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“Great geography teachers change the world.”

When a book starts out with a big statement like this, you are 
usually hoping for something impressive. While this pocket 
size teacher resource may be small in appearance and quite 
unassuming, it packs a punch with regard to the quality 
of practical ideas it contains, all aimed at fostering “great 
geography teaching”.

As the title suggests, this book is full of 100 practical ideas for 
use in the classroom. It is organised into eight parts: Sense of 
place; Literacy; Fieldwork; Creativity; Exams; Feedback; Quick 
Wins; and Keeping Geography Dynamic. Some of the ideas 
make great lesson starters, or are brilliant ideas for a stand-
alone lesson. Other ideas cement good teaching practice, such 
as Idea 64 – Questions as feedback, which encourages teachers 
to wander the classroom, checking work, and asking students 
questions to extend their understanding, and to therefore allow 
for simple differentiation. There is a good mix of traditional 
teaching ideas coupled with technology-based examples, such 
as using Google Alerts to keep up to date with current events, 
or using Skype in the Classroom.

Whilst David Rogers is a UK-based geographer and makes 
reference to the General Certificate of Secondary Education 
(GCSE), all of his ideas are transferable across systems and 
year levels. Each idea includes a summary of the idea as well as 
a step-by-step guide to implementing it. Each idea also includes 
one or more of the following: Teaching Tip; Taking It Further; 
Bonus Idea.

The final tip in the book is probably my favourite: Join a subject 
association. The author recognises that good geography 
teaching requires a reliable support network as well as current 
professional development. For Australian teachers, associations 
such as AGTA and the state-based geography teachers’ 
associations can be that source of inspiration!

Book Reviews
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In 2015, Don Watson’s published the award-winning book, The 
bush (Penguin Random House 2016). This book was described 
as a milestone work which indeed it was. 

Don Watson is an outstanding writer who really understands 
present day Australia and from where it has evolved. An 
excellent quotation from Charles Bean in 1910 on the dust 
cover of A single tree sets the scene, “The truth is that there 
exists inside coastal Australia a second Australia – the larger 
of the two – of which most of our people know very little more 
than do Londoners”. 

A single tree brings together the huge array of resources that 
are the foundations of The bush. These resources include 
diaries, histories, journals, letters, pieces of fiction and poems 
that are used to reflect upon and investigate the Australian 
landscape, climate and a myriad of other elements of both the 
natural and human environments that have, and continue to 
have, an impact on this continent and its people. 

Over the years I have referred to many different teaching guides 
to get the creative juices flowing, but none so simply and 
effectively organised as this one. Each idea is easy to find from 
the contents page and within its relevant section of the book.

This book is a must-have for any graduate teacher looking for 
some quick lesson ideas or new inspiration. And for the more 
experienced teacher, a reminder of the effectiveness of some of 
those lesson ideas we used many moons ago. 

Joanne Wegener
President of the Geography Teachers’ Association of South 
Australia

https://www.bloomsbury.com/au
http://www.penguin.com.au
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It is easy to feel that the author, even though he is not an 
academic geographer, is very familiar with the binding concepts 
of the Australian Curriculum: Geography (AC: G), and the many 
manifestations of that curriculum in the states and territories. 
This is because most of the pieces, all of them only a few pages 
in length, continually background Australia’s natural and human 
environments. 

There is much in this book about construction and destruction. 
The reader can follow both of these themes through the 
journeys of explorers, former convicts and free settlers and 
the work, religious observance and recreational activities in 
which they were involved. The book also records many uncanny 
events that have hitherto not been revealed or are widely 
known, and the importance of perception in our over-romantic 
connection to the bush. After each reading that makes this 
connection, the book soon tips the scales with another piece 
that shows the deeply felt lack of knowledge and empathy and 
abuse of the natural and human environments that followed. 

A teacher of the AC: G Year 8 could use this book as a 
background source. Chosen extracts could be read to 
students in the Landforms and Landscapes unit particularly 
when introducing the spiritual, aesthetic and cultural value of 
landscapes and landforms for people, including Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Peoples.

This book would also be of considerable value to students 
and teachers of the AC: G Year 10 Environmental Change 
and Management unit because it focuses on investigating 
biogeography and historical geography through an in-depth 
study of a specific environment – i.e. Australia. The Year 10 
unit also gives students the opportunity to look at the major 
challenges to sustainability in the Australian landscape, 
how these have developed over time, and the ways in which 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples have perceived 
and responded to these challenges. Much of the book delves 
profoundly into these topics.

Unfortunately, the book does not have an index, so any search 
for topics and themes is made difficult, but to some extent this 
omission is compensated by the ten pages of short biographies 
of the 165 contributors, some of which give thematic details 
and are alphabetically arranged in the final pages.

Although this book is primarily a teacher resource, students 
would benefit from an introduction to the many stand-out 
examples that illustrate the natural-human environment 
relationships, human-human environment relationships, and 
the natural-natural environment relationships, in the Australian 
setting. 

Not far into the book, on page 31, is an excellent example of 
the first relationship outlined above – a description of wind 
erosion that resulted from sheep grazing by Charles Bean; 
page 124, gives an example by Edward John Eyre of the 
second relationship outlined above – the dispossessing of 
the Aboriginal people by the European settlers who took over 
the land; and on page 196 Ion Idriess gives an example of the 
third relationship outlined above in an account of the terrifying 
force of a crocodile as it hunts a filly on the banks of a river in 
northern Australia.

