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Abstract (200)

This expository paper critically examines the value of school geography in social debates that
have a direct significance for the lives of young people. Migration is chosen as a focus, both
because it is a defining feature of everyday life and the world we live in, and an area of research
and debate in the discipline of geography. We draw on two national contexts, those of Australia
and England, and illustrative examples from the authors’ research, to discuss how social change
through migration is explored, expressed and represented in geography education by the
national curriculum of each country. This occurs through two particular lenses, geocapabilities
and transculturalism, which are presented as potential transformative strategies for ensuring
that geographical teaching of such issues remains pertinent to the lives and futures of the young
people in the classroom. In doing so, the paper seeks to critically consider the omnipresent
socio-political agendas and landscapes of compulsory schooling in each nation that influence
the construction of geography education, using the context of migration as a defining social
dimension of contemporary global society. The paper concludes by arguing that geography
teachers and educators should actively consider the use of a geocapabilities and/or transcultural
lens when exploring complex social geographies such as migration. In doing so, it is contended
that these dual concepts can support and empower young people in their academic and social
navigation of the complexities of current society.
Keywords
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A

Introduction

‘You know how people say that London, or the UK, is really diverse and everyone is
accepting. On one hand, this is true, because people start to live with it. But, after a
while you start to realize, that some people don’t accept. They act like they do, but deep
down they don’t accept’
Tilly, 13 years, London (Author 3, unpublished, forthcoming)

Tilly’s quote reminds us that, even in London, a city often celebrated for its diversity and
acceptance, cultural divisions exist. For geography educators, her words invite a question –
how can school geography help to examine and address geographies of exclusion? In this
paper, we offer a possible answer by exploring the potential of two alternative curriculum
lenses - ‘geocapabilities’ and ‘transculturalism’ - through the junior secondary school
geography curriculum in Australia and England. Before explaining the meaning of
‘geocapabilities’ and ‘transculturalism’, it is important that we establish how we see curriculum
in wider educational purpose, and why this may differ from national educational policies.
Conflicting or unclear purposes of school geography are bound up with the problem of how to
address the geographies of exclusion.

One of the persistent educational debates in terms of the school curriculum is the ‘relevance’
of what is being taught to the present and future contexts to pupils. Governments (educational
policy makers), teachers, educators and children tend to understand ‘relevance’ in a geography
curriculum differently (Author 2, 2009). ‘Relevance’ is therefore a problematic term.
Consequently, in this paper we prefer to employ the more helpful notion of curriculum
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‘significance’, drawing from Klafki’s (2000) use of the significance of subject content in
‘opening up’ new ways of seeing, for both the current and future life of the child. Additionally,
as we will discuss later, we also see ‘powerful knowledge’ (Young and Muller, 2010) as being
an advantageous concept from which to argue for a ‘capabilities’ approach to justify the
selection of curriculum content.

At the level of the school system, a focus on a pertinent program of learning can be reflected
in the disciplinary structure of the curriculum framework being offered; in short, which subjects
are deemed to be of such long-term importance to a child’s evolving education that they are
classified as mandated areas of learning. At the school level, these policy imprimaturs of an
approved learning hierarchy are translated into even more fundamental signs of commendation,
such as the amount of teaching time allotted to a subject, or whether a subject is nominated as
being compulsory (part of the core learning program) or optional. In such a context, the work
of a teacher becomes partly one of professional or employment survival, and not just one of
educational value. Any attempt to transform a student’s learning experience may have to be
mediated by the more prosaic reality of ensuring that a teaching subject demonstrates to
students that it is ‘deserved’ of their continued interest because of its significance to their future
lives, employment and existence.

Within the broad pantheon of ‘Western’ styles of educational system, represented in this paper
by the cases of Australia and England, the place of Geography as a school subject of universal
regard has had a chequered history. It is not within the scope of this paper to provide a deep
analysis of the historical situation. However, a few general points highlight the need for
geography educators to address this relative uncertainty as a school discipline, and within that
endeavour, to bear even more in mind the need for student significance (Butt & Lambert, 2014).
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In places such as the USA and Canada, the discipline has been subsumed into the amorphous
area of social studies education (Semple, 2005). In England, Geography has had a more
considered reputation of permanence, whereas, in Australia, as with New Zealand (Morgan,
2014), the existence of the discipline as a school subject has varied over time according to the
changing educational philosophies of individual state governments (Biddle, 1999; Bliss, 2006;
Author 1, 2015; Conolly, 2000; Hutchinson, 2006).

