose 
pedagogy to be used in schools to teach and learn 
geography (Hutchinson, 2012; Kriewaldt, 2006; 
Purnell & Harrison, 2011). The justification for 
its ‘fit’ reflects a theory of learning that explains 
meaning-making and knowledge construction 
(Vygotsky, 1972). Social constructivist learning 
theory posits that social interaction plays a 
fundamental part in cognitive development; that 
humans use tools developed from a culture, 
such as language and cultural artefacts, to 
mediate and navigate through their social 
environments; and that higher mental functions 
are developed through social interactions where 
the more knowledgeable/skilful others guide such 
development. The inquiry approach for learning 
and teaching geography facilitates an active 
process through which students and teachers 
utilise geographical language and tools to make 
meaning and construct knowledge about the 
world. As Roberts (2006, p. 51) eloquently stated 
‘we communicate through the use of language 
and we develop our thoughts through the use 
of language. We learn geography through the 
language of geography’. 

The Australian Curriculum: Geography (ACARA, 
2012, p. 2) posits an explanation of the purpose 
and nature of geographic education: 

Geography integrates knowledge from 
the natural sciences, social sciences 
and humanities to build a holistic 
understanding of the world. Students learn 
to question why the world is the way it 
is, reflect on their relationships with and 
responsibilities for that world, and actively 
participate in shaping a socially just 
sustainable future.

Two strands provide the organisers in the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography (ACARA, 2012):

1. Geographical knowledge and understanding; 
2. Geography inquiry and skills. 

There are seven major concepts for knowledge 
and understanding: place, space, environment, 
interconnection, sustainability, scale, and change. 
In commenting on the pedagogical approach on 
how to teach, ACARA (2012, p. 1) states that:

Geography uses an inquiry approach 
to assist students to make meaning of 
their world. It teaches them how to ask 
distinctively geographical questions, 
plan an inquiry, collect, evaluate analyse 
and interpret information and suggest 

responses to what they have learned. 
They undertake fieldwork, the mapping 
and interpretation of data and spatial 
distributions, and the use of spatial 
technologies.

The use of geographic skills is critical in a guided 
inquiry. Various authors have provided insights 
into what those may look like that are of use in 
interpreting the Australian Curriculum: Geography 
(see, for example, Kriewaldt, 2012; McInerney, 
2012; QSA, 2007). The five stages of guided 
inquiry in the Australian Curriculum: Geography 
(ACARA, 2012) are shown in Figure 1.

The five stages of guided inquiry are taught 
at increasing levels of sophistication from 
Foundation to Year 10 as identified in Table 2 
above. Students learn the methods of inquiry and 
skills specified for a two year stage over those two 
years, and various stages may be used separately 
or in any combination: ‘Inquiry does not 
always require the collection and processing of 
information: the starting point could be a concept 
or an ethical or aesthetic issue, which can be 
explored orally’ (ACARA, 2012, p. 3). Therefore, 
there is considerable flexibility with how many 
stages a teacher may use in a guided inquiry at 
any time from one to all five, but across the two 
year stage all are required to be taught and learnt 
(ACARA, 2012, p. 3).

The methods used in the guided inquiry are 
detailed by ACARA (2012, pp. 3&4):

1� Observing, questioning and planning: 
Identifying an issue or problem and 
developing geographical questions to 
investigate the issue or find an answer to the 
problem. 

2� Collecting, recording, evaluating and 
representing: Collecting information from 
primary and/or secondary sources, recording 
the information and evaluating it for reliability 
and bias. 

3� Analysing and concluding: Making sense 
of information gathered, identifying order, 
diversity, trends, patterns, anomalies, 
generalisations and cause and effect 
relationships, using quantitative and 
qualitative methods appropriate to the type of 
inquiry. Interpreting the results of this analysis 
and developing conclusions. 

4� Communicating: Communicating the results of 
investigations using combinations of methods 
(written, oral, audio, graphical, visual and 
mapping) appropriate to the subject matter, 
purpose and audience.

5� Reflecting and responding: Reflecting on the 
findings of the investigation, what has been 
learned, the process and effectiveness of 
the inquiry and any actions that has been or 
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should be taken. Evaluating what has been 
learned against the criteria of environmental 
sustainability, economic costs and benefits 
and social justice.

Discussions and Implications
Often the challenge for teachers is that learning 
in guided inquiry is a shared experience with 
teachers and students being co-learners 
(Harrison & Purnell, 2011, p. 38). The idea 
of looking at messy, real-world questions 
of interest to students with the vagaries and 
uncertainties that may entail, can be of great 
benefit to the development of both the teacher 
and their students with changes in thinking and 
dispositions (Doidge, 2010; Schwartz & Gladding, 
2011). A key caveat is that both the quality 
of evidence and the quality of analysis of that 
evidence are critical for guided inquiry (Harrison 
& Purnell, 2012).

