
EDUCATION
2017

GEOGRAPHICAL

ENACTING THE CURRICULUM

Volume 30, 2017



Email: Please submit your article for review to the Editor (address below). Please send as a Rich Text file or 
Microsoft Word document.

Word processing: Manuscripts should be word processed and double spaced, with margins of 2.5 cm on all sides, using 12 
point size of Times New Roman (or CG Times) font.

Title Page: The title of the article, the name, work position, address and email of the author, and an abstract of no 
more than 150 words should be provided on a title page.

Headings: Major and minor sub-headings should be used to guide the reader and to break up the text.
Paragraphs: Paragraphs should start without indentation and should be separated by blank lines. All text should be left 

justified.
Quotations: These should be kept to a minimum and where over 40 words should be indented. These must be 

appropriately referenced.
End/footnotes: These should be avoided if possible.

References: Authors are requested to use the APA (American Psychological Association) style as shown in the exemplar 
at http://www.apastyle.org/index.aspx. All references, including internet sources, should be provided in 
alphabetical order on a separate sheet. The titles of journals should not be abbreviated. 

Tables and Figures: All tables and figures should be submitted on a separate sheet of paper but with their position indicated on 
the text by leaving a 3 cm space above and inserting words such as “Take in Figure X” or “Take in table Y”. 
All tables and figures (including maps and diagrams) should be submitted with captions clearly numbered, 
typed and left-justified below the diagram.

Reproduction: Illustrations will be reproduced in black and white. Photographs and illustrations should be black and 
white. Electronic media such as jpeg and gif files should be emailed to the Editor.

Copyright: Copyright of all material published in the journal, Geographical Education, including digital publication in 
any form is held by AGTA Ltd. AGTA Ltd may determine to make any or all material available to a third party 
for purposes that AGTA Ltd determines appropriate (such as online distribution of the journal). Authors are 
responsible for the accuracy of their papers and for obtaining permission to reproduce any material(s) from 
other publications. Authors may have a self-archived copy of their paper in an electronic repository. That 
copy should have a copyright notice including full publication details and a link to the url for Geographical 
Education (http://agta.asn.au/Resources/GeographicalEducation/index.php).

Submitting your Article
•  Geographical Education is published annually. As at least six months are needed for reviewing, editing, design, typesetting and 

printing, articles should reach the Editor by 30 July.
•  The manuscript should be submitted to the Editor by email. 
•  Manuscripts for possible publication and all correspondence relating to articles should be sent to: Nick Hutchinson, Editor, 

Geographical Education, c/o GTA NSW, PO Box 577, Leichhardt NSW 2040, Australia. Email: nhut1001@bigpond.net.au
•  Reviews of books, kits, electronic and other media requested by the Reviews Editor should be sent to:
 Geoffrey Paterson, Reviews Editor, Geographical Education, c/- Geography Teachers’ Association of Victoria, 
 PO Box 2066, Camberwell West, Victoria 3124. Email: reviews@agta.asn.au

Advice to Advertisers
Geographical Education welcomes advertisements for quality publications and services relevant to geography teaching.
The page sizes and rates are:
 Full Page 180 mm horizontal x 260 mm vertical A$540 plus GST
 Half page 90 mm horizontal x 260 mm vertical or 180 mm horizontal x 130 mm vertical  A$285 plus GST
 Quarter Page 90 mm horizontal x 130 mm vertical or 180 mm horizontal x 65 mm vertical  A$195 plus GST
 Insert  Any size up to A4 A$340 plus GST
Please note: Advertising and insert prices are ex-GST and are subject to change without notice. Camera-ready artwork should be 
delivered by 30 July of the year of publication to the Editor.
For further information please visit the AGTA Website: www.agta.asn.au

Invitation for Papers and Notes for Contributors
An Invitation to Share
•  Geographical Education is a refereed journal. Articles submitted to Geographical Education for consideration in the Refereed 

Articles section are reviewed anonymously by a minimum of two referees. Articles are selected by the Editor based on the 
outcome of the anonymous reviews and ratified by the Editor. Authors of accepted articles are sent guidelines for their final 
submission. Contributions to other sections such as Book Reviews and Reports are not refereed. The ISSN for Geographical 
Education is ISSN 2204-0242.

•  We invite your participation in producing this journal. Geographical Education encourages school and university teachers and all 
others interested in geography to share their ideas and experiences in order to promote sound practice, innovative strategies, 
modern developments and reflection in geographical education.

•  Contributions of varying length are invited, with a maximum of 5000 words for major articles and research reports. Shorter 
articles of 2000 words, featuring classroom strategies, reflections on particular issues and practices in geography teaching, in-
service education workshops and comments on previous articles are especially welcome.

•  Lesson plans, teaching units and how-to-do-it advice on classroom and field skills are also invited as long as they have relevance 
for a broad range of teachers across Australia.

Presenting your Article



3GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 30, 2017

Geographical Education is published annually and is 
distributed to all members of the state and territory 
associations affiliated with the Australian Geography 
Teachers’ Association Limited. 
The aims of the journal are to: 
• encourage school, college and university teachers and 

all others interested in Geography to share their ideas 
and experiences; 

• promote sound practice and encourage the 
developments of innovative strategies for teaching 
Geography in the classroom and the field; 

• provide a forum for discussion between teachers on 
issues and direction of Geographical education; 

• encourage reflection on the scope and purpose of 
Geography and its role as a medium for the education 
of young people; 

• promote the diffusion of developments in Geography 
and examples of ways they may be introduced into 
Geography teaching; 

• examine educational issues and trends in the light of 
their relevance for Geography teaching; and 

• disseminate news of AGTA activities and information 
of national interest from state affiliates. 
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“Teach your students well,” wrote singer-song 
writer Graham Nash in the late 1960s. This 
aphorism could readily apply to AGTA’s first fifty 
years. The supplement to Geographical Education 
2017, “AGTA’s first fifty years” examines this lofty 
goal, as do the papers contained in this edition of 
the journal. 

The theme for Geographical Education Volume 30, 
2017 is Enacting the curriculum.

Teachers seek to share their love of geography 
with their students based on their substantive 
knowledge of the discipline and an endeavour to 
make the material being taught stimulating and 
interesting. However, both the most experienced 
and neophytic geography teachers should reflect 
on the question “What is the contribution that 
Geography can make to a student’s education at 
the beginning of the 21st century?” This question 
is reflected in the capabilities approach adopted 
by Professor David Lambert and Dr Michael 
Solem who see teachers as curriculum leaders. 
In their paper “Rediscovering the Teaching of 
Geography with the Focus on Quality”, they 
believe that teachers should take responsibility 
for enacting the curriculum. In so doing these 
teachers will think deeply about what and how 
they should teach and how to best address the 
educational needs of their students.

There is no magic formula. Your editor is 
repelled by approaches adopted in the United 
States and implemented by some academies and 
free schools in the United Kingdom where the 
following call and response was heard in a Year 6 

lesson: “One, two, three: eyes on me” the teacher 
intoned. “One, two, eyes on you!” the students 
chorused. Implicit here is the transmission of a 
body of core fact-based knowledge rather than 
knowledge that provides students with “new ways 
of thinking about the world”.

Dr Rachel Carey and Jen Sheridan’s paper 
“Australia’s city food bowls: fertile ground 
for investigating Biomes and food security” 
demonstrates how engagement with emerging 
research findings concerning farming on the peri-
urban fringe of Australia’s major cities permits 
students to see how the “facts” of the world 
continue to change before their very eyes. 

Jason van Tol’s paper, “Teaching for sustainability: 
The role of (benefit) corporations” similarly 
allows teachers to take students beyond their own 
experiences and come to know something about 
the ways knowledge is developed and tested in 
geography. Jason demonstrates that particular 
benefit corporations are more sustainable than 
traditional corporations when they are compared 
in terms of the four earth functions listed in the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography, i.e. the earth’s 
source, sink, service and spiritual functions.

Many thanks to Geoffrey Paterson as proof reader 
and Reviews Editor of the current volume. The 
review titles reflect a range of topics in geography 
and the teaching of geography. Each reviewer is 
thanked for finding time to write a review. 

AGTA looks forward to contributions to the next 
edition of the journal Volume 31, 2018. 

Editorial
Nick Hutchinson 
Editor, Geographical Education
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In 2017, we welcomed a number of new Directors 
to the Board due to changes in the various 
Affiliates. As per our Constitution, Presidents 
of each member state or territory Affiliate are 
automatically appointed to the Board. Additionally, 
each Affiliate has a nominated Board member. 
Since each Affiliate has slightly different timings 
for their annual general meetings, Board 
membership changes throughout the year. The 
current list of AGTA Directors is maintained on 
our website. AGTA Executive for 2017 consisted 
of me as Chair, Darryl Michie (WA) as Deputy 
Chair. Grant Kleeman (NSW) fulfilled the roles 
of both Treasurer and Immediate Past Chair and 
Susan Caldis (NSW) continued as Secretary.

AGTA Conference January 2017
The year began with the Australian Geography 
Teachers Association Conference hosted by GTAV 
at the University of Melbourne between January 
9 and 12. Significant sponsorship from both the 
University of Melbourne and the City of Melbourne 
facilitated the running of this event.

Organising this conference was truly a team effort 
with a sub-committee of ten GTAV members: 
Leonie Brown and Anne Matthews organised and 
ran the pre-conference tour of 15 participants to 
Victoria’s Western District; Rob Berry put in many 
hours managing the website and registrations; 
other members of the team were Anna Blamey, 
Trish Douglas, Jeana Kriewaldt, Anne Miles, Alex 
Rossimel, Peta Turner and Cleo Westhorpe.

Some 200 delegates attended the AGTA 
Conference with participants from all states and 
territories as well as international attendees from 
New Zealand, Canada, USA, UK and Singapore. 
Participants were provided with an opportunity to 
hear from a wide range of renowned geographers 
as well as a diverse range of workshops and 
fieldtrips. Keynote speakers featured Dr Rachel 
Carey, Professor William Cartwright, Professor 
David Lambert, Dr Michael Solem and Professor 
Bruce Rasmussen.

The AGTA Conference was a huge success, 
providing not only valuable professional 
development but also an ideal opportunity for 
networking. The next AGTA Conference will be 
hosted by GTAQ in 2019.

AGTA Awards

The AGTA Conference Dinner included 
announcement of the AGTA Awards for 
geographic publications. Thank you to the GTASA 
team, led by Joanne Wegener, who oversaw the 
awards process. The recipients of these awards 
were:

• Middle school resource (7–10): Geography: 
NSW Syllabus for the Australian Curriculum 
(Published by Cambridge University Press) – 
Winner;

• Senior secondary resource (11–12): VCE 
Geography series (Published by GTAV) – 
Winner;

• Digital resource: Food for thought (Published 
by Oxfam Australia) – Winner;

• Geographic education resource: Interaction 
Vol 44 No 1, The Fieldwork Issue (Published 
by GTAV) – Winner;

• Geographical Education, Vol 28 (2015) 
(Published by AGTA) – Highly commended;

• Non-commercial/Not-for-profit generated 
resource: Spatial educators’ toolkit (Produced 
by Queensland Spatial Information Council) – 
Highly commended.

The Don Biddle Friend of Geography 
Award
Another key part of the 2017 Conference was 
the presentation of The Don Biddle (Friend of 
Geography) Award, named in honour of the 
founding president of AGTA, Dr Don Biddle. 
This award recognises and honours outstanding 
contributions by an individual towards 
geographical education in Australia through their 
work with AGTA. Past recipients include Kath 
Berg, Mark Manuel, Roger Smith, Susan Bliss, 
John Butler, Stephen Cranby, Alaric Maude, Rob 
Berry, Nick Hutchinson, Jeana Kriewaldt, Emmy 
Terry and Wayne Sutton. GTAV member Leonie 
Brown, together with Malcolm McInerney and 
Greg Way, both from GTASA, were presented with 
this award in 2017. Their full citations may be 
found on the AGTA website. 