In line with these concerns, and motivated by calls such as Lambert et al.’s call for geography
education to consider the ‘role of geography in producing an educated person in this day and
age’ (2015, p. 726), this expository paper is concerned with critically examining the value of
school geography in social debates that have a direct significance to the lives of young people
such as Tilly, whose thoughts about social cohesion and acceptance opened this paper. In order
to do this, the paper draws on two national contexts, those of Australia and England, examining
how social change through migration is explored, expressed and represented in geography
education by the national curriculum of each country. This will take place through the
examples of two particular lenses or perspectives - geocapabilities and transculturalism. These
lenses are presented as new and potentially transformative strategies for ensuring that
geography teaching, by relating to current social issues, remains significant for the lives and
futures of the young people in the classroom. Through this approach, the paper seeks to
critically consider the omnipresent socio-political agendas and landscapes of compulsory
schooling in each nation that influence the construction of geography education (Morgan,
2019), using the context of migration as a defining social dimension of contemporary global
society. As a conceptual paper, its focus is to introduce, and examine, these debates as
important considerations for geography education in schools. The practical application of

5

6
geocapabilities and transculturalism as transformative strategies is not within its scope, but
indicates a worthwhile direction for future research.

As reflected in Tilly’s quotation above, people’s geographies and imaginations of the world
vary significantly, but it is important to acknowledge that all geographies and voices matter.
This is because we all shape, and are all shaped by, our worlds and the spaces and places we
exist within and contribute to. The Christchurch shootings in March 2019 provided a tragic and
extreme reminder of both the complex relationships between individuals and the place/spacetime within which they exist, and of the potential consequences of social distance and feelings
of exclusion. For these reasons, people’s experiences and imaginations of the world are areas
of contemporary concern in both the academic discipline of geography and society more
broadly. In that context, Tilly’s narrative, which is a personal perception of the city and country
in which she lives, can be received as an expression of, and response to, the wider social and
political context (Cameron, 2012). Although Tilly’s is just one voice, her narrative can be read
as being representative of London as a ‘world city’ (see Massey, 2008), a place that is
continuously under construction and being socially (re)produced (Author 3, forthcoming) in
part through migration. For Massey, the evolution of London (or any place) raises questions of
identity that are pivotal in examining the politics of place. These questions of identity are
pertinent both to the city itself, and also to the people(s) who live in London and their
relationships to it. For Tilly, London is a multicultural city that on a surface level appears to be
socially cohesive, but which hides stories of social exclusion and experiences of a ‘friction of
distance’ (see Harvey, 1990) from the place in which the person lives. In a similar vein, some
young people in the outer suburbs of Melbourne, Australia, are also finding it difficult to
establish a personal space in newly built urban areas (Robertson, Montuoro, & Burston, 2019).
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This paper is divided into three main sections. Firstly, we offer a brief overview of the three
concepts that underpin the paper: migration, geocapabilities and transculturalism. Secondly,
the paper offers a comparative examination of how migration is treated in the Geography
national curricula of Australia and England, with specific exploration of the degree to which
they reflect geocapabilities and a transcultural approach in supporting and enabling teachers
and young people to use Geography as a discipline to examine the complex and multifaceted
nature of migration. For ease of comparison, the analysis will be limited to the compulsory
years of secondary schooling; Key Stage 3 in England and Years 7-10 in Australia. Differences
and similarities in the two national contexts are considered throughout. The paper concludes
by arguing that geography teachers and educators should actively consider a geocapabilities
and transcultural lens when exploring complex social geographies such as migration. In doing
so, we contend that these dual concepts can support and empower young people in their
academic and social navigation of the complexities of this day and age.

B

The Underlying Concepts

1

Migration – a defining feature of this day and age?

At the heart of Tilly’s quote at the start of this paper is her perception that migration is changing
London and the UK by making it more multicultural. She expresses the belief that, ‘even
though people say London is so multicultural, yeah maybe they’re right, but deep down no one
really accepts you’ (Author 3, forthcoming). Her comments can be interpreted as her
expressing of concerns about the creation of a landscape imbued with social exclusion, which
is hidden by surface level social pleasantries. This example highlights that Tilly, like all people,
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has relationships with and to place(s). People have emotional responses and connections to
place, construct and develop them, socially (re)produce them, and they sometimes leave them.
This recognition, and study, of people’s relationships with place is nothing new to geography;
indeed, it is a significant area of research and discourse in the academy (see for example,
Cresswell, 1996; Jackson, 1992; Massey, 2008). A fundamental area of this discourse is
migration, which is defined by Gregory et al. (2009, p. 462) as being ‘the residential movement
of an individual, family or group from one place to another’.