Further pieces of writing, both by the author and his chosen 
contributors, that accentuate these three themes can be found 
on these pages:

page 3 – “The bush is not one thing, but one word for 
innumerable things . . .” – Don Watson, 2016;

page 16 – “. . . some of the police made enquiries about it 
and tried Darcy Uhr for taking the law in his own hands and 
punishing [murdering] the natives for the murder without 
permission from him, the Warden. It all fell through and Uhr 
was acquitted.” – Arthur Ashwin, 1850–1930;

page 52 – “The first religious service held in the district was 
an impromptu one, held in a tent on McDonald’s Track, about a 
mile west of the township of Poowong, in the early part of the 
year 1877.” – Caleb Burchett, 1920;

page 57 – “The Mallee is a prediction of the future.” – Paul 
Carter, 2010;

page 105 – “As soon as I returned from the war, I went to 
stay in the Mallee with a man who had been in my unit. He 
persuaded me to stay there and so I began share-farming near 
Nullawil.” – John F. Edey, 1981;

page 121 – “1879 The country [Wimmera] was in a deplorable 
condition with rabbits and dingoes. Some of the stations had no 
one but a caretaker at the homestead.” – George Everard, 1892;

page 218 – “‘I’d been away from home for eight years,’ said 
Mitchell to his mate, as they dropped their swags in the mulga 
shade and sat down. ‘I hadn’t written a letter – kept putting 
it off, and a blundering fool of a fellow that got down the day 
before me told the old folks that he had heard I was dead.’ . . . 
‘The girls came rushing down. Mother was so pumped out that 
she couldn’t get up. They thought at first I was a ghost, and 
then they all tried to get holt of me at once – nearly smothered 
me.’” – Henry Lawson, 1896.

The above quotations highlight an additional strength of the 
book in that it names and describes many towns, districts, 
regions and localities with which today’s students can connect. 
They also highlight a further strong point of the book in that 
the writings are drawn from contributors across the 19th, 20th 
and 21st centuries. This is why it is possible to recommend 
the book and why it, and Don Watson’s earlier book, would be 
excellent additions to any school library and the background 
literature of a geography teacher who wants to really engage 
students when learning about their own country.

Roger Smith
Consultant, East Melbourne, Victoria
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Professor Martin has written much on United States geography 
and geographers. His latest publication has used more than 150 
archives worldwide, interviews and correspondence to describe 
and understand the development of United States geography 
from the post-Civil War period to the 1960s.

The book starts by highlighting the impact of nineteenth century 
German geography, and the emergence of geography in the 
United States in normal schools, which were institutions where 
teachers were trained, and in the universities. Subsequent 
chapters include consideration of the work of William Morris 
Davis and physiography, studies of regions, the nature and 
impact of environmentalism, the ecological tradition, and 
the growth of economic geography. Three chapters relate to 
geographers’ roles in the two world wars, and the path to peace 
which culminated in the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, together 
with their impact on the discipline. Several chapters are 
specifically devoted to twentieth century debates on the nature 
and definition of geography.

American geography is a long book which may be consulted 
for specific reference, rather than reading from start to finish 
as this reviewer has done. If the latter approach is adopted, the 
page layout is readable and summaries at the start each chapter 
help the reader to see what is ahead. The detailed listing of 
endnotes, a bibliography and indexes also guide the reader to 
relevant sections and for further research.

I found this book fascinating for a number of reasons. 

First, it portrays a geography, or a range of geographies, 
up to the 1960s when I undertook my undergraduate 
geography studies. Whilst I was then introduced to a range of 
geographers, many writings were indeed from United States 
geographers. 

The reading of this book reacquainted me with many of these 
geographers and added to my understanding of the nature and 
contexts of their approaches to geography. This book has also 
put in context many changes that have occurred to geography 
after the 1960s and which are, arguably, a reaction to the often 
very different geographies from the first half of the twentieth 
century.

Second, this book underscores the integral role of fieldwork 
and high-quality maps in geography be it for use in the 
1919 negotiations at Versailles, intelligence in World War 2, 
production of accurate 1: 1,000,000 maps of South America, or 
in work at the local scale.

Dark emu: black seeds agriculture or accident? is a fantastic 
exposé turning the pre-conceived notion that Aboriginals were 
solely hunters and gatherers upon its head. 

This very easy to read reference book seeks to guide the 
reader to the understanding that, like the early colonialists had 
done in England and the Americas, the “Original Indigenous 
Inhabitants” of this country were already involved in a seamless 
agricultural lifestyle pre-colonisation. 

Rather than just talk about the “subsistence” lifestyle we 
have previously believed they lived, Bruce Pascoe tells the 
researched truth. He suggests that in actuality they followed 
agricultural principles that would have current “sustainable 
organic farmers” grinning from ear to ear.

This reference text comes across geared more towards 
teachers rather than students. However, it would be a good 
addition to extra reading when looking at land use change for 
Year 12s, or Year 9 Biomes and Food Security in the Victorian 
Curriculum. In this context, I have already used chapters one, 
five and seven to help teach concepts covering “Environmental, 
economic and technological factors that influence crop yields 
in Australia and across the world” and “Land and resource 
management strategies used by Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander peoples to achieve food security over time” at Year 9 
among others. Some useful teacher notes are available on the 
publisher’s website.