Leonie Brown has served the Victorian and 
Australian Geography community with dedication 
and distinction for over twenty-five years. 
She was an AGTA Board member for over a 
decade, most recently holding the role of AGTA 
Treasurer (2015–2016). GTAV has also benefitted 

Chair of Directors Annual Report 2017
Trish Douglas
Chair, Australian Geography Teachers Association Limited
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substantially from Leonie’s teaching expertise. 
She has been an innovative teacher, leading the 
way with assessment and curriculum, particularly 
at the senior levels. Leonie has presented at 
both AGTA and GTAV conferences, providing 
sample activities and model assessment items 
for colleagues. She has been a willing mentor for 
pre-service and beginning teachers, nurturing 
the development of their teaching skills and 
encouraging young teachers in their professional 
journey. 

Malcolm McInerney is passionate in his belief 
that a quality geographical education is critical 
for a relevant and balanced school curriculum. 
Malcolm’s professional experience includes being 
President of GTASA (2004–2007); the Chair of 
AGTA (2008–2013); the Immediate Past Chair of 
the Australian Geography Teachers Association 
(2014–2016); founder and President of the 
Australian Alliance of Associations (National) 
in Education (AAAE) 2012–2017; member of 
the ACARA Australian Curriculum: Geography 
Advisory Panel (2009–2013) and Executive 
Director of the Education Services Australia 
GeogSpace Supporting Australian Curriculum 
Online project. Malcolm’s expertise in spatial 
technologies is internationally acknowledged. He 
has been a strong advocate for the integration of 
Geographical Information Systems (GIS) into the 
geography curriculum of Australian schools and 
was a recipient of the Spatial Industry National 
Teacher Award (Spatial Science and Surveyors 
Institute of Australia in 2003.

Under Malcolm’s leadership the Association 
achieved a new level of authority. The decisive 
role AGTA played in the development and 
implementation of the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography is a mark of Malcolm’s leadership as 
is the enhanced status and effectiveness of the 
Association as a representative body. He has also 
contributed to AGTA’s emergence as a provider of 
professional learning and the supplier of quality 
educational resources. 

Greg Way is one of the most experienced and 
highly regarded geography teachers in South 
Australia. He served on the AGTA Board from 
2012 to 2015 whilst President of GTASA and 
subsequently as a nominated delegate. He 
has presented at numerous state and AGTA 
conferences and was actively involved in ensuring 
the success of the 2011 AGTA Conference in 
Adelaide. He has willingly shared resources, 
assisted with ideas and mentored a number of 
geography teachers. Greg has been a leader 
and role model in the use of GIS and spatial 
technologies in the school setting in South 
Australia. In 2009, Greg was nominated for a  
D. D. Harris Award that recognised his 

contribution to geography teaching, in particular 
his innovative use of GIS.

Other Major Activities in 2017
The AGTA Geography Roadshow, which first 
commenced in 2015, continued during the year. 
This skills-based professional learning program 
was offered in conjunction with state and territory 
based Affiliates. The program utilised the AGTA 
publication, Geography skills unlocked (published 
2016), with participants being provided with 
a free copy of this resource. The program 
included both primary and secondary streams 
and the topics addressed included thinking 
geographically, inquiry in geography, fieldwork, 
ICT in geography, and developing literacy through 
geography.

An additional AGTA textbook, Geography literacy 
unlocked, was launched in 2017. This book aims 
to assist secondary geography students improve 
their written, visual and oral literacy skills. AGTA 
is indebted to Grant Kleeman, author of this 
text, for the time he devoted not only to writing 
this book but also in managing this project. The 
publication of both these resources has provided 
a valuable income stream for our organisation. 

Priorities for 2017–2018
At the May 2017 meeting, the AGTA Board 
identified the following priorities for the year:

• continued provision of the AGTA skills 
roadshow around the country;

• updating the AGTA website;
• updating Keys to Fieldwork on the website;
• promoting geography and its relevance to 

STEM and digital technologies;
• expanding our links with careers advisors 

in schools to encourage the take up of 
geography; 

• encouraging greater representation of primary 
and tertiary representatives on Affiliate 
committees.

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. Thank you to the 
following people who have represented AGTA at 
meetings involving the following organisations: 

• Australian Alliance of Associations in 
Education: Susan Caldis;

• Australian Federation of Societies for Studies 
of Society and the Environment: Rob Berry/
Trish Douglas;
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• Institute of Australian Geographers: Susan 
Caldis;

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

• Australian Geography Competition: Anne–
Marie Gerlach, Russell Smerdon.

Student Geography Competitions/
Activities
AGTA continues to be involved in a joint 
initiative with the Royal Geographical Society of 
Queensland (RGSQ) in the running of the annual 
Australian Geography Competition. In 2017, over 
70,700 students across Australia participated 
in this competition. This competition is vital to 
raising the profile of geography within schools 
and at a national level. Thank you to Bernard 
Fitzpatrick at RGSQ for his work in managing this 
event.

The top performing students are invited to 
participate in Geography’s Big Week Out 
(GBWO) which forms the basis of selection 
for representing Australia in the International 
Geography Olympiad. The 2017 and 2018 
GBWO are facilitated by the Geography Teachers 
Association of South Australia at Kangaroo Island. 

The team of four students who represented 
Australia in the International Geography Olympiad 
in Belgrade, Serbia in early August performed 
extremely well, returning home with two bronze 
medals. Thank you to Competition Committee 
members Margaret McIvor and Kathryn Berg who 
accompanied the students. In 2018, Canada will 
be hosting the iGeo in Quebec City.

Geographical Education 
Geographical Education (ISSN 2204-0242) is the 
professional journal of AGTA and is on the DEST 
Register of Refereed Journals. The journal was 
published in print form until Volume 25, 2012. 
Since then the journal has been published in a 
digital format and is available on the Association’s 
website. 

Contributions of varying length are invited, with 
a maximum of 5,000 words for major articles 
and research reports. Shorter articles of 2,000 
words, featuring classroom strategies, reflections 

on particular issues and practices in geography 
teaching, in-service education workshops, and 
comments on previous articles are especially 
welcome. 

Nick Hutchinson has been Journal Editor since 
2014. He is relinquishing this role at the end of 
2017 and we thank him sincerely for the excellent 
job he has done in this regard. Geoffrey Paterson 
continues in his roles of Reviews Editor and copy 
editor. 

Geographia 
AGTA’s newsletter Geographia is used to update 
the broader membership on the activities of 
AGTA and its state and territory-based Affiliates. 
This vital role was filled again this year by Julie 
Hearnden and Anna Hind (GHTANT). Thank you to 
them for their high quality work in this regard.

Thank you
Thank you to Rob Berry who has continued to 
manage the AGTA website, often completing 
updates whilst travelling overseas. Finally, I would 
like to thank the AGTA Board for all their work in 
the past year. Being a Board member brings with 
it considerable responsibility and demands on 
personal time. I would particularly like to thank 
the 2017 AGTA Executive for their support – it 
has been a steep learning curve for me as new 
Chair with big shoes to fill. A special thank you to 
Susan Caldis who has filled the demanding role 
of AGTA Secretary for the past four years. Susan 
has stepped down in order to focus on her PhD 
studies.

At the Annual General Meeting held on 29 October 
2017, the following people were elected to the 
AGTA Executive for 2018: 

• Chair: Trish Douglas (GTAV);
• Deputy Chair: Daryl Michie (GAWA);
• Treasurer: Grant Kleeman (GTANSW);
• Secretary: Anna Griffin (GAWA);
• Immediate Past Chair: Grant Kleeman 

(GTANSW).
I look forward to seeing AGTA’s continued success 
and the strengthening of geographical education 
across the country in the year ahead.
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Abstract
This paper arises from the Keynote we co-
delivered at the 2017 AGTA Conference in 
Melbourne. In the paper, we outline the 
main theoretical resources that underpin the 
GeoCapabilities project (www.geocapabilities.org). 
This project has sought to engage teachers and 
teacher educators in geography with the principles 
of curriculum leadership in order to realise and 
release the power of geography as a component 
of the school curriculum. Critics of the project 
have argued that it over-claims on geography, and 
offers little more than preaching to the converted 
– a means of justifying geography to those already 
convinced of its value in education. However, 
in the paper we also advance the case that the 
capabilities approach may well have potential in 
helping non-specialist teachers grasp ways of 
interpreting standards and curriculum guidelines, 
as it requires that they first contextualise the 
educational needs of children today, and then 
reflect on the purposes and value of geographical 
thought and practice. After exploring these issues, 
geography teachers will, in theory, be better able 
to consider what it is they should teach, and then 
to think carefully about pedagogic techniques that 
are fully fit for purpose. 

Introduction
Geography is a well-established school subject 
which is present in most education jurisdictions 
around the world. In England, the subject is 
supported by a particularly strong subject 
association, the Geographical Association, but 
it has nevertheless faced recurring questions 
about its purpose and even its place in the 
school curriculum. In Australia, the introduction 
of integrated solutions to questions that arise 
from time to time about the value of “traditional” 
subjects such as geography in a progressive 
curriculum (for example, studies in society and 
environment in Queensland and elsewhere) 
has undermined the subject in schools for a 
generation or more. In the United States, it was 
the complacency of geography and geographers 
at the beginning of the twentieth century 
(McDougall, 2015) that led to the marginalisation 

of geography that persists to this day: aside 
from a handful of states that require geography 
in middle or high school, geography is “buried” 
within the social studies. Although the subject 
benefits from an impressive set of national 
standards, it can be barely visible in some states 
and is, frankly, frequently understood by teachers 
to be little more than the background stage – the 
map – on which history is enacted.

In this paper, we do not have the space fully to 
unpack this state of affairs. We assume readers 
are aware of geography’s vulnerability as a 
school subject. There is certainly no room for 
complacency, even in circumstances that seem to 
support a resurgence of “knowledge-led” curricula 
such as is the case in Australia and England. 
No subject has an automatic “right” to scarce 
curriculum space even if, to its practitioners and 
enthusiasts, its value is self-evident. There is a 
constant need, therefore, to renew the arguments 
for geography in education. The challenge of 
course is that neither of these ideas (geography 
and education) is a stable and given entity. There 
are plenty of ways of thinking about geography 
which are in fact difficult to defend: for example, 
neither of us would support school geography as 
a body of pre-determined facts – a list of “things 
we all need to know” (Hirsch, 1987, 2007) that 
somehow we need to transmit for students to 
absorb. Yet it is remarkable how enduring is 
this image of school geography in the popular 
imagination, and with some politicians and 
policymakers. We therefore have to be very clear 
about the grounds on which we are able and 
willing to promote geography as a worthwhile 
school subject.

Equally importantly, we need to be very clear 
about what we mean by education. It is the feature 
of this day and age that the purpose of education, 
especially as it is articulated in school systems, 
is deeply contested. Or rather, it should be. 
Schools in England are now so narrowly focused 
on preparing children for the world of work in 
the fiercely competitive, neoliberal “system-
less system” of free schools and academies 
it is uncertain how to articulate education in a 
broader sense other than examination preparation 

Rediscovering the Teaching of Geography 
with the Focus on Quality
David Lambert
Professor of Geography Education, Institute of Education, University of London
Email: david.lambert@ucl.ac.uk

Michael Solem
Director of Educational Research and Programs, American Association of Geographers
Email: msolem@aag.org

http://www.geocapabilities.org
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a curriculum of engagement with powerful 
knowledge. This is distinguished from an 
outcomes or competence-led curriculum which, 
as we have seen, appears to stress learning as an 
end in itself rather than a means to an end (this is 
known as Future 2). However crucially, Future 3 is 
also distinguished from a traditional, fact-based 
curriculum of transmission (known as Future 1) 
– often assumed to be the only possibility when 
knowledge is said to lead the curriculum. Future 
3 encourages productive, rigorous and critical 
thought as developed in specialist disciplinary 
communities such as geography. Thus, in a slight 
finessing of Young’s original term, GeoCapabilities 
described Future 3 as being based on “powerful 
disciplinary knowledge” (Lambert, Solem, & Tani, 
2015).