Migration is argued by Castles et al. (2014, p.1) to be ‘one of the most emotive subjects in
contemporary societies’, especially when it results in ethnic and racial diversity. Its power and
potential to fundamentally alter the socio-cultural, economic and political fabric of societies,
has made migration a source of much debate, both in the academy and in everyday sociopolitical discourse. These debates include recognition of the benefits of migration (for example,
through social and economic remittances or attracting a workforce to a place), as well as the
political acts and decisions that attempt to stop migration. Donald Trump’s (2016) presidential
campaign promise to build a wall between the United States of America and Mexico is a recent
infamous example of this. These examples highlight that migration can be viewed from two
different geographic perspectives: namely, geographies of migration (movements of people we
can map with quantitative demographic data), but also the impacts that migration has on the
places that people move to and leave behind, which are often more qualitative in nature. In
addition to this, these geographies are experienced and imagined in different ways by migrants
and others, including the children we teach. Examining all of these elements is fundamental to
exploring migration.
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We now move on to considering how we might use the teaching of geography in schools to
explore migration in ways that pay attention to these complex interactions of people, places
and culture. We recognise that the child’s experiences and imaginations (which might be both
individual and shared) are key to the teacher’s decision-making about exactly what and how to
teach about migration. However, a balance of attention to geography (disciplinary)
knowledge), the child and teaching methods is needed, if the teaching of culturally and values
laden topics, like migration, are to be transformative for the individual. We argue that the
notions of geographic ‘capabilities’ (geocapabilities) and transculturalism both provide
conceptual frameworks that can act as a foundation for a geography education that revitalises
student attitudes to their lives, and we conclude by suggesting that cultural understanding
through its transcultural construction could be a helpful way of evaluating the transformative
potential of a geocapabilities approach to school geography. Before addressing that conclusion,
the next two sections will explain what we mean by ‘geocapabilities’ and ‘transculturalism’ as
the conceptual bases of the discussion.

2

Geocapabilities – a progressive view of geographical knowledge

Human capabilities theory originates in welfare economics (Sen, 1995 and Nussbaum, 2011)
and describes a person’s capabilities to access each of the ‘functionings’ of a human ‘being’,
such as being: healthy; able to live with others; able to reason, able to participate in political
debate and so forth. There can be obstacles to full functioning; for example, having no access
to clean water (preventing good health), or no access to knowledge (preventing reasoning and
participation). Capability has been described as: ‘the freedom to enjoy valuable functionings’
(Boni and Walker 2013, p. 3) and can be thought of as the freedom to make choices in life.
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Enabling this freedom is the ‘empowerment’ dimension of human development (Lambert,
Solem and Tani, 2015, p.2), and it is here that education has a key role.

‘Geocapabilities’ is a project to connect human capabilities to the discipline of Geography by
asking ‘in what ways is human development diminished if geography is absent or poorly
provided for in formal education?’ (Lambert, Solem and Tani, 2015, p. 2). If geographical
knowledge (specialised in the discipline, bounded and distinct from ‘everyday’ knowledge) is
needed for a human being to be capable of reasoning and participation in significant political
debates, then geography and capabilities can be connected as geographic-capabilities
(geocapabilities) and geography can be shown to be an essential part of an ‘empowering’
education.

Geocapabilities seeks to describe ‘a progressive and convincing discipline-oriented view of
geography in education for this day and age’ (Lambert, Solem and Tani, 2015, p. 5). This
disciplinary emphasis places knowledge at centre stage and, in the conceptual development
phase of the Geocapabilities project, three underpinning knowledge principles were adopted:
‘powerful disciplinary knowledge’ (PDK); a ‘future 3’ curriculum (Young and Muller, 2010,
Lambert and Young, 2015); and curriculum making (GA, 2009, Lambert and Morgan, 2010).
There is not scope to explain these three principles in detail here, but each is significant for the
teaching of migration in ways that, later in this paper, we connect to the potential of
geocapabilities for transcultural understanding.