The importance of transference of knowledge 
and geographical dispositions was noted by the 
National Research Council (cited in Bransford, 
Brown and Cocking, 2000, p. 17):

Students can become more expert if the 
geographical information they are taught 
is placed in the appropriate conceptual 
framework . . . The student who has 
learned geographical information for 
the Americas in a conceptual framework 
approaches the task of learning the 
geography of another part of the globe 

with questions, ideas and expectations 
that help guide the acquisition of that 
new information. Understanding the 
geographical importance of the Mississippi 
River sets the stage for the student’s 
understanding of the geographical 
importance of the Nile. And as concepts 
are reinforced, the student will transfer 
learning beyond the classroom, observing 
and inquiring, for example, about the 
geographic city that help explain its 
location and size.

Such dispositions are critical in geographical 
education. In Figure 2 we show the key 
relationships between the knowledge and 
understanding and skills of the geography 
curriculum (ACARA, 2012), and we identify 
particular dispositions for students (and teachers) 
that help them to think and act like geographers.

A view espoused by Bransford, Brown and 
Cocking (2000) is that learning in complex and 
ill-structured domains often happens best by 
working through problems and cases. Following 
this line of thought, learning is something that 
the student does, as opposed to what the teacher 
does in the learning and teaching transaction. The 
need to situate learners at the centre is therefore 
critical. As Zimmerman (1998) contended, 
learning is a ‘proactive activity requiring self-
initiated motivational and behavioural processes 
as well as metacognitive ones’ (p. 1). This is 
evident in the Australian Curriculum: Geography 

Figure 1: Guided inquiry stages
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(ACARA, 2012) with its explicit integration of 
guided inquiry. In this pedagogical approach, 
learners are strategically placed at the core of the 
learning activity, promoting active learning whilst 
learners are engaged to investigate geographical 
problems and to develop geographical knowledge. 
Guided inquiry provides learners opportunities to 
pursue open-ended tasks, to make decisions and 
to identify their own means of solving problems 
(see Kriewaldt, 2006; Purnell & Harrison, 2011). 
In this type of pedagogy, the learning activities are 
foregrounded by the development of knowledge 
and understanding, skills and dispositions. 
The interactive and supportive nature of these 
elements is conceptualised diagrammatically in 
Figure 2. 

The ongoing use of guided inquiry in geography, 
given its fit-for-purpose nature, enables teachers 
and students to approach studies and problems 
with the requisite knowledge and skills on 
how to conduct such an inquiry. Geographical 
inquiry proactively engages students in making 

sense of new information for themselves; it 
acknowledges that geographical knowledge has 
been constructed by geographers, rather than 
an absolute reality; and it promotes a sense of 
ownership as students have more control over 
their own learning (Roberts, 2006). Bringing 
together knowledge and understanding, skills 
and dispositions in guided geographical inquiries 
empowers learners not only to develop expertise 
in geography, but also enables reflection and 
examination of ‘how an individual ought to 
behave in a given geographical context or the 
geographical responsibility we think the society 
ought to have’ (Hall, 1983, p. 3). This is critical for 
developing and improving the abilities of learners 
to respond to moral issues and to act and reason 
on moral grounds. Hall (1983) championed this 
view when he highlighted that developing the 
‘disposition and motivation to act according to 
that reasoning’ (p. 6) is imperative in geographical 
education. 