Powerful knowledge and Future 3 
Curriculum Thinking
Powerful Disciplinary Knowledge (PDK) is quite a 
difficult idea. It needs to be understood in terms 
of its lineage, in direct contrast to the previous 
formulation associated with Michael Young, when 
he wrote of the “knowledge of the powerful” over 
forty years ago (Young, 1971). The curriculum, 
he argued then, was predicated on the interests 
of those in power: the curriculum in effect exerted 
power over those socially, economically or 
culturally excluded. This has been an enormously 
influential but incomplete idea, for the contents 
of this “academic” curriculum determined by 
the powerful elite is (Young now argues) also 
powerful knowledge: that is, knowledge that gives 
people the power to think (and gain access to the 
professions, etc.). A crucial distinction, therefore, 
between these terms (knowledge of the powerful 
and powerful knowledge) is between the elite 
curriculum that addresses some children through 
a lens of “deficit” (and is therefore often perceived 
by them to be alienating and even irrelevant), 
and a curriculum whose purpose is to engage 
all children with insights derived from the arts 
and literature, the humanities, the sciences, and 
mathematics. Abstract, theoretical, specialised 
knowledge associated with the disciplines is, 
owing to its potential “power”, something that 
all children and young people have a right to, 
no matter their circumstances or aspirations. It 
almost certainly needs to be taught. That is, it 
is risky to assume it can be somehow picked up 
along the way – for us, the fundamental argument 
against a curriculum based on competences 
or problem-based learning. Access to PDK is 
what Basil Bernstein called a “pedagogic right” 
(Bernstein, 2000), for PDK is an essential 
component of “enhancement” (or as we argue 
capability) – “the means of critical understanding 
and to new possibilities” (Bernstein, 2000, 30). 

and “life skills”. In such circumstances, it is the 
very identity of teaching as a profession that is 
compromised. Are teachers required to take on 
professional responsibilities demanding ethical 
judgements about what to teach (Biesta, 2017), 
or are teachers now seen only as highly skilful 
technocrats implementing management policy 
directives?

Such uncertainties are shared internationally as 
economic globalisation and the logic of the market 
inflict unrealistic and distorting pressures on 
education systems across the world to perform. 
In his work over recent years, Gert Biesta has 
concluded that one of the core issues to arise here 
is the learnification of education (Biesta, 2009), 
whereby the learning of transversal competences 
becomes the “outcome” of going to school, 
supplanting questions of what should be taught: 
learning becomes the end, rather than the means 
to an end. His work has resulted in his book 
The rediscovery of teaching in which he revisits 
his analysis and arguments (Biesta, 2017). 
It is a book that has suggested our title as it 
reinforces the foundational principle in our paper: 
that, with appropriate “curriculum leadership”, 
geography can form an essential component 
of a progressive, knowledge-led curriculum. 
Like Biesta, we argue that teachers can (must?) 
reassert their professional ownership rights over 
the curriculum, in order to realise the educational 
significance of teaching geography well.

We make this argument with reference to the 
GeoCapabilities project (www.geocapabilities.org) 
which explicitly tries to reconnect the teaching 
of geography with questions of purpose in 
education. To do this, the project (which ran from 
2012 to 2017 with two phases of funding1) set 
about thinking very carefully about the nature of 
geographical knowledge in school, and the kind 
of curriculum that would support geography of 
the highest epistemic quality. In Knowledge and 
the future school Michael Young and colleagues 
(Young, Lambert, Roberts, & Roberts, 2014) 
began to develop the notion of “Future 3” 
curriculum thinking, based upon a social realist 
proposition of powerful knowledge (Young 2008). 
Future 3 is one of three alternative curriculum 
scenarios offered as an heuristic to help 
distinguish possible curriculum futures – that is, 
the kind of curriculum we want. GeoCapabilities 
took up the “three futures” heuristic because it 
helps point up some fundamental distinctions 
in curriculum thinking. Thus, Future 3 denotes 

1 GeoCapabilities 1: Researching and improving geography teach-
er preparation through transatlantic collaborations. NSF Award 
BCS-1155255. 
GeoCapabilities 2: Teachers as curriculum leaders. A European 
Comenius Multilateral Project. 539079-LLP-1-2013-1-UK-
COMENIUS-CMP/2013-3433.

http://www.geocapabilities.org)
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However, what is PDK in the arts and literature, 
the humanities, the sciences and in mathematics? 
Michael Young, as a former chemistry teacher, 
has relatively little difficulty in expressing 
powerful knowledge as objective, reliable, 
abstract and independent of the context in 
which it is made. For instance, it is now known 
that there are 94 elements naturally occurring 
on earth (although it is apparently accepted 
that six more once occurred but are no longer 
found: 95–100 on the Periodic Table) and a 
further 18 can be synthesised in the laboratory. 
This is a nice illustration, for it at once shows 
that although the “fact” (of 94 elements) is 
of enormous significance, it is not on its own 
particularly powerful. What is potentially powerful 
is understanding its systematicity, the part the 
Periodic Table plays as a building block in how to 
think truthfully about the material world. It also 
nicely illustrates how even objective facts are 
not beyond contention. Disciplinary knowledge 
can always be contested; it is dynamic, not 
a static, eternal given. Finally, what this little 
example also shows is that even in the world of 
“objective science”, powerful knowledge cannot 
easily be identified or summarised in the form of 
a Hirschian list of content or concepts that need 
to be taught. To be sure, the school curriculum 
probably requires a series of subject standards 
or specifications, but publishing a list of laws, 
principles and concepts that need to be taught 
achieves little more than simply that: a list of 
words on the page which in itself guarantees 
nothing in terms of the curriculum as encountered 
by the students.

Thus, in thinking about how geography can be 
considered to be powerful knowledge, we may 
look at standards and specifications, but in truth 
this is probably not the place to start. Nor is a 
blank piece of paper on which we might assemble 
a list of key concepts or some such. For all we 
end up with is a list, that may guarantee little in 
terms of educational purpose and possibly result 
in an inert, Future 1 type curriculum experience 
for students (which many might find alienating 
and difficult to see the point of). There is an 
inherent difficulty in not specifying powerful 
knowledge in geography, as has been discussed 
briefly by Slater, Graves, and Lambert (2016). 
However, how do we do this? 

Asking in what way geographical knowledge 
may be powerful is a good way of standing back 
from the technical imperative of delivering the 
given content. It focuses the teacher on why 
she is teaching geography in the first place. 
It is, crucially, a question about geography’s 
educational purpose. It is the approach adopted 
and developed by the GeoCapabilities project. 
Thus, rather than search for a list of content 
that might purport to be definitive (such as the 

National Curriculum in England, or Geography 
for Life national standards in the United States), 
the GeoCapabilities project strongly endorses 
the approach adopted by Alaric Maude (2016) 
who analyses the characteristics that makes 
(geographical) knowledge powerful in the first 
place. From this beginning, he then explores 
the kind of power this knowledge gives to those 
who possess it. The result is a five-part typology 
of powerful knowledge (see Figure 1). This is 
presented not as some kind of curriculum audit 
or device for directly helping with the planning 
of geography lessons. The typology is proposed 
instead as a professional thinking tool: that is, 
thinking about the epistemic quality of what we 
are to teach before getting to the more technical, 
pedagogic questions about how we are to teach. 

Perhaps the most significant – and challenging 
– element of Maude’s typology is Type 3. As 
he writes, the typology identifies “five types 
of geographical knowledge that constitute 
intellectually powerful ways of thinking, 
analysing, explaining and finding out” (Maude 
2016, 75). Although some are very familiar in 
school geography – arguably, Type 4 for example 
– Type 3 is probably not well done in school 
geography lessons. It is, however, crucial, for 
an essential element of powerful knowledge 
is an understanding of its dynamic nature: in 
geography, not only do the “facts” of the world 
continue to change before our very eyes, but the 
way we make sense of those facts evolves too. 
Students need to grasp some of this. In Young’s 
words,

Knowledge in the sense we are using the 
word (here) allows those with access to it 
to question it and the authority on which it 
is based and gain a sense of the freedom 
and excitement that it can offer. (Young et 
al., 2014, 20)

Alaric Maude goes on to write that the five 
knowledge types can, 

be applied to thinking about the aims of 
geographical education. However, except  
perhaps for Type 5 the typology does 
not lead to a list of content that must be 
taught, but only to ways of thinking that 
should be developed through whatever 
content is selected (Maude, 2016, 75). 

In this sense, we think the typology may have 
enormous potential in helping teachers stand 
back and organise their teaching with a clear 
sense of purpose and “disciplinarity” (Firth 
2013; 2017), which provides a secure basis on 
which to interpret national standards and official 
curriculum documents. The typology may help 
teachers focus on what Brian Hudson calls the 
“epistemic quality” of teaching – the serious 
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professional concern that underpins what north 
European educationists term specialist subject 
didactics (Hudson 2016). From the rather different 
Anglo-American tradition (which places a negative 
connotation on didactics), the GeoCapabilities 
project calls this professional concern “curriculum 
making” – the responsibility that falls to teachers 
to interpret and enact the curriculum.

The Capabilities Approach
The GeoCapabilities project has been a significant 
context in which several of the ideas presented 

in the previous sections have been developed2. 
In 2009, David Lambert first offered the 
hypothesis that the capabilities approach, derived 
from Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum’s 
groundbreaking work in welfare economics 
and the humanities (Nussbaum and Sen 1993), 

2 The four training modules contain examples and illustration of 
the ideas presented in this paper. The emphasis is on profes-
sional training and readers are encouraged to explore some of 
the techniques, such as writing “powerful knowledge vignettes” 
[module 1] or using curriculum artefacts [module 2], with 
colleagues.

Type Characteristics

1. Knowledge that provides students with “new ways of 
thinking about the world”.

Using big ideas such as:
• place
• space
• environment
• interconnection.
These are metaconcepts that are distinguished from substantive 
concepts, like city or climate.

2. Knowledge that provides students with powerful ways 
of analysing, explaining and understanding.

Using ideas to:
• analyse

 − e.g. place, spatial distribution
• explain

 − e.g. hierarchy, agglomeration
• generalise

 − e.g. models such as push-pull models of migration, and 
laws.

3. Knowledge that gives students some power over their 
own knowledge.

To do this, students need to know something about the ways 
knowledge is developed and tested in geography. 

This is about having an answer to the question: how do 
you know? This is an underdeveloped area of geographical 
education, but is a crucial aspect of “epistemic quality” 
(Hudson, 2016).

4. Knowledge that enables young people to follow and 
participate in debates on significant local, national and 
global issues.

School geography has a good record in teaching this 
knowledge, partly because it combines the natural and social 
sciences and the humanities. It also examines significant issues 
such as food, water and energy security; climate change; 
development.

5. Knowledge of the world. This takes students beyond their own experience – the world’s 
diversity of environments, cultures, societies and economies. 
In a sense, this knowledge is closest to how geography is 
perceived in the popular imagination. It contributes strongly to 
a student’s “general knowledge”. 