PDK can allow children to think, analyse and ‘know’ the world in ways they cannot through
‘everyday’ knowledge. It is systematic and has strong boundaries - the disciplines having been
formed and tested by a long history of research and scholarship. Describing what PDK ‘looks
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like’ in ways that may help geography teachers and teacher educators is challenging, but there
have been attempts to do so, notably by Maude (2016, 2018) and Roberts (2017). These break
down ‘powerful knowledge’ into ways that we might better identify when geographical
knowledge is transformative for school children and so offer ways to look at how we might
teach about complex topics like migration.

A ‘future 3 curriculum’ (F3) (Young and Muller, 2010) gives subject knowledge its power to
be ‘relevant’ for education ‘in this day and age’. This is a forward-looking, progressive view
of knowledge, which ‘frees us from geographical knowledge assumed to be absolute, given,
and pre-existing’ (Lambert, Solem and Tani, 2015, p. 2). Such a fixed or backward-looking
knowledge is a ‘future 1’ curriculum. At the opposite end of the spectrum is the ‘future 2’
curriculum, where subject boundaries are weak or lost altogether and the curriculum becomes
a mere vehicle for skills and competencies. An F3 curriculum means teachers engaging with
recent developments in academic geography while balancing their teaching to their students’
particular needs and local situations as well the social issues of the times. F3 curriculum
thinking is therefore connected to ‘powerful’ ways of teaching migration which resonate both
with education for intercultural understanding and with the notion of transculturalism.

The third key principle is ‘curriculum making’ (CM) (see Figure 1). As a ‘curriculum maker’,
the geography teacher accepts a curriculum leadership role and responsibility (Author 2, 2015).
In order to decide which topic to teach and how they will teach it, the teacher needs clear
educational aims and purposes, balancing their attention between their students’ experiences,
the subject and teaching choices (Lambert, 2009, p. 124). In this sense, migration is a
particularly rich topic and it is easy to imagine many alternative ways of teaching it, with
different children, in different places and times.
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[
INSERT FIGURE 1]
Figure 1 ‘Curriculum making’, based on the description in the Geographical Association’s
manifesto (Geographical Association, 2009) and discussed by Lambert and Morgan (2010)

3

Transculturalism

The educational field of specific teaching for cultural understanding is one that can be largely
conceived as having its origins with the formation of the United Nations after World War Two
(Author 1, in press, 2020). In brief, the determination to find a means of diminishing the
possibility of future global conflict through such an organisation that promoted, facilitated and
enabled global co-operation included a belief that education in and understanding of the ways
in which different people lived and perceived their worlds was central to that aim. Initially, the
focus was learning about different cultures, and this became substantiated in the early 1960s
through the notion of multicultural education. By the 1980s, there was a paradigm shift towards
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intercultural education as the next stage of cultural learnings. Although the nature and scope of
both these terms remain highly contested (Dervin, 2014; Kymlicka, 2003), multiculturalism is
essentially concerned with the building of knowledge about the different ways in which people
conduct their lives whereas interculturalism is generally taken to refer to a focus on how people
from different cultures communicate, but with a particular focus on the ways in which power
imbalances between multiple cultures within a society can affect that communication and the
nature of societal relationships.

However, as mentioned in the earlier rationale for this paper, education must remain significant
to those who are being taught. Ipso facto, educational concepts and practices must evolve as a
society shifts in character. In that regard, the difficulty with both multicultural and intercultural
education is that, conceptually, they are increasingly unable to address the culturally complex
character of contemporary society, which itself has direct connections to modern patterns of
migration. Both concepts were developed in times prior to the contemporary phase of
globalisation, which is generally seen to commence with the adoption of global internet in the
early 1990s (Vertovec, 2009), and both are inherently based on the principle that cultural
difference is a barrier to be overcome. This is reflected in the number of Western European
countries that do not collect population data based on ethnicity in the name of promoting
national cohesion, in contrast to the UK and Ireland, who collate such data with the aim of
taking positive action against the demonisation of the ‘Other’ (Escafre-Dublet & Simon, 2012).
And yet, the 21st century has seen the existence of cultural diversity in society to be so endemic
that the existence of difference must now be seen as the norm, and not an exception.