Chapters run, in some depth, through the concepts of 
agriculture, aquaculture, population and housing, storage 
and preservation, fire, the Heavens, language and the law, the 

Third, Professor Martin provides many quotes from archival 
sources which allow geographers to “speak for themselves, 
even if only in a distant and limited manner” (p. xv). This is 
most effective.

Finally, the book touches on geography and school teachers 
including normal schools (chapter 2) and associations such as 
the National Council of Geography Teachers, later to become 
the National Council for Geographic Education.

American geography and geographers is an engaging 
information source for those who wish to explore one part of 
the history of geography and the work of geographers.

Geoffrey Paterson
South Caulfield, Victoria

American geography and 
geographers: Toward 
geographical science. 
By Geoffrey J. Martin. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 

2015, 1210 pages, hardback, 
ISBN 9780195336023. 
http://global.oup.com

Dark emu: black seeds 
agriculture or accident? 
By Bruce Pascoe. Broome: 
Magabala Books, 

2014, 175 pages, paperback, 
ISBN 9781922142436.
http://magabala.com

http://global.oup.com
http://www.magabala.com
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This book is amazing.

Firstly, the coverage of its subject, Human Geography in Anglo-
America, is so exhaustive. The movement since 1945, from 
regional geography to systematic studies, to spatial science, to 
humanistic geography, to radical geography, to postmodernism, 
poststructuralism and postcolonialism, to feminist geography, 
and to applied geography, to just list the chapter headings, is 
so comprehensively discussed as to leave me in awe of the 
authors’ reading and analysis. If one wants to know what has 
happened to human geography since 1945 then this book both 
describes and explains it all, and in such a balanced manner. 
As well, the first chapter provides a superb outline of the 
context of what is a discipline, while the last spells out how the 
geographic discipline and geographers are changing as they 
grapple with the future of their subject in an uncertain academic 
environment.

Secondly, the authors’ account of each of the areas of 
geographic thought and activity is so searching in its 
examination of the thrusts and moves within each area. Not 
only is the coverage superb, but the discussion leads the reader 
through the twists of the debates in such a thorough and 
intellectually satisfying way. And the reader is left not with the 
authors’ answers as with the discussion from which one can 
decide for oneself what sense one can create from the clear and 
precise spelling out of the arguments.

This is the book that will help the geography teacher searching 
for what has happened to their subject since 1945. Individual 
chapters may even help your most advanced senior students to 
understand the variety of ways that geographers have explored 
and analysed their world. But its argument is dense and 
exhaustive and not for the faint-hearted.

As the Australian Government continues to grapple with the 
contentious issue of asylum seekers and refugees, there could 
not be a more timely text to enter the discussion surrounding 
migration. 

Elizabeth Mavroudi and Caroline Nagel’s book Global migration: 
patterns, processes, and politics provides the reader with a 
range of perspectives on differing forms of migration including 
a broad range of case studies taken from around the world. The 
text’s focus is primarily on the economic, social, and political 
dimensions of migration. The impact of climate change on 
migration is briefly mentioned, although not discussed in detail. 
Each chapter provides a focus on a particular component of 
migration, ranging from a historical perspective through the 
colonial experience, to contemporary perspectives on people 
seeking asylum and refuge in places such as Australia.

Global migration is written with obvious academic authority and 
grounded in current research, while remaining accessible to 
senior secondary students. It would be especially useful to the 
senior geography teacher preparing to deliver subjects such as 
the Victorian Certificate of Education Unit 4 Geography course 
on population and migration, both as background reading and 
as a resource for students. 

The text offers detailed definitions and discussions of key 
constructs, which will assist students and teachers in gaining a 
better understanding of the complexities of migration, and each 
chapter concludes with a list of key terms. 

Overall, this text provides a rewarding read for students of 
migration and senior geography teachers who are passionate 
about the important and relevant topic of migration. 

Mark Williams  
Scotch College, Victoria 
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patterns, processes, and 
politics. 
By Elizabeth Mavroudi and 
Caroline Nagel. Abingdon and 
New York: Routledge, 

2016, 520 pages, paperback, 
ISBN 9780340985106. 
http://routledge.com

Australian agricultural revolution and accepting history 
and creating the future. 

Dark emu: black seeds agriculture or accident? is not just 
a book for those interested in early Aboriginal life, but is 
almost a lovingly cultivated collection of truths tracing the 
evidence back thousands of years. I liked the way it takes 
the “known” ideas and proves them wrong through the 
ingrained connection to land and artefacts still being found 
today.

Kelly Hack 
Victoria

The only disappointment I had was with the absence of any 
discussion of physical geography, except by side-references 
within the particular aspects of human geography. But, of 
course, this would have doubled the size of the book, that 
already stands at 400 pages of close printing plus an amazing 
list of references, authors mentioned and an index. 

At the end of my reading I was left speechless at the 
achievement of the authors. It is the essential guide to the 
nature of human geography. 

Bill Stringer  
Balwyn North, Victoria

http://www.routledge.com
http://www.routledge.com
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Learning primary 
geography: Ideas 
and inspiration from 
classrooms. 
By Susan Pike. Abingdon and 
New York: Routledge, 

2016, 226 pages, paperback, 
ISBN 9781138922976.
http://www.routledge.com

This inspirational and very practical book is based 
on classroom practices and policies in the United 
Kingdom. It contains really interesting case studies 
from classrooms from early years to the end of primary 
school. The photos and diagrams that support the text 
make this a really engaging book. The content provides a 
complete resource for the primary school educator.