Figure 1: A typology of geography’s powerful knowledge 

Source: adapted from Maude, 2016. 
This typology is based on an analysis of Michael Young’s writings on powerful knowledge. This is not some kind of technical 
lesson planning tool. An individual lesson may show aspects of this typology, but over a whole course in geography we should 
expect to find a balance across all five types.
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could provide a way to frame curriculum 
thinking in geography (Lambert, 2009; 2010). 
One of the attractions of Sen’s conception is 
that he steadfastly refused to specify individual 
“capabilities” – as if they were like discrete 
competences. Although Nussbaum took a 
different view, and listed a number of human 
capabilities, it is Sen’s approach that appealed 
to us. It enabled us to articulate education in 
terms of its role in realising human potential – 
enhancing the freedom of people “to be” and “to 
do”. Human beings are more free, we continued, 
when they are able (empowered) to think in 
specialised ways – including when they can think 
geographically; that is, to analyse, explain, etc. 
with geography (see Maude above). In short, 
the capabilities approach provides a progressive 
way to link the contents of geography with the 
notion of educational aims and purposes. The 
project goes as far as to claim that, without high 
quality geography as a component of young 
people’s general education, their potential to think 
about themselves in the world, and about the 
changing relationship human beings have with the 
environment (especially today, in what Friedman 
(2016) calls the age of acceleration), is impaired. 
This can be considered to be a form of capabilities 
deprivation – quite a claim, and of course it 
depends very heavily on the quality of what is 
taught and learned in geography lessons.

Returning to the three futures scenarios, what 
distinguishes F3 from F1 and F2 in geography 
is the quality of the geography in the enacted 
curriculum. As we have argued, it is therefore 
useful to think how geographical knowledge can 
be considered to be “powerful” and is able to take 
children beyond their everyday experience and 
encounters. For example,

• literally – investigating distant places, 
distributions and patterns;

• conceptually – using new ways of seeing (e.g. 
a global sense of place, glaciation, uneven 
development);

• perceptually – appreciating different 
perspectives (e.g. how “others” see “us”).

These points present a slightly different take on 
the power of geography – and there are other 
versions such as Lambert, Solem, & Tani, 2015, 
or the Geographical Association, 2012 – but 
all can be merged fairly straightforwardly into 
Maude’s typology. However, whichever version 
one might take, the point is that by extending 
horizons and access to knowledge about people 
and the planet enhances the capabilities of 
young people – enabling more powerful thought 
as a right and an expectation of the educational 
encounter. 

Curriculum Leadership 
In a short article commissioned by SecEd, a free 
professional news sheet, Michael Young and 
David Lambert wrote that 

. . . powerful knowledge bears little 
relationship to the Gradgrind return to a 
“curriculum of the dead” that critics tend to 
assume such a subject-based curriculum 
implies. “Powerful knowledge” is precious. 
It is not made up of accumulated lists of 
“facts”. In the form of subjects, powerful 
knowledge is continually evolving as new 
and tested concepts and explanations are 
introduced” (Young and Lambert, 2014).

However, they both realised at the time that 
powerful knowledge, the key idea that underpins 
the notion of a Future 3 curriculum, was 
troublesome and challenging: 

. . . the biggest challenge of all is to the 
education community as a whole. [Our] 
book asks teachers and school leaders 
to reclaim their professionalism and 
express it in terms of the knowledge-led 
school – and thus occupy the void that 
has in effect allowed political meddling 
and indeed various forms of non-
professional enterprise to exert too much 
influence” (Young and Lambert, 2014).

The GeoCapabilities project encourages 
knowledge-led professionalism through 
articulating teachers as curriculum leaders. What 
this means is that teachers take responsibility 
for enacting the curriculum – they become 
curriculum makers. This is to say that a key 
component of teachers’ professionalism is their 
identity as specialist knowledge workers, working 
to develop powerful disciplinary knowledge in 
what they teach. As we noted earlier in this paper, 
this is unlikely to happen by simply delivering the 
syllabus or specification: in this way, the project 
advocates a curriculum of engagement. Adopting 
a capabilities approach affords the possibility of 
working with specialist knowledge in a way that 
embraces broad educational goals, and in this 
way the capabilities approach helps teachers to 
operationalise Future 3 curriculum thinking. In 
this sense, curriculum making lies at the heart of 
teachers’ professional identity.

Implications for Non-Specialist 
Teachers: Reflections from the United 
States Context
A new project, directly inspired by 
GeoCapabilities, is now underway in the United 
States to develop innovative solutions to an 
enduring challenge in providing high quality 
geography instruction in schools. This problem 
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is the pronounced shortage of teachers with 
geography backgrounds (it is a problem felt to 
a greater or lesser degree in many jurisdictions, 
including Australia). The project, named Powerful 
Geography (www.powerfulgeography.org), aspires 
to provide the empirical research basis to facilitate 
the transfer of powerful geographical knowledge 
in the form of voluntary national standards 
into state-level curricula and teacher education 
programs. In the US, this will require finding more 
effective ways of engaging non-specialist teachers 
and helping them first grasp, and then represent, 
powerful geographical knowledge so that it is 
understandable by students.

Students across the US often lack access to 
geography education in schools. In some 
states, this is a result of the subject’s complete 
absence in the curriculum. Even in states where 
geography is a required middle or high school 
course, it is usually taught by non-specialist 
teachers. Approximately 1,500,000 teachers may 
be responsible for teaching geography, either as 
part of social studies in grades K-6, as a stand-
alone or combined course in grades 7-8, or as a 
stand-alone or combined course in grades 9-12 
(Grosvenor Center for Geographic Education, 
2015). Allowing for variations in certification 
requirements across states and by grade level, 
most teachers will only take one or two geography 
courses during their teacher education program. 
Typically, these courses are introductory-level, 
either aimed at a general education audience or 
intended as a first course in a major. Because of 
this inadequate preparation, teachers have long 
found it difficult to teach the subject in a way 
that is consistent with the intentions of national 
and state curriculum standards (Anderson 
& Leinhardt, 2002; Chiodo, 1993; Diem, 
1982; Reinfried, 2006; Segall, 2002; Bednarz, 
2003; Schell, Roth, & Mohan, 2013; Segall & 
Helfenbein, 2008).

The broader impacts of US federal research in 
geography, especially as they relate to knowledge 
transfer, education, and workforce preparation, 
will remain severely curtailed until schools gain 
greater capacity in the form of teachers who 
are more fluent in the discipline’s conceptual 
vocabulary and processes. Over several decades, 
there have been multiple attempts to upgrade 
school curricula based on advancements in 
disciplinary thought, from the spatial scientific 
approach of the National Science Foundation-
funded High School Geography Project in the 
1960s (Helburn, 1965) to contemporary national 
standards including Geography for life: National 
geography standards (Heffron & Downs, 2012), 
the Next generation science standards (NGSS 
Lead States, 2013), the Common core state 
standards for mathematics (National Governors 
Association Center for Best Practices & Council 

of Chief State School Officers, 2010), and The 
college, career, and civic life (C3) framework for 
inquiry in social studies state standards (National 
Council for the Social Studies, 2013). All of these 
documents in their different ways are impressive, 
and yet in most state jurisdictions the curriculum 
they envision will never be enacted as intended 
until non-specialist teachers gain the disciplinary 
knowledge necessary for their interpretation. Our 
contention is that the idea of powerful knowledge, 
possibly supported by tools such a Maude’s 
typology, may provide a highly productive 
means to induct non-specialist teachers into the 
educational potential of geography.

The difficulty of implementing geography 
standards in schools is underscored by twenty 
years of contemporaneous data from the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress in 
Geography that confirms persistent low levels 
of student performance and aptitude in the 
subject, with aggregate test scores for Hispanic 
students barely scoring above Basic (partial 
mastery), and African American students as a 
whole never reaching the Basic level (Government 
Accountability Office, 2015). In the terms we set 
out earlier in this paper, this is nothing less than 
capabilities deprivation on a mass scale and a 
direct consequence of curriculum thinking mired 
in F1 and F2 practices. 

There are of course many other factors 
contributing to the United States’ present 
challenges in providing K-12 geography 
instruction: pressure to teach other subjects, 
uneven quality of textbooks and other 
instructional materials, poor public perceptions of 
the subject, and a lack of support from the federal 
government and other important stakeholders 
(GAO, 2015). The Powerful Geography project 
is not designed to address all of these issues 
simultaneously. It does focus, however, on 
providing the research basis for reforming 
geography teacher education and standards 
development that will create the foundation 
necessary for future systemic change. 

Conclusions
The GeoCapabilities website (www.geocapabilities.
org) is not the place to go for ready-made lesson 
plans and classroom-ready teaching materials. It 
is a site designed to support the development of 
curriculum leadership in geography, a principle 
that we contend is a legitimate aspiration for all 
who teach the subject. The four training modules 
can be adopted and/or adapted by individuals 
or groups of teachers who wish to deepen and 
extend their capacities as curriculum leaders. 
It explicitly asks teachers to resist the strong 
pressure that exists to roll up their sleeves 
and immediately get stuck into the technical 

http://www.geocapabilities.org
http://www.geocapabilities.org
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challenges of practical teaching. Vital though 
practical competence is, the GeoCapabilities 
approach is concerned with the ethical question 
of what is taught, and with what purpose. Visitors 
to the site will see that the project advocates a 
sequence of thought that begins with a serious 
consideration of who are the children we teach. 
Following this, the project exhorts us to ask, so 
why teach them geography? Only after exploring 
this question can we consider what it is we should 
teach them. 

Readers may argue that it is not for us, as 
teachers, to address this question of what to 
teach, because usually it has been decided already 
– in the official documents, the textbook or 
examination specification. We have tried to show 
in this article that taking the curriculum as given, 
and the teacher’s role as a reduced, technical 
process aiming for efficient delivery, probably 
guarantees a Future 1 scenario, or worse, a 
Future 2 scenario based largely on generic 
competence. High quality teaching depends on 
teachers engaging with and interpreting what the 
standards or curriculum specification sets out 
for us. Our teaching is driven by bigger, more 
ambitious goals than simply imparting what we 
think students need to know for the test. We then, 
of course, need to think carefully about pedagogic 
techniques that are fully fit for the purposes we 
identify.

The premise of the GeoCapabilities approach 
is that students are more likely to encounter 
powerful knowledge in geography classrooms 
when teaching practices – from the selection of 
learning materials to choices about assessment 
– are guided by an understanding of geography’s 
contribution to human capability. The partners 
on the GeoCapabilities project came to agree 
that professional questioning that begins with 
Who and Why reduces the risk that frequently 
arises when the focus is too quick to practical 
implementation. The risk is that we rarely get 
beyond the How. Children get geography lessons, 
often with adventurous and active pedagogies, but 
sometimes with questionable epistemic quality.
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Abstract 
Australia’s major state capitals are surrounded 
by highly productive food bowls, which are an 
important source of fresh foods for their growing 
populations. These food producing biomes are a 
rich resource for investigating key themes related 
to Biomes and food security, one of two Year 
9 units of study in the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography. This paper draws on case studies of 
Melbourne and Sydney to explore challenges to 
food production in Australia’s city food bowls. 
These challenges include population growth, 
urban sprawl, water scarcity and the impacts 
of climate change. We explore the implications 
of these challenges for the food security of 
Australia’s urban populations, and we highlight 
the potential for emerging research findings about 
the significance of these food producing biomes 
to engage students with key themes of the Year 9 
Biomes and food security unit. 

Introduction 
Biomes and food security is one of two units 
of study in the Year 9 Australian Curriculum: 
Geography (ACARA, 2017). This unit investigates 
the role of biomes around the world in food and 
fibre production, examining their significance as 
sources of food, the challenges of increasing food 
production to feed a growing population, and the 
emerging environmental limits to food production. 
This unit offers the opportunity to explore a key 
global challenge, which is addressed in goal 2 
(Zero Hunger) of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals – how to feed a growing 
population equitably and in a way that increases 
the sustainability and resilience of the global 
systems that underpin food production (United 
Nations, 2015). Core themes in the Biomes and 
food security unit can be explored through a wide 
range of global food producing biomes, from the 
rice fields of South-East Asia to the rainforests of 
the Amazon. Yet closer to home, there is a group 
of significant, but underexplored, food producing 
biomes, which offers students the opportunity 
to explore key themes in the unit as they relate 

to their own lives and sources of food: the food 
bowls of Australia’s major cities. 