Figure 2: Interconnections of guided inquiry in geography

	 1
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In undertaking distinctly geographical studies, it 
is critical to be familiar with the ‘tools of trade’. In 
particular the five stages of the inquiry (ACARA, 
2012) need to be readily at the fingertips as a 
toolkit that can be automatically drawn upon 
and utilised. Students and teachers should not 
have to learn them every time they undertake 
geographical studies. Both teachers and students 
of geography need to be very familiar with the 
specific requirements of geographic inquiry 
and develop great expertise in using them with 
ease, effectiveness and efficiency. The sorts 
of data that will be sought from, for example, 
geographic fieldwork, maps, photographs and 
other sources of geographical information, 
and the analysis and use of that data, needs to 
be done so automatically. As Roberts (2006) 
contended, the inquiry approach to geographical 
education recognises that ‘by involving students 
in constructing geographical knowledge for 
themselves they can become aware of how 
such knowledge is created. It can make them 
aware of the selectivity of knowledge’ (p. 96). 
Roberts (2006) also explained that an inquiry 
to be ‘geographical’ must have geographical 
questions such as those suggested by Neighbour 
(1992): Where is it located? Why here? What is 
the impact of location? What changes should be 
made? Hutchinson (2012, p. 7) further argued 
that ‘it is the questions (our emphasis) that 
geographers ask that distinguishes geographical 
inquiry from general inquiry’. To add to the spatial 
focus of many inquiry based investigations 
Hutchinson (2012, p. 11) stated ‘What I am 
arguing for is a poetics of geographical inquiry 
rather than geography as the science of space. 
Indeed, many contemporary geographers explore 
socially constructed rather than Euclidian space’. 
This view is consistent with the Accomplished 
Geography Teacher of the Australian Geography 
Standards – GEOGStandards (University of 
Melbourne et al., 2010) that describe the sorts of 
things teachers do with students in a distinctively 
geographical inquiry.

Conclusion 
Clearly there is a new frontier for teaching 
and learning geography in Australia with the 
implementation of the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography (ACARA, 2012). For the first time in 
Australia, students from Foundation to Year 8 
are required to study Geography with optional 
study from Years 9 to 12. The ACARA document 
provides a high level of informed prescription 
of what to teach with the content descriptions 
and content elaborations for each year level. It 
also provides clear guidance on how to teach 
using the five stages of guided inquiry. Further, it 
promotes informed professionalism by teachers 
as they implement it. We have argued that the 

use of the fit-for-purpose pedagogy, guided 
inquiry, if effectively and efficiently used, provides 
opportunities to balance informed prescription 
and informed professionalism in creating quality 
learning experiences for students. 

For teachers, it is critical to be co-learners with 
students in geography as geographical knowledge 
and understandings, skills and dispositions are 
developed so that teachers and students become 
more expert in being geographers. The aim is 
to plan and design lessons and guided inquiry 
activities in ways that transform geographical 
ideas into an accessible format to the learners. 
In this process, the essential part for the teacher 
is the learning that transpires whilst planning 
lessons and inquiry, as indeed the plan may end 
up of no real significance. To borrow from the 
then US President Dwight D. Eisenhower, ‘plans 
are nothing; planning is everything’. 
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Abstract
The term place features prominently in the 
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority’s (ACARA) Shape of the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography and, while the concept 
of place has been examined in numerous papers, 
what it means in the context of geographical 
education remains somewhat ambiguous. At 
the root of this ambiguity is the combination 
of physical and human academic Geography 
disciplines within the adoption of the single focus 
of place. This leads to potential contradictions 
in methodology, particularly where the modern/
postmodern debate is played out. 

This paper will draw attention to two features 
of the academic literature that allow for greater 
insights to be drawn into teaching practices. 
These are: Postmodern relativism and being 
in the world. The paper considers what these 
theories bring to a reading of place and what 
implications can be drawn for Geography teaching 
practice. The paper presents a brief philosophical 
investigation of these key issues and suggests a 
pragmatic response.

Introduction
Geography is presented as the study of places 
(Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2011). These 
are ‘specific areas of the Earth’s surface’ 
which are located through various scales and 
characteristics, being both social and physical. 
A city, a water catchment, a cave, a cultural area, 
an ecosystem or a classroom are all distinct 
examples of place. The term place is used here as 
a bridge or common point (one of many) between 
the commonly divided academic fields of human 
and physical geographical enquiries. 

This division is not present at the school level 
where both aspects are taught within the subject 
of Geography, hence the appropriateness of the 
term place to summarily unite these fields. Being 
able to teach and thus relate the two together is 
very important to understanding our world and 
gaining key geographical skills and knowledge 
sets.  Both fields represent aspects of the diverse 
subject of geography (McDougall, 2003).

However, the academic literature which stems 
from the break between human and physical 
geographies respectively develops the term place 
in quite different manners. There are increasingly 
many studies dedicated to cataloguing these 
definitions and this paper will not add to them. 
(A good and relevant overview is given in 
Hutchinson, 2012.) Here instead, focus will 
be shifted to one theoretical concern that has 
direct bearing on the application of method for 
Geography, specifically to engage with the so-
called postmodern problem. Is it possible to 
reconcile ‘Physical’ nominalism with ‘Human’ 
perspectivism and combine them in a single 
notion of place?

A Leading Question
The distinction between space and place 
is commonly examined in the literature on 
human geography. Space is considered to be 
the undifferentiated, generally physical world, 
associated with nominal aspects of measurement 
(such as extent or relative position) and location. 
Place is space with the addition of human 
endowment with meaning or value. This could, for 
example, take the form of emotional connection 
(Tuan, 1977) or relation to contexts of power 
(Cresswell, 2004), or any number of human 
overlays. 