The author steps the reader through primary geography 
teaching and learning. The contents include: A world 
of geography – past, present and future of geography 
education; Learning through enquiry – the pedagogies 
of teaching and learning geography; Learning through 
experience – the literacies of geography; Fabulous 
geography – avoiding dull learning in geography; Our 
school, our world – primary geography through the 
school grounds; Our geographical locality – primary 
geography through the locality; Real geography – topical 
geography through issues and events; Connecting 
geography – learning about places; Go geography – 
children’s agency and action through geography; Making 
geography work – planning for learning in geography. 

All information contained in these chapters can easily be 
adapted to the Australian primary school classroom.

The appendices also provide a rich range of practical 
resources for the primary school educator in planning 
their geography unit. These include checklists for 
fieldwork; conducting a safety audit for fieldwork in 
primary geography; progression in mapping through 
enquiry in primary geography; examples of unit plans 
including Loving our Landscape, What jobs do people 
do in our local area? People and work and What is my 
locality like? 

An appendix also focuses on resourcing for primary 
geography. While these costs are not applicable in 
Australia, the resource list is comprehensive and helpful 
in planning for the geography units described in the 
book.

I highly recommend this resource for all primary 
teachers and primary curriculum planners. It is 
comprehensive, informative and a great read. 

Sue Young 
Victoria

Learning progressions 
in geography 
education: International 
perspectives.
Edited by Osvaldo Muñiz Solari, 
Michael Solem, and Richard 
Boehm. Switzerland: Springer, 

2017, 174 pages, hardback,  
ISBN 9783319447162.  
http://www.springer.com

According to its cover, this book is intended to inform an 
“international audience of teachers, scholars and policymakers 
about the development of learning progressions for primary 
and secondary geography education”. 

It provides eleven country case studies – though Australia and 
New Zealand are aggregated – across ten chapters. It is the 
second title in a series focused on International Perspectives 
on Geographical Education, where the impetus is provided by 
communities of academic geography educators. The editors 
are all American, and though the United States does not form 
one of the case studies – a difficult proposition when their 
curriculum is not uniform across the country – a brief US 
context is provided in the preface.

It is the opinion of this reviewer that of the three stated 
audience groups at which this volume is aimed, it is largely the 
scholars who will find it readily useful, and then, in the sense 
of seeking views on the nature of progression in school-taught 
geography.

Policymakers will likely gain exposure to the thinking behind 
this book, only through the lobbying efforts of the International 
Geographical Union, and the US-based National Center for 
Research in Geographical Education, and the American 
Association of Geographers, all of which are behind this writing 
project to varying degrees. 

An initial question – what is meant by progression in geography 
– is addressed in chapter 1 by Australian geography educators 
Margaret Robertson and Jeana Kriewaldt, with John Morgan, 
who relocated from the United Kingdom to Auckland in 2012. 
They remind us that, in one sense, progress might refer to 
the place (or advance?) of the school-taught discipline in a 
curriculum, but more often it has a narrower, more automatic 
meaning for teachers. 

Progression, in the sense most educators would likely default 
in their thinking, relates to the sequencing of geography 
programs to provide, for students, conceptual understanding 
and skill development with increasing levels of complexity 
and depth of sophistication, tracked by effective assessment. 
This perspective is most associated with the work over many 
years, of United Kingdom geography educator Trevor Bennetts. 
Indeed, several of his works are referenced across three of the 
chapters. 

It might be observed that many classroom teachers are unlikely 
to take a great deal of interest in the specifically academic and 

http://www.routledge.com
http://www.springer.com
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Looking forward – 
looking back: Changing 
social and economic 
conditions of Aboriginal 
people in rural NSW, 
1965–2015. 
By Richie Howitt, Clare 
Colyer, Janice Monk, David 
Crew, and Stephanie Hull. 
Sydney: Macquarie University, 
Department of Geography and 
Planning, 

2016, 48 pages, paperback, 
ISBN 9781741384406.
http://www.imags.com.au/
looking_forward_looking_
back/#48 

international direction of this book at first glance. Australian 
teachers who consult this text might be interested to see that 
examples of progression in a local sense are restricted to 
content descriptions relating to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders; that across history as much as geography. This first 
chapter, which certainly has a specific role in the book’s overall 
narrative, also devotes considerable space to “geo-political 
contexts”, and the vagaries of educational jurisdictions in our 
federated system compared with New Zealand. 

Notwithstanding the role of this chapter in the text, international 
readers would not gain any overall sense of the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography and notions of progression. 

The teacher-reader, however, upon taking the time to read, will 
find much that might inform their ideas and contemplation 
of progression in an accessible manner, in various country 
case study contexts. In particular, the chapters from Germany, 
England (written by Mary Biddulph and David Lambert who will 
are well-known locally), Sweden, China and Spain, provide food 
for thought on progression generally, as well as in a content, 
skills, conceptual development, and assessment sense. The 
Singapore chapter focuses on progression using climate change 
as an example, while the South Africa chapter has an emphasis 
on spatial technologies.