Each of Australia’s major state capitals is 
surrounded by farmland on its peri-urban fringe 
(Carey et al., 2016). These city food bowls are 
some of the most highly productive agricultural 
regions in Australia (Houston, 2005), and are 
important sources of fresh foods, but the rapid 
growth of Australia’s capital cities places them 
at risk as regions of food production (Sheridan 
et al., 2015). However, if these city food bowls 
could be retained as Australia’s cities grow, they 
have the potential to increase the resilience and 
sustainability of the population’s food supply 
in the face of growing challenges from climate 
change and declining supplies of the natural 
resources that underpin food production (Carey et 
al., 2015). 

This paper will draw on case studies of Melbourne 
and Sydney’s city food bowls, explored through 
the findings of the Foodprint Melbourne project 
(Carey et al., 2016) and the Sydney Food Futures 
project (Institute of Sustainable Futures, 2015), 
to illustrate how key themes of the Year 9 Biomes 
and food security unit can be explored through 
investigation of Australia’s city food bowls. Table 
1 summarises how the findings of the Foodprint 
Melbourne project map on to key themes of this 
unit. 

Curriculum resources to support the Year 9 
Biomes and food security unit, based on the 
Foodprint Melbourne project, are currently under 
development by researchers at the University 
of Melbourne and the Geography Teachers’ 
Association of Victoria. 

Australia’s City Food Bowls as Food 
Producing Biomes 
We think of rural and regional areas of Australia 
as the nation’s main regions of food production, 
but Australia’s city food bowls are also important 
food producing biomes. Australia’s city food 
bowls are the peri-urban regions on the fringes 
of the major state capitals (Carey et al., 2016). 

Australia’s City Food Bowls: Fertile Ground 
for Investigating Biomes and Food Security 

Rachel Carey
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Aspect of Biomes and food 
security unit

Relevance of the Foodprint Melbourne project to the Biomes 
and food security unit  

ACHGK061

The human alteration of biomes 
to produce food, industrial 
materials and fibres, and the use 
of systems thinking to analyse 
the environmental effects of 
these alterations

• Explores city fringe food bowls as significant food producing 
biomes. 

• Identifies types and quantities of food produced in 
Melbourne’s food bowl. 

• Provides short case studies about Brisbane and Sydney’s food 
bowls.  

• For data about Sydney’s food bowl, also see the findings of the 
Sydney Food Futures project (Institute of Sustainable Futures, 
2015).

ACHGK062

Environmental, economic 
and technological factors that 
influence crop yields in Australia 
and across the world

• Identifies the importance of irrigation for food production in 
Melbourne’s food bowl.  

• Estimates the economic contribution of agricultural production 
and related industries in Melbourne’s food bowl. 

• Models the potential economic impact of urban sprawl on loss 
of production capacity in Melbourne’s food bowl. 

• Identifies economic pressures faced by farmers in Melbourne’s 
food bowl. 

ACHGK063

Challenges to food production, 
including land and water 
degradation, shortage of fresh 
water, competing land uses, and 
climate change, for Australia and 
other areas of the world

• Identifies challenges to food production in Melbourne’s city 
food bowl from land degradation, water scarcity and climate 
change.

• Identifies competing land uses. 
• Models the amount of land and water required to feed Greater 

Melbourne. 
• Provides per capita estimates of the amount of land and 

water required to feed the average Australian (estimates for 
the average Melbournian are based on national data and have 
national relevance).

• Provides per capita estimates of the average Australian land 
and water footprint due to meat consumption. 

• Provides per capita estimates of the greenhouse gas 
emissions associated with producing food for Greater 
Melbourne. 

• Estimates the environmental impact of introducing meat free 
days to our diet.

• Highlights the significance of recycled water for food 
production on the city fringe during times of water scarcity. 

ACHGK064

The capacity of the world’s 
environments to sustainably 
feed the projected future global 
population

• Estimates the capacity of Melbourne’s food bowl to feed 
Greater Melbourne’s current population and a future 
population of seven million (for similar estimates for Sydney 
see Institute of Sustainable Futures, 2015).

• Models the potential to reduce urban sprawl through 
alternative city growth scenarios (for similar estimates for 
Sydney see Institute of Sustainable Futures, 2015).

• Estimates Melbourne’s food waste footprint now and with a 
population of seven million.

• Models the potential environmental impact of reducing food 
waste.

• Models scenarios for increasing the resilience and 
sustainability of Melbourne’s food bowl. 

• Presents a vision of a resilient city food bowl for Melbourne 
and identifies policy approaches to achieve this vision 

Table 1: The relevance of the Foodprint Melbourne project to the Year 9 Biomes and food security unit 
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There is no widely agreed definition of peri-urban 
regions, but they are commonly understood as 
the transition zones between urban and rural 
areas, and they include areas of agricultural land 
that are subject to urban pressures (Opitz et al., 
2016). 

The fringes of cities around the world have 
historically been important to the production of 
fresh foods for their growing populations (Steel, 
2009), and the food bowls of Australia’s cities 
are still an important source of fresh foods. In 
2010–2011, the peri-urban fringes of Australia’s 
capital cities produced almost half of the nation’s 
perishable vegetables, including broccoli, 
capsicum, cauliflower, coriander, herbs, lettuce, 
mushrooms and fresh tomatoes (Sinclair, 2015a), 
and they also produced a significant proportion 
of the nation’s eggs and chicken meat (Sinclair 
2015b). Emerging research has recently shed light 
on the significance of the food producing biomes 
around Melbourne (Sheridan et al., 2015) and 
Sydney (Institute of Sustainable Futures, 2015). 

Melbourne’s peri-urban food bowl (see figure 1) 
produces almost half of the vegetables grown 
in the state of Victoria, including around 66% of 
lettuce, 66% of broccoli and 92% of cauliflowers. 
It also produces over 80% of the state’s chicken 
meat, 67% of eggs and 96% of the berries 
(Sheridan et al., 2015). Sydney’s food bowl (see 
figure 2) produces a similar range of fresh foods, 

including 45% by value of vegetables produced 
in the state of New South Wales, around 45% 
of chicken meat and 50% of eggs (ABS, 2010). 
These are the types of fresh foods that gain 
most from being close to markets, sources of 
labour, and to processing and transportation 
infrastructure. 

Capacity of Australia’s City Food Bowls 
to Sustainably Feed City Populations 
Research into the food bowls of Melbourne and 
Sydney has estimated the capacity of these food 
biomes to feed the cities’ growing populations. 
Melbourne’s food bowl currently produces 
enough food to meet around 41% of Greater 
Melbourne’s food needs and around 82% of the 
city’s vegetable needs (Sheridan et al., 2015), 
while Sydney’s food bowl produces enough food 
to meet around 20% of that city’s food needs, 
including 10% of its demand for vegetables 
and 40% of its demand for eggs (Institute of 
Sustainable Futures, 2015). It is unclear how 
much of the food produced in these city fringe 
food bowls is consumed in their respective cities, 
due to lack of data about food freight movements 
within and between the states. However, it is clear 
that the majority of the food needs of both cities 
are met from state, national and global sources 
of food outside of their city food bowl regions 
(Institute of Sustainable Futures, 2015; Sheridan 

Figure 1: Melbourne’s food bowl (source: Victorian Eco-Innovation Lab)

10 Foodprint Melbourne 11

Melbourne’s foodbowl 
produces	a	significant	
amount and variety of 
food

urban growth boundary

Melbourne

inner foodbowl

outer foodbowl

 
4.		Australian	Department	of	Agriculture	and	Water	Resources	(2015),	‘Rice’

2.2 Food production in Melbourne’s foodbowl 
Melbourne’s foodbowl produces a wide variety of fresh foods, particularly 
fresh fruit and vegetables, but also eggs and chicken meat, and some beef, 
lamb, pork and dairy. Melbourne’s foodbowl produces around 47% of the 
vegetables grown in Victoria and around 8% of fruit3. 
Highly perishable foods, such as leafy greens and berries, are typically 
grown in the inner foodbowl, close to the city. The outer foodbowl produces 
a more diverse range of foods that includes fewer perishable foods, such as 
fruit and vegetables, but more livestock products and some oilseeds.  
Some	areas	of	Melbourne’s	foodbowl	are	highly	significant	for	the	
production of particular types of crops, because they have soil types, 
climates or other growing conditions that are ideally suited to those 
crops. For example, the Yarra Valley produces around 78% of Victoria’s 
strawberries, and Koo Wee Rup grows over 90% of the nation’s asparagus. 
See	the	foodbowl	‘snapshots’	12,	13,	and	16	for	other	examples.		
Food production in Melbourne’s foodbowl is typically intensive, high 
value production that takes place on relatively small areas of land. Food 
production that requires more land tends to take place outside Melbourne’s 

Figure 1: Melbourne’s foodbowl

foodbowl in regional Victoria.  This includes production of dairy, cereals 
(e.g. wheat and barley), oilseeds (e.g. canola) and pulses (e.g. lentils), as 
well as much of Victoria’s livestock grazing. Regional Victoria also accounts 
for a high proportion of Victoria’s fruit production, including the stone fruit 
industries concentrated around Shepparton, the citrus and grape industry 
based in Mildura, and other fruit growing areas located within the Murray-
Darling Basin. 
There are a number of crops that Victoria produces little or none of. Rice 
is	an	‘opportunity	crop’	that	is	only	produced	during	years	of	high	water	
availability in the Murray-Darling and Murrumbidgee Basins in northern 
Victoria and New South Wales4. Other crops that require tropical conditions 
are grown elsewhere in Australia e.g. sugar cane or fruits like bananas and 
pineapples.  

Table 1: % of Victoria’s Production Occurring in Melbourne’s Foodbowl

Food Type % of Victoria’s production 
occurring in Melbourne’s 
foodbowl

Dairy 12%
Sugar Not produced
Fruit 8%
Oil crops 7%
Cereal grains 3%
Vegetables 47%
Red meat 15%
Chicken meat 81%
Fish & seafood Not studied
Rice 0%
Legumes 1%
Eggs 67%

3.		Calculated	from	Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	(ABS)	(2013)	‘Agricultural	Commodities,	Australia,	2010-
11’ , cat. no. 7121.0

Fruit 

Vegetables

DairyChicken meatCereal grains

inner foodbowl

outer foodbowl

regional Victoria

Figure 2: % of Victoria’s Production Occurring in Melbourne’s Foodbowl and Regional Victoria

% of Victoria’s production
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et al., 2015). It is also evident that the capacity of 
these city food bowls to sustainably feed their city 
populations is under pressure from a number of 
challenges that include population growth, climate 
change and water scarcity. 

Challenges to Food Production in 
Australia’s City Food Bowls 

Population Growth 

Australia’s cities have some of the highest growth 
rates in the OECD (Department of Infrastructure 
and Regional Development, 2015). Melbourne is 
Australia’s fastest growing city (ABS, 2016), and 
its current population of 4.5 million is expected 
to grow to a population of around seven or eight 
million by 2050 (Buxton, Phelan, & Hurley, 2015). 
By the time Melbourne reaches a population of 
seven million, it is likely to need around 60% 
more food than it does today. If the city continues 
to grow the way that it has in the past, with much 
of its growth on the city fringe at low rates of 
urban density, then by the time the city reaches 
a population of seven million, the capacity of its 
food bowl to feed the city could fall from 41% 
currently to around 18%, due to population 
growth and loss of farmland. The capacity of 
the food bowl to meet the city’s vegetable needs 
is likely to be particularly affected, falling from 
82% today to around 21%, as the majority of 
the vegetables grow in the inner food bowl close 

to the urban growth boundary (Sheridan et al., 
2015). 