While ‘space’ and ‘value’ are each well-developed 
concepts in their respective fields, the problem is 
that by bringing them together within the concept 
of place many of their key characteristics appear 
to conflict. 

To draw out the issue, consider the following 
question. When presented with two topological 
overlays relating to a single location in space, 
are we talking about one ‘place’ or two? For 
example, two local individuals present their 
unique interpretations of the suburb in which 
they live, including variations in the extent of this 
area. Can two people live in the same location and 
experience different places? Or another example, 
a consultant for a mining company is asked to 
compile a report based on a geological survey 
of iron ore deposits and a study of a marsupial 
habitat on the ground above. Do these represent 
different places?

(Dis)Entangling Place

Justin Shimeld
University of Melbourne
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The first example draws on the concept of a sense 
of place, prominent in the philosophical literature, 
and connects with the unique identification of 
subjective experience, suggesting in fact that 
there may be two places represented. The second 
example immediately hints at the relationship 
between the two overlays, that the existence 
of one will affect the other (if mining were to 
go ahead), and hence that they represent two 
characteristics of a single place. How one answers 
this question in an ambiguous case reveals an 
underlying assumption, being theoretically either 
based in the physical or human geographic camp 
(Clifford, Holloway, Rice, & Valentine, 2009). If 
the answer is one place we prioritise space, if it is 
two we prioritise value.  

It is possible that such an ambiguous case 
would never arise in a Geography classroom, 
but the purpose here is not to provide a solution 
to a single case but to better understand the 
methodology behind such decisions. Consider 
the following points taken from the draft 
Australian Curriculum for Geography: Places do 
not necessarily have a definite border; Places 
can overlap; Perspectives are taken into account 
(recognition that there are different ways of 
reading the same space). Taken together, it would 
appear that two distinct places can be legitimately 
recognised in the same location at the same 
time. In such cases, it would not be the particular 
space a place occupies that differentiates it from 
other places, and must in fact be its specific 
characteristics or values.

Postmodern Relativism
The postmodern problem is this; if it is value 
which defines a place then this is not an intrinsic 
characteristic and, in the case of individuals, 
is subjective and so could be otherwise. The 
assertion is that all meaning is created so there 
are no inherent truths. This leads to a loss of 
certainty associated with adopting relativism. 
Geography would be a study of discourses, 
loosely woven together and students would be 
given no possibility of choosing between one 
opinion and another. On the other hand, if one 
were to adopt a purely nominal scientific position 
then subjective meaning could not be taken into 
account and the very essence of place, of human 
experience, would be lost.

Associated with this is the recognition of multiple 
interpretations of Geography itself and, stemming 
from this, the dilemma of necessarily teaching 
a biased perspective (as every perspective 
must be). The postmodern insight should be 
taken seriously, however this need not override 
traditional spatial awareness or methodological 
certainty any more than the recognition of 
multiple narratives in History overrides an 

understanding of time or causation. As historians 
teach bias, geographers too must draw attention 
to the source of their material.

One aim of Geography in schools is to teach 
students to recognise the significance of the scale 
and characteristics that define the place that is 
selected in each particular instance.  They should 
also be able to recognise why it has been selected. 
This is fundamental Geographic methodology 
that must arise when basic assumptions are not 
preset. This thinking should be made transparent 
for both teachers and students of Geography.  
This makes it possible to translate knowledge 
across scales, subjects, perspectives and 
disciplines.

Being in the World
The second relevant insight taken up by the 
postmodern writers is the sense of place as 
socially constructed. This immediately replaces 
the fear of subjectivity with something slightly 
more substantial. Instead of place being defined 
by individual opinions, even a subjective 
experience is informed through interaction with 
social groups and environment. In this manner, 
a place is always in flux, always being recreated 
and redefined. This is social constructivism, 
where there is a reciprocal relationship between 
communities and their places. Some go so far 
as to see place itself as an active engagement, a 
practice rather than a static locale (Casey, 2001; 
Hutchinson, 2012).

A precursor to these ideas was Nietzsche’s 
perspectivism, that there is nothing other than 
perspectives (Nietzsche, 1996). Nietzsche was 
in turn a major influence on Heidegger, a figure 
who has become ubiquitous in discussions on 
place. He considered Being (the mode of one’s 
existence) to be intimately bound up with the 
world, which he captured in his term Dasein 
(Heidegger, 1962). Hence, from this perspective, 
place tells of both aspects, spatial and narrational. 
But a further point Heidegger expressed which is 
worth noting is that one is always already in the 
world (Malpas, 2007), there is no order to creator 
and created, they are simultaneous. Even as a 
geographer selects a place for study they do so 
under the influence of their own embeddedness 
in place.