A teacher who is interested in considering how progression is 
considered and tackled in different ways in other places will find 
a wealth of examples to ponder. Additionally, the reader will gain 
insights to how geography “looks” in other places for interest 
and in comparison to our own curriculum.

Stephen Matthews 
Federation University Australia, Ballarat, Victoria

Looking forward – looking back is a fascinating narrative 
about the lived experience of Aboriginal communities in Coffs 
Harbour, Coraki and Fingal Head, Cowra, Deniliquin and Griffith. 

The current conditions experienced by Aboriginal people in 
these rural New South Wales towns are contextualised through 
the process of change across local and national scales. Clear 
connections are made between the present and the past 
(looking back) which are then are linked to the possible, 
predicted and preferred future for these communities (looking 
forward). 

This is a reader-friendly resource that can be explored 
intermittently or sequentially. It would be equally suitable 
for use in the secondary geography classroom and as a 
professional learning resource for teachers. 

As a geography-educator, the appeal of this resource was its 
abundance of potential teachable-moments about geographical 
content related to the cross-curriculum priority of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures; geographical 
research methodologies; and ways to communicate 
geographical data and information. 

There are also many opportunities to use the content as a 
springboard into History. Although this resource was not written 
to explicitly support the Australian Curriculum: Geography, 
the intertwined emphasis upon inquiry and fieldwork, the key 
concepts of place, change and scale, and the way in which 
research findings have been clearly communicated, through 
a series of maps, tables, photographs, visual representations, 
statistics and sub-headings, are outstanding. 

Teachers and students could use these research findings as 
a starting point for understanding the complexities of, and 
similarities and differences between, places and communities 
in Place and Liveability, Geographies of Interconnections 
and Geographies of Human Wellbeing across Years 7–10 
Geography. 

Throughout the primary years in Humanities and Social 
Sciences (HASS), teachers could draw on this resource to 
develop student understanding in Year 5 about Australian 
Communities, their past, present and possible futures, and 
in Year 6 about Australia in the past and present and its 
connections with a diverse world. 

It was a pleasure and a privilege to review Looking forward 
– looking back: Changing social and economic conditions of 
Aboriginal people in rural NSW, 1965–2015, and I commend 
it to you for its authentic, albeit unintended, connection to the 
content of Years 7 –10 Australian Curriculum: Geography and 
HASS for the primary years, and for its compelling layout. 

This is a must-read resource. It has much to offer educators 
and students about how to conduct and present geographical 
research, as well as providing content that promotes thought 
and deepens understanding about the changing conditions 
affecting Aboriginal people in selected towns of rural New South 
Wales.

Susan Caldis 
Macquarie University, New South Wales

http://www.imags.com.au/looking_forward_looking_back/#48 
http://www.imags.com.au/looking_forward_looking_back/#48 
http://www.imags.com.au/looking_forward_looking_back/#48 
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On the river is an entertaining and informative picture book 
that follows the route of the Murray River from the headwaters 
in the Snowy Mountains in Victoria to the river’s mouth at the 
Coorong in South Australia. As the journey is told, the reader 
is exposed to the wide range of natural and man-made features 
which extend along the banks of this mighty river. 

Many basic geographical concepts are covered in a humorous 
and child-friendly manner such as place and the significance of 
places to both the human and natural environment. It focuses 
on human habitation along the banks of the river, including 
settlement patterns as well as the natural vegetation and wildlife 
that is typical of the region. 

The book accurately covers the geographic terminology of river 
systems such as headwaters, rapids, lakes, wetlands, floods, 
flood plains, anabranches and billabongs. 

One of the recurring themes throughout the book is the need to 
address environmental issues of the river system particularly 
the balance between human needs and the natural ecosystem. 
There is also reference to the importance of sustainability and 
change.

The book could be used as a source of geographic skills such 
as mapping, fieldwork and visual representations. It includes 
some data in the form of comparative dimensions. The 
endpapers contain detailed sketch maps along which students 
can follow the journey.

The author includes both human and man-made features along 
the way such as birds, fish and vegetation but also the value 
of the river to farming, particularly irrigation communities. The 
book highlights problems including salinity and overuse of 
pesticides and emphasises the valuable message of the need to 
balance the needs of industry with needs of people and nature. 

On the river would be recommended for primary aged students 
and could either be a shared read-aloud text or suitable for 
individual silent reading. While the humour is very appealing 
to children, the font is a little difficult to read and indigenous 
content could be more extensive. 

The full page spread colour illustrations contain cartoon figures 
which are both entertaining and informative and typical of the 
much-loved endearing quality found in other Roland Harvey 
picture books. 

Margo Pickworth,  
Shore Preparatory School, New South Wales

In his most recent book Pinpoint: how GPS is changing 
our world, Greg Milner takes the reader on a captivating 
journey from the beginnings of Polynesian navigation to the 
technological development of GPS resulting in precision 
weaponry (part 1), detailing its many different uses in the 
military, agriculture, commercial, financial and medical sectors 
(part 2), and exploring why GPS (and equally GIS) has become 
such an indispensable, all-infiltrating, powerful yet easy-to-
manipulate technology. 

Milner combines detailed scientific information with personal 
accounts and discoveries of people who advanced GPS in areas 
such as plate tectonics, psychology, geodesy, precision farming 
and the exploration of Mars, making the book an excellent 
reference guide as well as an engaging story. 