Sydney is also experiencing rapid growth. If it 
continues on the path proposed in its current 
metropolitan plan (Department of Planning and 
Environment, 2014), then by 2031, the capacity 
of its food bowl to feed the city could reduce 
from 20% to just 6%, and it could lose over 90% 
of its remaining production of fresh vegetables 
and almost 90% of egg production (Institute of 
Sustainable Futures, 2015). 

Loss of agricultural land around Australia’s cities 
accelerated after the Second World War as a 
result of rapid population growth fuelled by post-
war migration (ABS, 1996; James, 2016a). It is 
unclear exactly how much agricultural land has 
already been lost on the fringes of Australia’s state 
capitals (James & O’Neill, 2016), but Ramsey and 
Gallegos (2011) estimate that the available area 
of fruit production around the cities of Sydney, 
Melbourne, Adelaide and Perth fell by between 
four and eleven per cent from 2000 to 2006, while 
the land available for vegetable production fell by 
around 14% in Perth and 28% in Brisbane over 
the same period. 

The metropolitan plans and state planning policies 
governing land use around Australia’s cities have 
failed to deal effectively with the ongoing loss of 
peri-urban farmland, although they have likely 
slowed the rate of loss (Buxton & Carey, 2014). 

Figure 2: Sydney’s food bowl (image courtesy of the Institute of Sustainable Futures)
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It is becoming increasingly urgent, however, 
to develop more effective solutions to protect 
Australia’s city food bowls, in order to address 
the growing challenges that food production faces 
from climate change, water scarcity and declining 
supplies of the natural resources that underpin 
food production, particularly fossil fuels. 

Fossil Fuels 
Fossil fuels underpin the entire food system to 
the extent that it is sometimes said that we “eat 
oil”. They are a key source of nitrogen-based 
fertilisers, an input to pesticide manufacture, they 
fuel machines on farm, and provide the energy 
for manufacturing, cooling and transportation 
systems (Canning et al., 2017). As initiatives 
intensify to decouple the food system from its 
dependence on fossil fuels, alternative sources 
of energy and fertilisers will need to be found. 
City food bowls have access to a potential source 
of alternative fertilisers in the large amounts 
of organic waste and food waste generated by 
city populations. This waste could be processed 
into organic fertilisers for use on farm, and city 
food bowls could also play a role in reducing the 
energy demand for cooling and transportation by 
reducing the distance that highly perishable foods 
need to travel to market (Carey et al., 2016). 

Climate Change 
Climate change is likely to affect food production 
in Australia in multiple ways through impacts that 
include increasing temperatures, reduced water 
availability and more frequent and severe extreme 
weather events, such as heatwaves, droughts, 
storms and floods (Hughes et al., 2015). Climate 
change is also expected to reduce the yields 
of some food crops in Australia’s major region 
of food production, the Murray-Darling Basin 
(Reisinger et al., 2014). Australia’s city food bowls 
have the potential to increase the sustainability 
and resilience of the food system in the face of 
climate challenges by reducing the dependence 
of city populations on distant sources of food, 
so that local sources of fresh food are available 
if supplies from other regions are disrupted, or 
if major transportation routes into the city are 
cut off during extreme weather events (Carey 
et al., 2016). Retaining fresh food production 
around cities also enables waste water from city 
water treatment plants to be used to produce 
food. In a drying climate, recycled water from 
water treatment plants could become one of the 
most secure sources of water available for food 
production (Carey et al., 2015).

Water Scarcity
One of the main ways that climate change is 
likely to affect food production in southern 

Australia is through a reduction in the availability 
of water (Reisinger et al., 2014). The impacts 
of water scarcity on food production became 
evident during Australia’s Millennium Drought 
(1996–2010), which led to significant reductions 
in agricultural production in the Murray-Darling 
Basin (ABS, 2014; Hughes et al., 2015), and 
sharp increases in food prices during the height 
of the drought, particularly for fresh fruit and 
vegetables. Between 2005 and 2007, food prices 
in Australia increased 12%, while the price of 
vegetables increased 33% and fruit prices rose 
43% (Quiggin, 2007). 

The importance of recycled water for food 
production became clear during the Millennium 
Drought, when some areas of food production 
around Melbourne and Adelaide became 
dependent on recycled water (Carey et al., 
2016). Werribee Irrigation District is an area 
30 kilometres to the West of Melbourne, which 
produces around 10% of Victoria’s vegetables. 
At the height of the drought, producers in the 
region lost access to river water after river 
flows fell to unsustainable levels, and vegetable 
production in the district would have collapsed 
without access to recycled water from the nearby 
Western Treatment Plant (Sheridan et al., 2016). 
A relatively small amount of recycled water from 
Melbourne’s two main water treatment plants is 
currently used for food production – just six per 
cent in 2014–2015 (Melbourne Water, 2015). 
Much of the recycled water from the water 
treatment plants is unused and disposed of at 
sea. Just 10% of the available recycled water 
would be enough to produce around half of the 
vegetables that Greater Melbourne eats (Carey et 
al., 2016). Expanding the use of recycled water to 
produce food in cities in southern Australia has 
the potential to increase the resilience of the food 
system to prolonged drought, but it would require 
greater investment in infrastructure to store 
recycled water outside the growing season and to 
deliver the water to farmers. 

Economic Pressures 
Australia’s city food biomes make a valuable 
contribution to the regional economies of these 
cities. The peri-urban regions of Australia’s five 
mainland states generate almost 25% of the gross 
value of agricultural production in those states 
from just three per cent of the agricultural land 
(Houston, 2005). Melbourne’s food bowl has been 
estimated to contribute around $2.45 billion per 
annum to the city’s regional economy and around 
21,000 full time equivalent jobs (Deloitte Access 
Economics, 2016). However, the productive 
capacity and economic contribution of these 
regions is not only at risk from urban sprawl. It 
is also at risk from a combination of economic 
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pressures that undermines the viability of farming 
in these regions. 

Farmers across Australia face ongoing challenges 
to farm viability from the rising costs of inputs 
(such as fuel, fertilisers and water) and from 
downward pressure on farmgate prices, 
particularly as a result of the growing power of 
the major supermarkets and competition from 
cheaper food imports (Carey et al., 2011; James, 
2016b). The viability of farming in city food bowl 
regions is under added pressure from the high 
cost of land and property rates, and the difficulty 
of expanding farming operations in these regions 
to achieve economies of scale. Yet city food bowl 
regions also offer the potential for farmers to gain 
a greater share of the food dollar by selling direct 
to consumers and businesses in cities through 
farmers’ markets, farmgate sales and other forms 
of direct marketing (Carey et al., 2016). Initiatives 
are needed to support city fringe farmers to gain 
access to local markets as part of planning for 
more sustainable and resilient city food bowls in 
Australia. 

Planning Sustainable and Resilient City 
Food Bowls 
The challenges faced by Australia’s city food 
bowls raise fundamental questions about the 
future of these food biomes and the food security 
of urban populations. Could the way that we 
grow our cities alter these food biomes to the 
extent that we undermine the capacity for future 
generations to meet their own food needs? Will 
the populations of Australia’s cities become 
dependent on more distant sources of food, and 
does this matter? 

The capacity to source food from multiple sources 
– regional, national and global – is an important 
part of a resilient food supply. Indeed, as the 
case studies of Melbourne and Sydney illustrate, 
most of the food needs of these cities are met 
from outside their peri-urban regions. However, 
becoming entirely dependent on “somewhere 
else” to meet increasing deficits in fresh food 
supply is likely to become a risky strategy in 
future (Carey et al., 2016), because national and 
global food supplies are also under pressure 
from climate change and growing constraints on 
natural resources (Godfray et al., 2010; PMSEIC, 
2010). As a result, global food supplies are likely 
to be subject to more frequent disruptions and 
greater volatility in food prices (UNEP Finance 
Initiative/Global Foodprint Network, 2016). 

Retaining capacity for fresh food production 
close to cities is increasingly recognised as an 
important part of sustainable and resilient urban 
food systems (FAO/RUAF, 2015). However, if 
Australia’s state capitals are to retain their city 

fringe food bowls as they grow, changes will 
be needed to metropolitan and state planning 
policy frameworks. Cities will need to plan for 
food as they plan for housing, transport and 
other basic needs. This is likely to require a range 
of measures that not only protect farmland on 
the peri-urban fringe, but encourage farmers to 
continue farming in these areas, and also harness 
the potential of city water and organic waste 
streams to increase the resilience of peri-urban 
farming to the growing environmental constraints 
on food production. 

Conclusion
The food biomes of Australia’s state capitals 
provide rich case studies for exploring the 
core themes of the Year 9 Biomes and food 
security unit. These significant regions of fresh 
food production have the capacity to make an 
important contribution to sustainably feeding 
Australia’s city populations, yet they face a range 
of challenges that include population growth, 
urban sprawl, climate change and water scarcity. 
Study of these local food biomes offers an 
opportunity for students to connect to the core 
themes of this unit in a way that relates directly 
to their own lives. Moreover, investigation of 
these city food bowls also offers the potential for 
students to make a difference by contributing to 
increased public awareness of their significance, 
which may one day build the social and political 
licence for action to ensure their long-term 
protection. 

Materials to support investigation of Australia’s 
city food biomes within the Year 9 Biomes and 
food security unit will be available from the 
Foodprint Melbourne project at the University 
of Melbourne and the Geography Teachers’ 
Association of Victoria at the start of the 
2018 school year. The development of these 
resources has been supported through a grant 
from the Lord Mayor’s Charitable Foundation. 
Reports, infographics and other resources from 
the Foodprint Melbourne project are available 
from http://research.unimelb.edu.au/foodprint-
melbourne/school-resources/year-9-geography
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well suited to this task since, as the opening line 
of the Rationale of the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography states:

In a world of increasing global integration 
and international mobility, it is critical 
to the wellbeing and sustainability 
of the environment and society that 
young Australians develop a holistic 
understanding of the world. This requires 
deep knowledge and understanding of 
why the world is the way it is and the 
interconnections between people, places 
and environments over place and time. 
(ACARA, 2016)

Thus in teaching for sustainability in and of a 
highly specialised and interconnected world, 
we ought to be careful not to view it exclusively 
through the narrow lens of our own occupation 
but be prepared to venture into other fields 
in order to come to the interdisciplinary 
understanding that sustainability requires. While it 
is not possible to cover all the nuances associated 
with the creation of a sustainable society, this 
article will focus on the important economic role 
that corporations can play in the sustainability, 
or failure, of modern society and how this can 
be integrated into the teaching of geography in 
schools. 

Sustainability in the Geography Syllabus
More than any other subject, the interdisciplinary 
approach needed when teaching for sustainability 
is probably most apposite to geography, which 
encompasses both physical and human domains, 
and the Australian Curriculum: Geography 
makes ample reference to interconnections 
throughout. Maude (2014) has argued that 
although the concept of sustainability sometimes 
includes social, economic, political and cultural 
sustainability, the curriculum intends it to be 
primarily concerned with the environment (p. 
19). Indeed, the curriculum defines sustainability 
as “the capacity of the environment to continue 
to support our lives and the lives of other living 
creatures into the future” (ACARA, 2016). It 
elaborates on this definition by stating that “[p]
rogress towards environmental sustainability 
depends on the maintenance or restoration of the 

Abstract
This article explores the role that corporations 
can play in the creation or failure of a sustainable 
society. A review of the concept of sustainability 
in the Australian Curriculum: Geography is 
made and then linked to a comparison of the 
legal framework guiding business activities 
of traditional corporations and those of B 
Corporations, which are guided by their own 
separate legislation. Business activities of a 
particular B Corporation in Australia, and other 
profit-oriented businesses in the same sector of 
the economy, are then compared in terms of four 
earth functions listed in the Australian Curriculum 
to determine if one is more sustainable than 
the other. This comparison concludes that 
the B Corporation is more sustainable than a 
traditional profit-oriented corporation in several 
respects, though it is not sustainable absolutely. 
The example explored is linked to curriculum 
outcomes and suggestions are made as to how 
teachers might apply this content and analysis 
when teaching for sustainability in their own 
classes.