This leads to the concept of space being similarly 
recognised, not as a mere placeholder or empty 
container, but subject to the implications of 
human influence and experience (Relph, 1976). 
The recognition that even time and space are 
not absolute but socially constructed is not a 
new one (Harvey, 1990). We create places, give 
them meaning, and they create us (our identity) 
both positively and negatively.  These cannot be 
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disentangled, nor can one place be isolated from 
its place within the relative influence of all other 
places.  

The implications here for teaching are already 
present in the Australian Curriculum which 
highlights the significant role of Geography 
in teaching the interdependence of various 
phenomena, and in developing a sense of 
personal identity by recognising one’s own place 
in the world and the construction of one’s own 
personal geographies.

Character of Place
Space and place are not utterly distinct, nor can 
they be separated from one another, they are 
intimately bound up. Place occurs in space and 
space itself is interpreted through place. For the 
sake of a pedagogical starting position, however, 
space will be emphasised since it allows for a 
more intuitive relational synthesis to take place. 

To return to the leading question, in the context 
of teaching Geography space is what denotes a 
particular place as distinct from another. A place 
is identified, first and foremost, by its position 
in the world and specifically in relation to other 
places in question. At the same time, a place 
cannot be identified without presenting the 
characteristics which define it, so a sense of place 
is necessarily included. This is true of traditional 
physical overlays just as it is of humanist overlays 
(for example: two cultural perspectives or 
isolating two physical features).

When a place is identified, picked out from the 
world and given specific value, the scale and 
key characteristics are decided based upon its 
relationship to other identified places. It is not 
intrinsically existent but dependent; nevertheless, 
as it is located spatially, its characteristics can be 
continually redrawn into new places, differently 
bound. For example, local traffic data could be 
integrated into a larger picture of national traffic 
density, or re-placed into a study of pollution or 
even aesthetic character at various scales. In this 
manner one place, spatially located, is host to 
multiple overlays of characteristics, the selection 
of which determines the scale and extent of the 
specific interpretation of place. Different cultural, 
linguistic and physical characters overlap and 
intermingle to create this unique place and so 
too the various experiences of being in that place 
(Murdoch, 2005). 

It is worth noting that this also applies to virtual 
places, which still retain a virtual sense of space 
(cyberspace for instance). Where these virtual 
spaces (be they digital or imagined) interact with 
the wider world their effects are still apparent 
and relational. The concept of space-time 
compression for instance is in part related to the 

conflation of virtual and real spaces (Augé, 1995; 
Curry, 2002). Massey (1994) makes the key point 
that globalisation is experienced differently by 
different people in different places and that places 
themselves can be considered meeting places, 
areas in space where many characteristics, 
experiences and values overlap.

These are the lessons gleaned: A place 
is multifaceted and dynamic. No place is 
homogenous; no place exists in isolation; and no 
place is static.

Admitting the dynamic and multifaceted nature 
of places draws one into the most potent aspects 
of the field of Geography, which is the ability 
to recognise the connections between different 
scales and different perspectives. Succinctly, 
Geography allows a single place to be related to 
the whole world (Maude, 2010). How one does 
this depends upon one’s purpose. The information 
one relates spatially declares one’s method and 
this is what should be made apparent to students 
of Geography so that they are able to learn to 
make their own judgements.

Conclusion – Teaching with Purpose
Any identification of place depends upon the 
purpose for which it is employed. As place is an 
open concept, it can be adapted and implemented 
for any purpose.  A place relates to a location on 
the surface of the earth characterised by physical 
and human characteristics.  We can examine 
countries, geopolitical areas, towns, cities, 
houses, classrooms, ecosystems, territories, 
and regions.  These places exist in and across 
various scales. That place is created, changes and 
shapes us immediately means that each place is 
connected to the world (and other places) and 
that they can be related. Methodological rigour 
is not lost, one need only teach the difference 
in method between examining characteristics 
structured around narrative and those based on 
spatial relations.

To return once more to the question: one place 
or two? The answer depends entirely on what is 
being taught. Outside the classroom, the same 
applies, it depends on the focus of one’s inquiry 
or discussion. If one is examining the richness of 
an area of space then one would present a single 
place with many characteristics. Alternatively, if 
one wishes to draw attention to the significance of 
the lived world then one may identify two places 
sharing a single space. 