The rapid advances in the availability and affordability of communications technology,
especially in transport, have had a dramatic impact on global cultural demographics. Population
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movement has been particularly affected as the concept of migration is no longer as permanent
a phenomenon as it once was. There is now a substantial group of people who live in one place,
but work in others as they are not held back by geographical friction of distance. International
migration is now not as final an act as it was in the past and connections to people in other
geographical locations are easier to maintain. People are more likely to have multiple
connections and the meeting and mixing of people with different cultural heritages is now a
feature of modern society, not an exception (Rizvi, 2009).

In order to provide a more realistic framework for the teaching of cultural understanding in the
21st Century, the notion of transculturalism has been presented as a necessary progression, a
stage that builds on the original theme of multiculturalism and its more recent cousin,
interculturalism (Author 1, 2016a). A transcultural attitude builds on multi- and
interculturalism by seeing cultural diversity as the societal norm, not as an exception that needs
to be addressed in the interests of homogeneity. Consequently, it also considers migration,
along with its contingent frequency of cultural meeting and mixing, to be an accepted part of
the rhythm of modern existence (Author 1, In Press, 2020). This openness and expectation of
difference makes the transcultural concept particularly relevant to Geography and geography
education because of the inherent holistic nature of geographical inquiry (Author 1, 2018a,
2018b). By its nature, geographical inquiry considers all physical and human phenomena in a
region as being important potential data; there are no prior assumptions as to what is different
or less important. Difference is expected as part of the norm and nothing is precluded, reflecting
an attitudinal approach that accepts the reality of difference as important, but not as an outlier.
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The paper now moves on to critically examine how geography education in England and
Australia represents and explores these fields, reflecting on the value of geocapabilities and
transculturalism as lenses of educational interpretation.

C

Migration in Geography Education Curricula: Australia and England

Table 1: Migration as an Element in the Australian Curriculum: Geography Years 7 -10]
Overview
Year 8: Semester Two

Content Descriptions

Content Elaborations

Changing Nations
Differences in and urban
researching the causes of urban
the changing human geography

settlement patterns between

of countries, as revealed by

Australia and the United

shifts in population distribution.

States of America, and their

concentration in Australia and the
United States of America (for
example... migration)
causes and consequences
redistribution of population
resulting from internal

identifying and explaining the main

migration is examined through

types, patterns and trends of internal

case studies of Australia and

migration in Australia

China
Reasons for, and effects of,
examining the effects of resource

contrasted with the way
international migration in

development on employment growth in

international migration
both Australia and China
reinforces urban concentration

both the resource regions

in

and the cities, and on internal migration

Australia

in Australia
identifying and explaining the patterns of
temporary and permanent internal
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migration in China and the effects on
the places of origin and destination
examining the role of labour migration
in the urban development of China (for
example, the growth of
Shenzhen, Guangdong Province)
identifying and explaining the main types
and patterns of international migration
Reasons for, and effects of,

(for example,

international migration in

permanent migration, temporary labour

Australia

migration, student migration, forced
migration (including
refugees) and family reunion)

Table 2:

Migration as an Element in the English National Curriculum: Geography Key

Stage 3]
Type of
References to Migration
Knowledge
extend their locational knowledge and deepen their spatial awareness of the world”s
countries... focusing on their environmental regions, including polar and hot deserts,
Locational

key physical and human characteristics, countries and major cities

understand geographical similarities, differences and links between places through
the study of the human and physical geography of a region in Africa and a region in
Place
Asia

Human and
Physical

understand, through the use of detailed place-based exemplars at a variety of scales,
the key processes in: ...
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human geography relating to: population and urbanisation; international
development; economic activity in the primary, secondary, tertiary and quaternary
sectors; and the use of natural resources