Each of the nine chapters is deeply researched and includes 
information from interviews. The first four chapters of the book 
outline the technical background of GPS, from the concept 
of etak navigation, the impacts of the chronometer on land 
discoveries and exploration, the invention of the world’s first 
satellite navigation system, the first use of GPS guided missiles 
in the Iraq War in 1991 to the revolutionary effects GPS has on 
farming. 

In the following five chapters, Milner takes a critical stand as he 
explores the positive as well as negative effects GPS has on our 
society, culture and brain. For the latter, he presents research 
that has shown how the common use of GPS leads to a sense 
of disengagement as we are less training our innate cognitive 
mapping skills and blindly relying on GPS, for example by 
using our mobile devices. This also increasingly facilitates 
surveillance and data mining. 

For teachers, teaching GPS/GIS in the classroom, two insights 
of the book are particularly interesting: first, the global 
importance and use of the technology and, second, that 
traditional map reading still remains a relevant skill in training 
students in spatial reasoning.

Dr Sarah Digan 
Canberra Girls Grammar School, ACT

On the river. 
By Roland Harvey. Crows Nest: 
Allen & Unwin, 2016, 

32 pages, hardback,  
ISBN 9781760112455.
http://www.allenandunwin.com/

Pinpoint: How GPS is 
changing our world. 
By Greg Milner. London: Granta 
Books, 

2016, 316 pages, paperback,  
ISBN 9781847087096.
http://www.grantabooks.com/

http://www.allenandunwin.com/
http://grantabooks.com/
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The desert: Lands of lost 
borders. 
By Michael Welland. London: 
Reaktion Books,  

2015, 400 pages, hardback,  
ISBN 9781780233604.
http://www.reaktionbooks.co.uk/

Michael Welland’s The desert: Lands of lost borders presents a 
very wide-ranging, topical, authoritative and at times compelling 
survey of the world’s arid lands (except for the polar deserts). 

The book examines the difficulty of defining and classifying 
deserts given the tremendous diversity and subjectivity of the 
various criteria that can be used. An experienced geologist 
who has worked and travelled extensively through deserts, 
Welland is confident with his explanation of desert geology 
and geomorphology, and equally lucid when describing other 
scientific aspects including desert ecology, biology, soils, 
geography and climatology. 

His synthesis of palaeo-environmental and more recent 
environmental processes at a variety of scales and in different 
regions paints a clear picture of the geomorphic evolution 
and location of desert landforms. These descriptions are ably 
supplemented by discussions of modern remote sensing 
techniques used to identify ancient desert landforms often 
“buried beneath the sands”. 

Welland deals succinctly with the use and interpretation of 
proxy evidence (including various microfossils, speleothems, 
pack-rat nests, etc.) and scientific dating methods for 
palaeo-environmental reconstruction. His later discussions 
of modelling of future environmental change are also easy to 
follow and applicable well beyond desert environments. 

These explanations of the physical geography of deserts provide 
a firm foundation for his later discussion of the enormous 
environmental significance of deserts, so long unappreciated, as 
well as implications for future management. This includes, for 
example, the mobilisation, transport and deposition of desert 
dust in prodigious volumes so critical to the Earth’s biology and 
climate on a planetary scale. The dust plumes can influence 
areas far larger and more distant than their source regions, and 
are an important element in understanding topics as diverse as 
Amazonian ecology, oceanic biochemistry, climate variability 
and change. 

The environmental significance of desert biodiversity is also 
explored, along with the biology of many keystone and iconic 
species. Welland’s concluding discussion of what we can learn 
from desert people and environments is well-considered.

Welland clearly demarcates the hazy, and often confused, 
distinction between deserts and desertification – the latter 
affecting humid as well as arid lands, while deserts periodically 
experience areal change (as well as loss of biodiversity 

and productivity) due to various anthropogenic or non-
anthropogenic causes of desertification. 

The book also discusses natural desert oscillations such as 
normal seasonal biological pulses, through episodic drought, 
to longer-term cycles due to regional climatic forcing. All of 
these perturbations can confound more superficial assessments 
of the nature, causes and extent of desertification in areas as 
diverse as the Sahel, the Australian outback, or the mid-west 
Dust Bowl of America. They also make the issue of analysing 
climate change more complex. 

Those areas of Welland’s discussion pertaining to 
desertification, and desert responses to climate and climate 
change more generally, make the book a useful teacher 
reference for the Victorian Certificate of Education Geography 
Unit 3 Changing the Land, Area of Study 2 Land cover change.

Welland’s wide-ranging narrative also encompasses deserts’ 
human dimensions, from prehistory to the present. In part, 
the perspective taken here is evolutionary and ecological so as 
to fit seamlessly with the story of the long-term geomorphic 
development of arid lands. But in most cases, The Desert 
incorporates a cultural perspective familiar in the works of 
writers such as Yi-Fu Tuan and more recently Roslynn Haynes. 
Thus, the art, literature and philosophies of both Old World 
and New World desert peoples, including selected groups 
of Australian Aborigines, the Tuareg and Bedouin in North 
Africa, various Arab tribes, and Indian groups from the arid 
south west of the United States of America, are examined for 
their relationship to their environment as well as their often-
destructive encounters with outsiders. 