It is the role of the teacher to make their thinking 
visible so that students may comprehend the 
methods involved and the reasoning behind them.  
It is for this same reason that the teacher should 
have a good understanding of the methodology of 
what they teach, to make the implicit explicit.
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Book Reviews

Reviews Editor: Geoffrey Paterson

Arab gateways is a very attractively produced and valuable 
teaching resource aimed at lower and middle secondary 
students of geography, history and economics. Background 
information, notes for teachers for each unit, and student 
activities are contained in a booklet, a DVD and a website. Data 
are provided in a variety of forms including maps, photos, 
graphs, satellite imagery, and tables. 

There are five inquiry units. The following are of particular 
interest to Geography teachers and students: Unit 1 an 
introduction to the Arab region; Unit 2 sustainable water use: 
water security in an arid region; and Unit 4 global exchange, 
which looks at past and present spatial interaction between the 
Arab region and the rest of the world.  

The DVD contains a wealth of material for each unit. These 
include: twelve short films based on interviews with young 
people in the Arab region and Australia, an outline map and 
political and physical maps of the region, a comprehensive 
country data spreadsheet, climatic data for all capital cities, a 
quiz, an interactive map, student activity sheets, and links to a 
selection of other relevant websites. 

Activities in the interactive section of the website include 
analysing images of the Arab region. Some of these images 
are designed to challenge stereotypes that students may have 
of this region and its people. Physical characteristics of the 
region’s deserts, mountains and rivers are also covered in 
detail.  

This is a very thorough, comprehensive and useful resource. 
Because it is so comprehensive, teachers will need to set aside 

Arab gateways: A resource 
kit for Australian students 
and teachers. 
By Susan Aykut, Kerrie Canty, Roger 
Canty, Julie Hamston, Yasmeen 
Faruqi, Janet King and Judy Mraz.
Carlton South: Education Services 
Australia,
2011, 92 pages, paperback, DVD 
and website 

ISBN 9781742001203. 
www.arabgateways.edu.au

time to explore and become familiar with all its contents and 
activities. 

This kit should succeed in its aim to promote better 
understanding between Australia and the Arab world. It is very 
relevant, timely and important, given the recent and ongoing 
events of Arab Spring. In addition, this region and its people are 
currently not well covered in our curriculum. 

John Ramsdale
Montmorency, Victoria 

Environment and food. 
By Colin Sage. 
Abingdon: Routledge, 

2011, 320 pages, paperback, 
ISBN 9780415363129.

www.routledge.com

As an undergraduate student in the mid-1980s, I studied a 
course called “The geography of agriculture”.  In reality, it was 
a subset of economic geography, and was largely concerned 
with describing and explaining the distribution of different 
types of agricultural systems. Though the course was headed 
by a big picture analysis which attempted to give an historical 
and geographical overview of food production, there was little 
sense of the interconnectedness of agricultural production and 
consumption – the global food system. 

The fact that this type of apolitical geography was unable to 
address the systemic injustices and externalities associated 
with the global food system eventually led to the spread, 
within geography, of first, political economy, and then, political 
ecology. 

It is these turns which have made possible a textbook such as 
Environment and Food. 

At the centre of Colin Sage’s book (explored in chapter 2) is the 
notion of the agro-food system which can be seen as a complex 
historical and political evolution of efforts to productivise 
nature. The term stresses that we are concerned, not just with 
agricultural systems, but also the manufacturing, transport and 
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retailing industries that are required to service food production 
and consumption. To Sage’s credit, it is this attempt to avoid 
fragmenting complex economic processes which allows the 
reader to get a sense of the interconnectedness of production 
and consumption. This chapter provides the basis for the rest 
of the book. 

This is followed by chapters on: resources and ecosystems that 
support food production and which are increasingly threatened 
by the urge to produce more; the challenges to this system by 
climate change, freshwater resources, and peak oil; and the 
global demand for a meat-based diet. 

The focus then shifts to what happens beyond the farm gate 
and the complex systems of processing, packaging and 
transport which have developed in line with the development 
of modern industrial society. One of the pitfalls of this type of 
global thinking is that we lose sight of the more fine-grained 
scale of analysis, so Sage’s chapter on food sovereignty 
insists on looking at the details. A final chapter explores the 
possibilities of a sustainable agro-food system.

In many ways, Environment and food is the book I wish was 
available when I was teaching school geography in the 1990s, 
after Goodman and Redclift’s ground-breaking book Re-
fashioning nature was published – Sage cites it on the very 
first page1. The importance of that book was that it insisted on 
the need to think about agriculture as linked to wider social, 
political and cultural systems. 