Introduction
In a world of specialisation perhaps no concept is 
more deserving of an interdisciplinary approach 
than sustainability. Since Adam Smith’s ode to 
the division of labour, most famously depicted 
in his description of pin production in the 
opening passage of his Wealth of Nations (Smith, 
1776/1999) almost two and a half centuries ago, 
occupational specialisation and the knowledge 
which it requires has continued apace. Today this 
can be most easily seen in one’s progress through 
primary and high schools, onto university, 
and finally into the workplace (Dyball, Davila, 
& König, 2016). However, as Diamond (2005) 
has described in careful comparative detail, the 
failure or sustainability of societies throughout 
the world has always depended critically on how 
they respond to the environmental challenges they 
face, which are as differentiated as the societies 
are themselves. Thus, in today’s globalised, 
information-laden and highly specialised society, 
the challenges to sustainability require knowledge 
and a broad understanding from many different 
disciplines. The study of geography is particularly 
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environmental functions that sustain all life and 
human wellbeing (economic and social).” The 
curriculum states further that an 

understanding of the causes of 
unsustainability requires a study of the 
environmental processes producing the 
degradation of an environmental function; 
the human actions that have initiated 
these processes; and the attitudinal, 
demographic, social, economic and 
political causes of these human actions.

 A few points should be made here. First, 
although the ultimate goal of sustainability is 
indeed concerned with the environment, humans 
are positioned as key agents whose actions are 
compromising it. Second, the actions detracting 
from, and similarly contributing to, sustainability 
are manifold and require an interdisciplinary 
approach as suggested in the introduction. 
Finally, one of the causes of those human actions 
is economic, which contributes both to human 
wellbeing and to the degradation of environmental 
functions. This tension of economic contributions 
to modern society can provide a starting point 
for a class discussion about the merits and 
shortcomings of each position. In order to refine 
the discussion Maude (2014) suggests we draw 
on certain principles associated with earth’s four 
functions. These are defined as follows in the 
Glossary of the Australian Curriculum: Geography:

• The earth’s source function – the production 
of raw materials from the natural resources of 
soil, water, forests, minerals and marine life;

• The earth’s sink function – safe absorption 
(through breakdown, recycling or storage) of 
wastes and pollution produced by production 
and human life;

• The earth’s service function – provision of 
environmental or ecosystem services that 
support life without requiring human action, 
for example, climatic stability, biodiversity, 
ecosystem integrity and protection from 
ultraviolet radiation;

• The earth’s spiritual function – intrinsic 
recreational, psychological, aesthetic and 
spiritual value of environments.

Most of the principles Maude (2014) goes on 
to describe are associated with the first three 
functions which, he argues, require some 
understanding of their related sciences (pp. 
21–22). Moreover, Maude’s argument continues, 
many government decisions are based on those 
sciences, rather than on ideology (p. 23). We will 
return to these earth functions below, but for now 
however, according to the most recent Australia 
state of the environment: drivers  
“[g] lobally, the human-caused drivers of change 

to the environment are demographic, economic, 
socio-political, scientific, technological, cultural 
and religious” which are similar to those 
identified in the curriculum and certainly require 
interdisciplinary treatment. However,  
“[in] Australia, the key drivers of environmental 
change are population and economic activity” 
(Jackson, 2017, p. iv). So, if the primary 
causes of environmental change in Australia 
are demographic and economic, which are 
intimately related (Harvey, 2011, p. 144), rather 
than political, scientific or otherwise, it seems 
essential that teaching for sustainability focuses 
on these causes. To that end, viewing the 
earth’s functions listed above through the lens 
of economic geography should help us to move 
toward a pedagogy for sustainability best suited 
to Australia.

What is Driving the Drivers?
Choosing one particular aspect of economic 
activity will be somewhat arbitrary, but this 
section will provide an argument for focusing 
on the role that transnational corporations play 
in the modern economy as they are “the most 
significant units of economic activity world wide” 
(Martin and Steele, 2010, p. 12). A recent Global 
Justice Now (2016) report ranks the revenue of 
the largest corporations in the world amongst 
that of national governments and concludes that 
globally, total corporate revenue is roughly the 
same as total government revenue. Moreover, the 
total revenue of the ten largest corporations is on 
par with that of the bottom 180 governments, with 
Walmart being richer than Australia, Shell being 
richer than Mexico, and Exxon Mobil, Volkswagen, 
and Toyota each being richer than India. This vast 
wealth gives corporations tremendous power 
over economic activity and investment decisions. 
National governments have to consider the myriad 
interests of their entire citizenry in deciding how 
to spend their revenue, while corporations not 
only have the legal right to focus their decisions 
on turning a financial profit, but the legal duty 
to do so in the interests of their shareholders 
(Gleeson-White, 2014, pp. 114–115, 280–281). 
The latter is a far smaller group with much 
narrower interests. This makes corporations 
highly adept at making financial profits using 
an array of techniques including, externalisation 
(considered below), regulatory arbitrage, which is 
the practice of taking advantage of legal loopholes 
by playing off the regulations of one jurisdiction 
against another’s, and transfer pricing, in which 
remote subsidiaries of a parent multinational 
receive profits in order to shift their tax burdens. 
Although the effects of such corporate activity 
sometimes have disastrous consequences for 
people and the environment, such activity is quite 
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rational when viewed within a corporation’s legal 
framework. 

To give just one example of how corporate profit 
seeking is degrading the environment and thus 
detracting from sustainability, consider the 
common practice of externalisation. An externality 
is a cost which does not show up on a business’s 
accounting ledger. The cost is externalised and 
paid for by someone else, whether governments, 
individuals, or the environment. For instance, 
the health care costs associated with the air 
pollution caused by a factory are an externality 
– the owners of the factory producing that air 
pollution do not have to pay these costs, which 
are instead picked up by the health care system of 
a government or private insurer. A comprehensive 
report commissioned by The Economics of 
Ecosystems and Biodiversity, entitled Natural 
capital at risk: the top 100 externalities of 
business, concluded that the primary industries 
analysed therein had environment-related 
externalities totalling US$7.3 trillion (Trucost, 
2013). These externalised costs were associated 
with greenhouse gas emissions (38%), water 
use (25%), land use (24%), air pollution (7%), 
land and water pollution (5%), and waste (1%). 
US$7.3 trillion in externalised environmental costs 
is great for the profit margins of the businesses 
which produced them, though much less so for 
the environment which has to pay for them. 

Integrating Sustainability into Business 
Education 
Some studies supported by the Australian 
Research Institute in Education for Sustainability 
have attempted to integrate sustainability into the 
business world. One such study investigated the 
drivers and barriers to integrating sustainability 
into the accounting profession. While the study’s 
literature review concluded that one of the key 
drivers to integration is government policy (Martin 
& Steele, 2010, p. 4), the study itself focused 
on university accounting programs and left the 
responsibility for the inclusion of sustainability up 
to student demand and the expected concomitant 
supply by universities (pp. 4, 6), rather than 
government regulation. However, such student 
demand was apparently lacking with students 
wanting a traditional focus on core accounting 
skills like financial reporting. Not surprisingly, 
little progress was made toward the goal of the 
study. 

Similar conclusions were drawn by Thomas 
and Benn (2009) in a project looking at how 
sustainability can be included in teaching and 
learning offered by business schools, which 
included an action research project initiated 
by students in partnership with a participating 
corporation. Although the business schools 

made several changes in their teaching 
programs toward sustainability, the corporate 
responses related to the students’ action 
research projects were far more conservative: 
“a few projects found that businesses achieved 
incremental changes” toward sustainable issues, 
“corporate employees were . . . engaged in 
critical reflection on the interconnected nature 
of some facets of sustainability”, and “some 
businesses indicated that they may implement 
some of the suggestions made by students in 
their project recommendations” (p. 39). The 
authors summarised that “the market-based 
operational realities of the business schools 
would make it unlikely that a specialist MBA 
that placed sustainability on par [with] or above 
other business concerns would be launched” (p. 
9) and more to the point, that future research 
should focus on how to make more permanent 
institutional change (p. 77). 

These types of free-market approaches then 
would seem unlikely to achieve the sustainability 
goals desired. Instead, the absence of legislation 
to reform the duty of corporate directors to seek 
financial profits is a bit like leaving it up to a 
footballer to avoid scoring goals. Unless the rules 
of the game are changed, even if some accounting 
or business students want sustainability included 
in their course of studies and universities 
deliver them, the laws associated with corporate 
behaviour remain the same: corporate directors 
are bound to seek financial profits on behalf of 
their shareholders within the existing legislative 
framework above all other considerations. 

B Lab and B Corporations
The corporate world’s lack of such non-
financial evaluation spawned the creation of an 
organisation called B Lab in 2006 (Gleeson-White, 
2014, p. 243) in order to reconstruct the legal 
architecture of corporations by requiring them to 
conduct business which values the environment 
and people, in addition to financial profit. 
Organisations which meet B Lab’s standards 
are called B Corporations, where the ‘B’ stands 
for benefit. Globally, there are currently more 
than two thousand certified B Corporations, 
in more than 50 countries, and across 130 
industries (bcorporation.com.au). For B Lab to 
officially certify a B Corporation, prospective 
organisations need to take what is called the B 
Impact Assessment and earn a score of at least 
80 out of 200. The assessment is tailored to the 
type of business seeking certification, but includes 
questions grouped into broad categories such 
as governance (of the organisation), community 
(or social considerations) and, most importantly 
for our purposes, environment. At present, B 
Corporation certification is entirely voluntary 
– there is nothing to compel a traditional 

http://bcorporation.com.au
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corporation to become certified by converting to 
the new accounting standards. Also, critics have 
raised concerns such as why, if B Corporations 
are supposed to benefit the public, they are 
certified by a private, unelected third party (Andre, 
2012, p. 148), and whether many registered 
B Corporations are properly maintaining their 
standards (Allard, 2017). While these and other 
concerns are legitimate, there is no question that 
the B Corporation model is a step in the right 
direction in terms of valuing the environment and, 
by extension, achieving sustainability.

Sustainability in the Geography Syllabus 
with A Focus on Corporate Behaviour
The Australian Curriculum: Geography contains 
the following outcomes which bear on the issues 
raised in this article and, as will be described, the 
application given below (ACARA, 2016): 

• Analyse primary sources and secondary 
sources to identify values and perspectives 
on people, actions, events, issues and 
phenomena, past and present (ACHASSI157);

• Reflect on their learning to propose individual 
and collective action in response to a 
contemporary geographical challenge, taking 
account of environmental, economic and 
social considerations, and predict the expected 
outcomes of their proposal (ACHGS054 and 
ACHGS062);

• Environmental, economic and technological 
factors that influence crop yields in Australia 
and across the world (ACHGK062);

• Challenges to food production, including land 
and water degradation, shortage of fresh 
water, competing land uses, and climate 
change, for Australia and other areas of the 
world (ACHGK063);

• Human-induced environmental changes that 
challenge sustainability (ACHGK070);

• The application of environmental economic 
and social criteria in evaluating management 
responses to the change (ACHGK075);

• Reflect on and evaluate findings of an inquiry 
to propose individual and collective action 
in response to a contemporary geographical 
challenge, taking account of environmental, 
economic, political and social considerations; 
and explain the predicted outcomes and 
consequences of their proposal (ACHGS071 
and ACHGS080).