The fascinating historical geography is told of how knowledge 
of Old World deserts and their inhabitants was formed 
in the west, often initially produced by Islamic explorers, 
travel writers and scientists, as well as input from classical 
Greece and Rome, and later through medieval Europe. The 
development, persistence and implications of desert myths is 
also traced. Dynamic encounters with particular places, such 
as Mali’s Timbuktu, Australia’s Canning Stock Route, Chile’s 
nitrate mines, and the “Great American Desert”, illustrate how 
the identity of people and place emerges, and the book also 
examines basic elements in the economic geography of deserts 
– including the exploitation of slaves, minerals, and wilderness.

The Desert is an entertaining, informative and well-illustrated 
omnibus, rather than a strictly definitive or groundbreaking 
monograph (the cultural approach taken that unites the science 
and the humanities is not new), and although comprehensive, 
the coverage is far from encyclopaedic. The pervasive use of 
binaries throughout the book is sometimes laboured, the maps 
would benefit from scales, literary flourishes occasionally 
emerge as anthropomorphisms, choices of some iconic quotes 
and cinematic scenes are invidious, and some of the claims 
from the regional case studies are exaggerated. 

Welland’s book is, however, a great general reference to enthuse 
both upper secondary and undergraduate tertiary students and 
their teachers across both the sciences and humanities. It will 
be of value to all whose interest centres on how environments 
and geographies come to be in the mind as well as on the 

http://www.reaktionbooks.co.uk/
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ground, and is an important contribution to the popularisation 
of ideas about the environmental significance of deserts. 

Dr Stephen Legg 
Monash University, Clayton, Victoria

The godwits is an engaging picture book that aims to educate 
children about the modern and future plight of these migratory 
birds. The book tells two stories, which smartly alternate on 
odd and even pages. Gao Wei is a 12-year-old boy who lives in 
China and is fanatical about birdwatching. Gowie is a two-year-
old Godwit who is shortly about to undertake a migration with 
his family to Alaska.

Gao Wei’s story is one of environmentalism and political action. 
He loves watching the birds that come to the shores near his 
home. However, his father works for a company that plans to 
turn those very shores into high density housing. 

His father explains that the project is lucrative and will set them 
up for life, but Gao Wei is appalled at the impending loss of 
sanctuary for the birds he adores. So, he sets off on a crusade 
to oppose the development and educate the stakeholders 
involved about the real cost of their work. 

This story is illustrated in a striking black and white cartoon 
style and will appeal to socially-minded children about the 
powers of advocacy and student agency. It can be used to teach 
the political realities of environmental issues and people power.

Gowie’s story is similarly harrowing. His family and friends are 
led on their migration each year by The Got an elderly bird able 
to feel out the weather conditions and anticipate feeding and 
landing sights. The Got is looking for a successor, and Gowie’s 
story covers the selection of this replacement as well as the 
dangers migratory birds experience. 

The story relies on beautiful watercolour illustrations and 
anthropomorphism to make the story relatable to the reader. 
It also shares in the drama and children will come away with a 
respect and appreciation for these little birds, and the incredible 
migratory journey they undertake each year.

The book weaves the two stories together with a pleasing, and 
not overstated, resolution. It is a remarkable book for breaking 
down complex environmental issues and presenting them to 
children in an engaging, easy to access form. No doubt it will 
raise the profile of migratory birds and inspire children to join 
the fight to preserve their feeding sites around the world. 

Lachlan Zubevich 
Serpell Primary School, Victoria

The godwits. 
By Bruce Pickworth. Illustrated 
by Lorraine Robertson. Beecroft: 
Bullawai Books, 

2016, 28 pages, paperback, ISBN 
9780994611802
Contact: bullawaibooks@gmail.
com

The invention of nature: 
The adventures of 
Alexander von Humboldt, 
the lost hero of science. 
By Andrea Wulf. London: John 
Murray an Hachette Company, 

473 pages, paperback,  
ISBN 9781848549005.
http://www.hachette.com.au/

Which person has the most places and features in the world 
named after them? According to Andrea Wulf the author of 
this highly readable, enjoyable and informative biography, it 
is Alexander von Humboldt. As well as the Humboldt Current 
running along the coast of Chile and Peru, there are also rivers, 
waterfalls, mountains, lakes, bays, and a region on the moon 
named after him. Many counties, towns, parks, more than 100 
animals and over 300 plants species also carry his name. 

Von Humboldt (1769–1859) travelled extensively throughout 
Venezuela, Peru and the Andes, Russia and Central Asia, making 
observations and collecting data about vegetation, climate, soil, 
rocks and the impact of people on the natural environment. 
He observed and described distribution patterns, especially 
of plants, based on location and climate. Wulf claims that 
his greatest contribution was that he revolutionised the way 
that we see the natural world. He emphasised the concept of 
interconnectedness between all features in the environment.

One example of this interconnectedness was the impact of 
people on nature. In Venezuela, he noted the falling water 
level in Lake Valencia. This, he realised, was caused not only 
by water being drawn from streams for irrigation but also by 
deforestation in the surrounding area. Wulf claims that von 
Humboldt 

was the first to explain the fundamental functions of the 
forest for the ecosystem and climate: the trees’ ability to 
store water and to enrich the atmosphere with moisture, 
their protection of the soil, and their cooling effect. He 
also talked about the impact of trees on the climate 
through their release of oxygen. The effects of the 
human species’ intervention were already ‘incalculable’, 
Humboldt insisted, and could become catastrophic if 
they continued to disturb the world so ‘brutally’ (pp. 
58–59).