Though that seems like a simple idea, I found teaching in 
ways that keep open notions of connectedness and process 
challenging. 

Colin Sage’s book does the hard work of providing a wealth of 
empirical examples and case studies which teachers can use to 
illustrate the broader concepts. 

Of course, the teacher’s work is to clarify those concepts for 
students in schools.

1 Goodman, D., & Redclift, M. (1991). Refashioning nature: 
food, ecology and culture� London: Routledge.

John Morgan
University of Auckland, New Zealand

Rainforests.
By Rhett A. Butler.
Menlo Park, CA: Mongaby.com

2011, 85 pages, paperback, 
ISBN 9781463774578. 
www.mongabay.com

Rainforests is very much a student resource which could be 
used in Years 5 to 7 and perhaps by some less capable Year 8 
students. It includes the author’s personal recounts mixed with 
a range fascinating factual topics.

Published towards the end of the United Nations Decade 
of Education for Sustainable Development (2005–2014), 
this volume is one of a series which examines present day 
research findings and practices. The book contains chapters on 
Australia, New Zealand and Papua New Guinea. However, a map 
of the region, on page 3, suggests that the region may include 
Indonesia but there is no mention of that country – perhaps a 
series editorial decision.

Two particular points appeal. One is a quote from Professor 
Suzanne Cory who stated:  “Our choices must be made 
on proven understandings and scientific evidence not on 

Schooling for sustainable 
development: A focus on 
Australia, New Zealand 
and the Oceanic region.
Edited by Margaret Robertson. 
Dordrecht: Springer,  
2012, 221 pages, hardcover, 

ISBN 9789400728813.
www.springer.com

The resource is available in a number of different formats 
including online at the above website and in such electronic 
formats as Kindle, Nook and iPad.

The book is organised into neat chapters that provide just 
enough information for junior level students. It covers a 
wide range of topics. These topics include the location and 
characteristics of a rainforest, rainforest wildlife, rainforest 
people, the importance of rainforests, rainforest resources, the 
impacts which are destroying rainforests, and what needs to be 
done to save rainforests. 

Geographical concepts covered include the location of 
rainforests around the world, latitude and longitude, natural 
characteristics of rainforests, human interaction with 
rainforests, resource use and impacts. Visual data includes 
graphs and maps.

The author draws readers in by beginning the book with his 
personal experiences and adventures in rainforests; this feature 
adds a very interesting and personal touch to the book. The 
truly spectacular photographs make the book appealing to 
all year levels. The section on indigenous rainforest people, 
and how they use this precious resource, is also particularly 
fascinating.

I envision that this book can be used in a variety of ways. 
These include rainforest units and inquiry research projects 
in Victorian Essential Learning Standards Level 5 (Years 5 to 
7).  The book is probably too simple to be used for study of 
rainforests in higher year levels.

Rainforests has a strong environmental tone and it is one which 
draws you in and encourages action.

Karoline Walter
Camberwell, Victoria
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Geoff Lacey has a lifetime’s experience of the Australian 
landscape and environment. His vision is one of a sustainable 
relationship between people and nature, both in wilderness 
and urban environments. He also considers the values of our 
life today – indigenous values of country as well as Christian 
values. 

He refers to global warming, loss of inhabited and productive 
land and the extinction of species. He mentions that impacts of 
climate change are unevenly distributed with extreme climatic 
events causing more deaths in poor countries than in rich ones, 
and notes the impacts on Bangladesh and Kiribati.

He also refers to the biosphere coming under assault from 
destruction of such ecosystems as rainforests and wetlands, 
and the impact of resource extraction. 

However, it is the powerful technologies that have enabled 
people to utilise vast energy resources for industrial 
development that he is most concerned about. In his opinion, 
global warming is the most significant issue. 

He believes that people feel helpless to act to overcome the 
problems of global warming; however, we need to see the 

In this book, historian Bill Gammage sets out to demonstrate 
that the 1788 landscape in Australia was made by the 
Aboriginal people. Their chief instrument was fire, with which 
they managed the country for plants and animals. 

The biggest estate on 
earth: How Aborigines 
made Australia.
By Bill Gammage. 

Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin,

434 pages, hardback 

ISBN 9781742377483. 

www.allenandunwin.com.

Sufficient for the day: 
Towards a sustainable 
culture. 
By Geoff Lacey.
Box Hill: Yarra Institute Press,
2011, 101 pages, paperback, 
ISBN 9780987146106. 
www.yarrainstitute.org.au

misinformation and uninformed assumption” (p.217). The 
other was many a reference to the writings of educational 
psychologist, David Ausubel.