To address these outcomes we can choose an 
example of economic activity in Australia and 
compare the behaviour of a B Corporation to that 
of a traditional corporation or other business 
motivated primarily by profit. We can then analyse 

the behaviours according to the earth functions 
listed above to see if one comes closer to being 
sustainable. What follows is not a blueprint 
for sustainability, but an exploratory analysis 
of corporate behaviour and its effects on the 
environment with implications for sustainability. 

The information in the next two paragraphs 
relies on interviews with Bill Avery, who is the 
head agronomist at Murray River Organics. 
Murray River Organics is an Australian-based 
B Corporation and the leading global supplier 
of certified organic vine fruit including grapes, 
currants and sultanas (murrayriverorganics.com.
au). Interviews were authorised by the managing 
director and conducted over the phone during 
which notes were taken and questions asked 
for clarification. A copy of this part of the article 
was later sent to Avery for member checking. 
Avery has over thirty years’ experience working 
on both conventional and organic farms and 
has been the head agronomist at Murray River 
since 2014. A key part of his expertise comes 
from his study of soil chemistry and soil biology. 
He has been consulted widely both in Australia 
and internationally on how to reduce reliance 
on industrial-manufactured fertilisers. The 
basic question asked of Avery is what are the 
differences between the agricultural practices of 
Murray River and other conventional farms?

According to Avery, there are many differences 
between Murray River’s agricultural practices 
and those of conventional growers who have 
neither B Corporation status nor organic 
certification. One of these differences relates to 
the use of fungicides, pesticides, and herbicides 
– collectively termed biocides.  Conventional 
farms spray fungicides systemically, whereas 
Murray River uses them only to target new 
growth. As for pesticides, conventional 
growers use a suite of agrochemicals including 
prothiofos and methomyl, which are contact 
sprays, and indoxacarb and clothianidin, which 
are systemic. Murray River on the other hand 
uses only naturally-occurring, plant-derived 
products, such as pyrethrin, which comes from 
the chrysanthemum flower. Finally, in terms of 
herbicides, conventional farms use glyphosate 
and paraquat, amongst others, whereas Murray 
River uses instead mechanical methods for 
physically removing weeds.

As for the nutrition program of Murray 
River’s orchards, when compared to those of 
conventional growers the differences are also 
substantial. According to Avery, conventional 
growers use fertilisers derived from chemical salts 
– nitrates, phosphates, and sulphates amongst 
many others. Avery states that in general about 
45% to 60% of most chemical salt fertilisers are 
lost, either to the atmosphere due to volatilisation 

http://murrayriverorganics.com.au
http://murrayriverorganics.com.au
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(which is most common for nitrogen) or gravity, 
as the salts are in aqueous solution and seep 
down below the plants’ root zone. Moreover, 
Avery believes that chemical salt fertilisers taken 
up by plants cause them to, as he describes, 
choke. The reasons for this are complex, but 
essentially, in nature a plant lives in a symbiotic 
relationship with a whole ecology of soil microbes 
which provide naturally occurring water-soluble 
minerals. A plant will exchange a sugar with a 
particular microbe when it needs the specific 
nutrient that that microbe has, resulting in natural 
nutrient cycling within the host plant’s root zone. 
Because that microbiological ecology is wiped 
out by heavy biocide use on a conventional farm, 
those plants must get their nutrients en masse 
while they are hydrating from the chemical salts 
applied in a pre-determined ratio by the farmer, 
which is insensitive to the plants’ particular needs 
at a particular time. This leads to a surfeit of 
some nutrients which can then become toxic to 
the plant. It also limits the effectiveness of the 
chemical salt fertilisers, which causes farmers 
to apply higher and higher amounts in their 
attempts to improve their yields, and eventually 
just to maintain them once the soil is overstocked 
with the residues of previous applications. Avery 
believes that the chemical fertilisers sold to 
farmers, by what he calls sale agronomists, are 
set in ratios as high as possible to maximise their 
sales, but just low enough to avoid an economic 
cost barrier in order to keep their farming 
customers using these products. Murray River’s 
nutritional program, on the other hand, uses 
naturally occurring products, including leonardite 
as a source of carbon, which is a brown coal 
extract, and fish hydrolysate as the main nutrient 
source. Avery argues that, because the nutrients 
on Murray River come from a natural source, it is 
much easier for the plants to absorb them when 
needed, just as it is easier for humans to absorb 
certain nutrients from food than from elemental 
sources. Given these differences between Murray 
River, as a certified B Corporation, and other 
traditional profit-based agribusinesses, is the 
B Corporation more sustainable? These can be 
analysed according to the four functions listed 
above.

Source Function
Both the B Corporation and conventional farms 
use inputs derived from nature. While tracing the 
supply pathway for all inputs is tricky, the inputs 
for the B Corporation appear to be less dependent 
on industrial manufacturing, not only in the case 
of the array of the chemical herbicides, pesticides, 
and fungicides used on conventional farms, but 
also for some of the nutrients. For instance, 
plants’ primary nutrient is nitrogen, which has 
no replacement, and on conventional farms it 

is usually provided as a nitrate fertiliser. The 
predominant source of this fertiliser is the Haber-
Bosch process, which fixes nitrogen from the air 
into biologically useful forms and which is heavily 
dependent on fossil fuels. By some accounts, 
this industrial chemical process consumes up to 
5% of the world’s annual natural gas production 
and about 2% of the world’s annual energy 
production (Ritter, 2008). Phosphate fertilisers 
on the other hand are mined, but their supply 
is limited and has no replacement, which has 
led to the peak phosphorus scenario, akin to 
peak oil (see for example Cordell, Rosemarin, 
Schroder, and Smit, 2011). The phosphorus 
cycle has been greatly accelerated by human 
agriculture, which is moving vast amounts of 
phosphates to ocean bottoms and other places 
where they cannot be easily recovered (Cordell 
et al., 2011, p. 750). As such, sustaining the use 
of industrial-scale phosphate fertilisers requires 
phosphorus to be recycled during each stage of 
its usage in crop production and consumption. 
While phosphorus recycling has begun to appear 
in some major cities (ostara.com), much more 
phosphorus makes its way into rivers, marine 
systems, landfills, and other non-arable land 
(Cordell et al., 2011, p. 750). Given these and 
other imperatives of industrial processes which 
are essential for conventional farming, from a 
source function perspective it would appear that 
the B Corporation, which is less dependent on 
these processes, is probably more sustainable. 
Both business models depend at some level on 
fossil fuels however (the B Corporation on lignite, 
or brown coal), neither of which can be sustained 
in the long term.

Sink Function
The World Health Organization (n.d.) lists 
hazardous pesticides as one of the ten chemicals 
of major public health concern. Whether the 
environment can break down the toxins sprayed 
on a farm at a sustainable rate probably warrants 
careful investigation for each herbicide, fungicide, 
and pesticide, but should also account for their 
aggregated effects, the unsustainability of which 
might escape individual analysis (see for example 
Carson, 1962, p. 251). No doubt, this would be 
complex and escape generalisations. Excesses 
of chemical salts should also be investigated 
for their toxicity and the processing times to 
break them down. Because the B Corporation 
uses far less chemical biocides and industrial 
manufactured fertilisers than conventional farms, 
and in some categories none at all, their business 
model seems more likely to be sustainable from 
the perspective of the earth’s sink function.

1 This is the page number of the PDF listed in the References. The 
document itself has no page numbers.

http://ostara.com
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Service Function
Sustainability of several service functions 
differs sharply between the B Corporation and a 
conventional farm. For one, the integrity of the 
soil ecology on the B Corporation is undoubtedly 
greater than that on a conventional farm due to 
the heavy use of biocides on the latter and their 
minimal to absent use on the former. Biocides, by 
definition, kill life, which is a key component of 
any ecosystem. This also has direct implications 
for biodiversity, which is certainly declining 
(Convention on Biological Diversity, 2010). 
However, perhaps one of the biggest risks to 
biodiversity loss and ecosystem integrity, from 
the perspective of both humans and other living 
organisms, is the decline in bee population, 
termed colony collapse disorder (CCD), since 
bees provide another crucial service function 
for ecosystem integrity – namely pollination. 
Although grapes are not pollinated by bees, 
about 65% of all flowering plants are pollinated 
by insects, the most important of which are bees 
(Campbell et al., 2010, p. 816). The exact causes 
of CCD are still debated but one of the leading 
explanations is that it is due to the use of a class 
of pesticides known as neonicotinoids, which is 
the most widely used class of insecticides in the 
world (van der Sluijs et al., 2013). Clothianidin 
used on conventional farms mentioned above 
has also been implicated (Johnson, 2010). Given 
these differences between the B Corporation and 
conventional farms, the B Corporation is almost 
certainly more sustainable than a conventional 
farm from the perspective of service functions.

Spiritual Function
This function is the most subjective of the four 
types listed and so it is the most difficult to argue 
that one or another type of business model, and 
the activities which flow from it, are sustainable. 
For instance, from an aesthetic perspective 
some might view the long straight rows of fruit 
– which both the B Corporation and conventional 
farms employ – as beautiful due to the ease of 
maintenance and ability to harvest. Others may, 
however, prefer a more polycultural design, which 
is common in permaculture, for its more natural 
aesthetic appeal.

Given this brief analysis of the business activities 
of a B Corporation and a conventional farm, 
it seems reasonable to conclude that the B 
Corporation is more sustainable. However, the 
source of carbon for its activities needs to be 
reformed to recycle carbon or retrieve it from a 
renewable source, such as compost. Teachers 
interested in investigating the aspect of economic 
geography considered in this article can either 
research an existing B Corporation or take the 
B Impact Assessment online for a hypothetical 

company that the students can create vis-à-vis a 
traditional corporation whose activities are found 
to be compromising some of the earth’s functions 
listed in the curriculum. After the students have 
made an in-depth comparison of the activities of 
the two types of corporations, a teacher could 
lead a discussion in which the activities of each 
type of business are analysed and compared 
for their potential to contribute to sustainability, 
similar to what has been done in this article. If 
students believe they have found shortcomings in 
the B Corporation model, they can give feedback 
for each such determining question on the B 
Impact Assessment, which is reviewed and 
updated every two years and is partially based 
on such feedback. How B Corporations continue 
to evolve, especially alongside their traditional 
financially-focused counterparts, can provide an 
opportunity for geography students to contribute 
to the impact that corporations, and the economy 
more generally, have on the sustainability of 
modern society.

Conclusion
As human-induced pressures on the environment 
mount, businesses which value the environment 
and attempt to account for the functions it 
provides will become increasingly important for 
the creation of a sustainable society. It seems 
likely that the traditional model of a corporation, 
which focuses narrowly on creating financial 
profits, will need to be replaced with something 
like the B Corporation model which values the 
environment and people in addition to profits. This 
is not to say that the current B Corporation model 
is flawless and will invariably foster business 
activities that are sustainable, but it certainly 
appears to be moving in that direction. The 
complexity of the task of achieving sustainability 
is enormous. However, teachers who take their 
students on the sort of exploration made in this 
article can achieve some of the changes needed 
from the perspective of economic geography.
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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

100 ideas for secondary 
teachers: Outstanding 
geography lessons. 
By David Rogers. London: 
Bloomsbury Academic and 
Professional, 

2017, 128 pages, paperback,  
ISBN 9781472940995.  
www.bloomsbury.com/au 

Reviews Editor: Geoffrey Paterson

A single tree: Voices 
from the bush. 
Compiled by Don Watson. 
Melbourne: Penguin Random 
House Australia, 

2016, 416 pages, hardback,  
ISBN 9781926428819. 
www.penguin.com.au

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 

Geography and 
geographers: Anglo-
American human 
geography since 1945 
(7th edition). 
By Ron Johnston and James D. 
Sidaway,Abingdon and New York: 
Routledge, 

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

Global migration: 
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/


40 GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 30, 2017

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
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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 
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