Geographical Skills

NIL
and Fieldwork

As illustrated by Tables 1 and 2, there is a strong contrast how migration is addressed in the
Geography national curriculums of Australia (Australian Curriculum Assessment and
Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2019) and England (Department of Education, 2014). To a
large degree, these differences are the result of the variances in the philosophical and structural
framework of both curriculums. The Australian Curriculum has specific content, skills and
capabilities listed for each learning area in each of the four years of mandatory secondary
education (Years 7-10). In the case of the Geography domain, which falls under the learning
area of Humanities and Social Sciences (HASS), this takes the form of two strands, that of
geographical knowledge and understanding, and a second in geographical enquiry and skills.
The first strand, which sets out what is to be taught, is divided into two semester units per year
level. Each semester unit is divided into two halves; a study that is predominantly physical
geography and another that is primarily focused on human geography. The content and skills
to be taught in each unit are specified in a series of content descriptions, which are fleshed out
by examples of elaborations, which are illustrative only and can be adapted by individual
teachers. Aims and rationales are listed for each level in the hierarchy of the domain
framework, as are a series of geography achievement standards for each level. Across all
learning areas, the teaching of seven general capabilities must also take place, which include
the learning of intercultural understanding, personal and social skills, and ethics.
17
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However, the detail provided in the Australian Curriculum is not evident in the Geography
national curriculum in the England. Instead, a set of broad achievement expectations in
knowledge(s), understandings and skills, framed under four major types of knowledge (see
Table 2), are provided. The UK has no single national curriculum (education in England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are administered separately) and so here we consider
migration in the English school curriculum at ‘Key Stage 3’ (KS3 - the junior high school
years, ages 11-14, and where Geography is a compulsory subject area). Migration is notable
by its absence in the national curriculum programme of study at KS3. By comparison,
migration is explicitly mentioned in the Australian counterpart. Aside from references to
human geographical phenomena such as cities, population and urbanisation, the English
curriculum does not contain any mandatory study of the concept of migration. In contrast, the
Australian framework sees migration listed as one of the major topics to be studied under the
Year 8 Semester Two theme of Changing Nations (Table 12). In particular, there is a focus on
the study of both internal migration within Australia, China and the USA, as well as
international migration into Australia.

This apparent lack of specific detail in the English context is partly a function of the paring
down of the prescribed national curriculum to its ‘bare bones’ . The whole content of the KS3
geography national curriculum, for study over up to three years, is just two pages long, with
the principle being that teachers should develop the detail of KS3 content at the local school
level. This is ostensibly designed to hand more responsibility for detailed curriculum content
decisions to teachers, away from centralised control. Hence, the latest national curriculum was
accompanied by the abolition of the quasi-autonomous, yet centrally funded, Qualifications
and Curriculum Authority (QCA). Although the shift provided the opportunity for more
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teachers to take on the responsibility of ‘curriculum making’ and has been thus welcomed, it
has been highlighted that, in order for teachers to be properly equipped for this role, they
require sufficient initial teacher education and support (Author 2, 2015).

However, there is a tension between the current English Geography national curriculum (GNC)
as intending to give teachers responsibility for curriculum design, whilst at the same time
specifying some topics, and omitting others. For example, topics referred to specifically in the
GNC include the ‘Middle East’, ‘glaciation’ and ‘soil’ (DFE, 2014), but not ‘migration’ or
‘sustainable development’, even though these can be argued to be equally valid substantial
fields of geographic study. The previous iteration of the English GNC, which applied in 20072013, avoided specifying geographical topics. Rather, it nominated only geographical
concepts, processes of learning geography and broad areas or ‘ranges’ of content. By shifting
to the current GNC, which includes a list of specific content, the education department of the
time (steered by a Conservative Secretary of State for Education) may have encouraged some
teachers toward ‘future 1’ curriculum thinking. This is because ‘future 1’ sees geography as a
list of fixed content, less open to an inclination to interpret Geography in a progressive way,
such as looking at how geographical concepts can be applied in light of recent developments
in the discipline alongside changes to children’s world view. Our point here is that whilst the
current GNC for England can be interpreted by the critical and careful teacher to design a future
3 geography curriculum, it may have steered less critical teachers toward future 1 thinking.

Furthermore, the absence of explicit reference to migration may indicate a prioritising of
content as a consequence of apolitical decision or mind-set of England’s Department of
Education at the time that the national curriculum was set out for teaching from 2014. So, for
example, required content includes ‘the Middle East’, ‘glaciation’ and ‘soil’ (DFE, 2014) but
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not ‘migration’. The risk here is that a ‘future 1’ curriculum could be adopted, if teachers are
not encouraged to interpret geography in the national curriculum in a progressive way for a
‘future 3’.

In practice, migration at KS3 in England is overwhelmingly taught as just a few lessons within
‘population’ and/or ‘urbanisation’ unit (these are named in the KS3 curriculum). In an
overarching statement of curriculum content, the KS3 national curriculum states that children
at KS3 should be taught to:

‘understand the processes that give rise to key physical and human geographical
features of the world, how these are interdependent and how they bring about spatial
variation and change over time’
DFE (2014)

It is difficult to imagine not teaching about migration at KS3 given its significance as a human
process affecting all people and places in the UK to some extent. There is scope and opportunity
to do so. However, school geography in England is under great pressure from the accountability
and performativity that affects schools and teachers, and this can distract teachers from fully
engaging in ‘curriculum making’ geography at KS3 (Author 2, 2019). Migration at KS3 is
generally built around the ‘push and pull’ model with a focus on rural - urban migration in
lower income countries and counter-urbanisation and re-urbanisation in the higher income
countries.