There is no shortage of words in the volume. If teachers can 
sift carefully, they will find the text reveals elements of a useful 
guide to change. However, as in many works with principled 
intent, it seems to eschew the economic facts of a greedy 
humanity. Many of the papers included seem to be little more 
than a recital of the well known or the currently accepted points 
of view.

One of the more interesting chapters is “Spatial Models as a 
Hub for Sustainability Education” by the late Jim Peterson and 
Margaret Robertson. This chapter  acknowledges the end of the 
commercial geography  of empire and, having clearly classified  
resources as renewable and non-renewable,  proceeds  to 
foreshadow how the newer technologies can be used to recast 
learning and teaching into embracing Suzanne Corey’s demand 
for a scientific base – a process which can now be realised 
cooperatively.

John Collins
Richmond, Victoria

aspects of our life and the natural world together. He doesn’t 
offer any blueprint for solutions, but rather explores the issues, 
asks questions, and puts forward some ideas. 

Dr Lacey addresses the causes of and responses to this crisis 
of our way of life.

He explores how the crisis of global warming has come about, 
what is wrong with our technology and economic development 
for this to have happened, what are the cultural roots of this 
crisis, and what changes in our society might take us on a 
different, more sustainable direction. Finally, he asks what is 
sustainability and what is a sustainable city?

In doing this, Lacey presents an argument about both the 
values underlying our present production and consumption, 
and the implications for our future. He takes the land beyond 
the acceptance of a set of resources and asks us to consider 
and respect the value and quality of nature. He asks us to 
change our culture, and shift our understanding of wildness. 

With more focus on a sustainable culture, we should think 
about the quality of our urban life, and develop a better 
harmony between the built and natural environments. We must 
consider our food gardens and bushland reaching into the city; 
one single rich ecosystem. By conserving our biosphere, we 
will heal the damage that our Earth has incurred. 

This would be an interesting teacher resource for anyone 
wishing to focus on Global Warming as a global issue. It 
provides a further perspective to this climate debate by 
providing teachers with opportunities for reflection about how 
we have contributed to the environmental mismanagement, 
as well as practical problems, especially at the local scale. It 
reinforces the focus on sustainability, a significant aspect of 
Year 12 courses. Reference to the global perspective provides 
some interesting situations which can be compared with 
Australian examples; the indigenous perspective is vital in 
understanding a sustainable environment. 

Marilyn Wiber
Mentone Girls’ Grammar School, Victoria
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In an imaginative venture, Gammage analyses many paintings 
dating from the early years of European settlement. These 
are beautifully reproduced in the book. In some cases, he 
compares them with later photographs. He uses the pictures to 
demonstrate the role of fire management. A good example is a 
von Guérard picture of the Wannon River in the Grampians. The 
mountain slopes are covered with trees but “The central plain is 
not natural: the Wannon escapes from thick forest to thread it, 
and trees grow on it now. It was burnt for grass”.

In addition to pictures, the book abounds with written 
accounts. Many of these describe clear grassy landscapes, 
often “resembling a gentleman’s park”. Gammage argues that 
the people fashioned the landscape using intricate templates 
“to associate water, grass and forest, providing habitats and 
making the clean, beautiful landscapes dear to Aboriginal 
feeling”. And sometimes, they converted one ecosystem to 
another, as in the Wannon example.

How does Gammage’s perspective relate to scientific studies of 
landscape in Australia? Here a problem arises, for he expresses 
definite unease with scientific procedures. For example, while 
acknowledging that natural factors influence the vegetation, 
he has “tried to exclude sources reflecting such natural 

determinants as soil or salt rather than human impact”. I think 
this conflict is unnecessary, for interdisciplinary studies are 
now commonplace. 

Nowadays. there is wide agreement that the Aborigines 
engaged in frequent burning in grasslands and grassy 
woodlands. However, there are still big gaps in our knowledge 
of fire in the various forest ecosystems. This book has not been 
able to add very much here.

To what extent did Aboriginal fire shape the landscape as a 
whole? Bill Gammage argues that the people made the entire 
“continent a single estate”. Their management was active, alert 
to season and circumstance. “To the furthest places, sooner or 
later, the firestick came.” However, he later qualifies this with a 
note of uncertainty, saying that while the people cared for every 
inch of their country, care “did not always mean action: people 
might leave land alone for long periods”. 

This book, with its special perspective and its abundant pictorial 
and source material, is an important resource in the effort “to 
understand our country”.

Dr Geoff Lacey
Carlton South, Victoria