This book explores von Humboldt’s life, especially his 
exploration and his writings, and places him firmly in his 
historical context. The author emphasises the impact that he 
had on the thinking of other significant figures of his time and 
later, including Joseph Banks, Charles Darwin, Alfred Russell 
Wallace, William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge who 
incorporated von Humboldt’s concept of nature into their 
poems, and Rachel Carson. 

The author includes good maps showing the location of von 
Humboldt’s travels which are very useful as these are not 
always evident in this type of book. 

http://www.hachette.com.au/
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The invention of nature is highly recommended as a background 
resource for geography teachers and the general reader as 
it helps to develop a much better understanding of a unique 
individual and the way in which he changed the way in which 
we look at the world by giving us a framework and concepts for 
studying the earth and its systems. 

John Ramsdale 
Montmorency, Victoria

Maps had long been an important tool for governments and a 
compliant media to tell the war story but the Great War put the 
newspaper map or newsmap as the window through which the 
masses were now able to view the conflict. 

From 1914, the map became the core of the commentary about 
battles and campaigns. Advances in telegraphic communication 
and facsimile reproduction led to illustrated newspapers with 
the public no longer just consuming their geography from 
atlases and published maps. The map was now central to each 
war story. 

However, geography was also the first casualty with maps 
portraying actual war conditions often not able to be published 
until well after the war due to strict censorship rules of 
reportage. We know that many of the maps are propaganda, 
drawn from limited information with much imagination, or 
purely fictional but it is important to understand the context 
from the point of view of Australians at the time. There were 
few other sources of information compared to today’s media 
saturation. 

The book tells the story of the war from the perspective of the 
readers of the main media form of the time – newspapers. The 
1914 public were not to find the exact answer they wanted 
from the newsmaps to Where are our boys? However, they 
were sophisticated geographers having studied maps from the 
Crimean War (the first big press war) in the 1850s to the many 
subsequent conflicts. They also had a steady diet following 
explorers and scientific expeditions. Maps were an essential 
part of Australian school study with geography mandatory from 
the 1870s. Discussions about maps were important in adult 
conversation. 

There are seven chapters plus extensive endnotes, illustrations, 
bibliography and index. Chapter 1 provides a longer historical 
context for the use of maps in war before newsmaps. Chapter 
2 focuses via maps on geopolitical changes in Europe in the 

Where are our boys? 
How newsmaps won the 
Great War. 
By Martin Woods. Canberra ACT: 
National Library of Australia, 

2016, 245 pages, paperback, 
ISBN 9780642278715.
http://www.nla.gov.au

lead up to the Great War. The book then will absorb you with 
maps and stories of the Dardanelles and the Western Front, 
interwoven with chapters on Patriot Games, Animating the Great 
War, and Victory in Memoriam.

National Library of Australia Maps Curator Martin Woods 
has written a beautiful book comprising perhaps 70% maps 
and graphics and 30% informative well-researched text. All 
geography teachers should read this book to get a deeper 
understanding of the historical importance of understanding 
and communicating geography and, of course, to learn how 
newsmaps played a pivotal role in explaining the progress of the 
conflict to those at home.

Stephen Latham 
Geography Teachers’ Association of Victoria

Wilderness is a thorough study of the conceptual understanding 
of its titular subject. 

The text is organised into themed chapters discussing the 
different discourses of wilderness and the research that has led 
to these understandings, examining the history, philosophy, 
representations, as well as the experience and practice of 
humanity within and with wilderness itself. 

The text focuses upon the concept of place through its lens 
of wilderness, whilst touching upon ideas of process, change, 
and sustainability. The accessible tone through which the 
authors discuss, invites individuals to reflect upon their own 
experiences creating an approachable text. 

The resource is above the standard of secondary school; 
however, it could act as a useful teacher resource for helping to 
create in students understanding of the geographical concepts, 
an often-difficult task. 

The text uses a multitude of case studies sourced globally 
to support its case ranging from historical to the more 
contemporary case studies, all of which could be drawn upon to 
support student learning. 

Wilderness would also be suitable for teachers with 
sociological, or ethnographic backgrounds to simultaneously 
engage with recent and important literature, whilst creating a 
solid conceptual understanding for teachers without a strong 
geographic background. 

While Phillip and April Vannini’s text has captured the ever-
changing nature of Wilderness, the uneven field of research that 
supports it – being that the definition of wilderness they support 

Wilderness. 
By Phillip Vannini and April 
Vannini. Abingdon and New York: 
Routledge, 

2016, 240 pages, paperback,  
ISBN 9781138830998.
http://www.routledge.com



41GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 30, 2017

is dual-natured and one aspect of that duality does not have 
as substantial a body of research – creates an at-times single-
sided approach. However, this is clearly articulated throughout, 
and a minor criticism within a thorough exploration of the topic. 

The conclusion of the text offers an interesting perspective of 
humanity’s role within wilderness as one part of an assemblage, 

which does not adhere to the more commonly understood 
dynamic of wilderness as mutually exclusive to humanity. This 
understanding encapsulates the book’s refreshing take on a 
familiar topic, arguing a process-based notion of the term. 

Frances Ness 
Werribee Secondary College, Victoria 