In the older years (14-16 and 16-18) where students can opt in or out of geography exam
courses at school (about a third of children do not study geography beyond KS3) there are more
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detailed ‘specifications’ and there is an emphasis on ‘issues’, ‘challenges’ and ‘globalisation’.
One 16-18 specification specifies ‘international migration: refugees, asylum seekers and
economic migrants’ (AQA, 2016). But at KS3 (11-14-year-old children), migration can be
difficult to teach in ways that engage with developments in the discipline such as the
‘mobilities’ turn and concepts of ‘home’ and identity, which are now significant areas of
university geography research. This is not to say that the most dedicated geography teachers
are not ‘making’ a geography curriculum that resonates with the times, but it is hard to do in
the current, pressurised school climate (Author 2, 2019).

In terms of the development of geocapabilities, it would appear that the Australian framework
offers more specific incentive and direction for teachers to encourage ‘...young people to think
beyond themselves and their everyday encounters of people’ (Geocapabilties, 2016). These
instructions are certainly more directed in terms of the what, how and why or migration patterns
and the impact that these have on the human and physical world. Nonetheless, these
instructions are primarily in the context of the description and explanation of patterns. As
argued elsewhere (Author 1, 2016b), one of the key failings of the current Australian
Curriculum: Geography framework is that it does not promote or facilitate one of the key facets
of geographical enquiry that makes it transformative as a discipline (Author 1, 2018a); its focus
on the prediction and creation of an ideal or improved situation, based on a study of the present.

This notion of Geography as a ‘powerful’ discipline (Maude, 2018; Young, 2006) is at the heart
of what the notion of geocapabilities encompasses (Uhlenwinkel, Béneker, Bladh, Tani, &
Lambert, 2017); giving young people the learnings that enable them to not only be aware of
the wider implications of their studies, but to them have the knowledge, skills and motivation
to take that perception into their personal lives. Geocapabilities can provide a framework to
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support teachers in their curriculum making and, as we now conclude this has the potential to
be transformative by enabling teachers to apply a transcultural lens in the geography classroom.

D

Transculturalism, geocapabilities and the power of transformation

Migration in geographical education tends to draw heavily on demographic statistics. Whether
the migration is intra-national at a variety of scales, or international in scope, school-based
study on migration tends to start with the patterns revealed by the data. Educationally, however,
if removed from tangible human stories, a focus on statistics, even initially, runs the risk of
excluding students who struggle with numeracy or graphicacy or who lack the cultural capital
to support engagement and motivation. In England, the possible KS3 focus on issues such as
economic migrants and refugees, and the similar Australian focus on economic aspects of
internal and international migration, lack any clear connection to the personal world(s) of the
student, unless they are themselves refugees or economic migrants; in other words, the
migration topics lack significance to those who are being taught.

It is in cases such as these that an approach to geographical education that incorporated
principles that are embodied in geocapabilities and/or transculturalism can be more effective
and engaging because these concepts both enable students to place the isolated study of
demographic statistics into a social context that they can relate to. In the case of both
geocapabilities and transculturalism, this would see a migration study beginning, not with the
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statistics of migration or a disembodied theoretical model, but with the socio-cultural and
political contexts that have led to such overall trends; the ways in which the cultural
character(s) of all societies have changed across space-time by the actions of people migrating.
The study of current migration trends is therefore reconfigured into a study of modern
substantiations of older themes, in which migration is not a phenomenon of difference at all,
but the recurrence of long-exemplified trends. A geocapabilities approach would explore the
socio-economic-political forces that created the modern patterns of migration, thereby centring
the discussion on how societies have been changed by migration and the implications for wider
societal impact. The study of migration, through either lens, thus becomes an exploration of
possible past, current and future societal transformations, and not a dry, disconnected study of
demographic statistics that has no social context.

The latest stage (Phase Three) of the Geocapabilities project, which runs from 2018-2020
(Geocapabilities 3, 2019) is beginning to produce some empirical evidence to show how the
curriculum can become more significant for children when a progressive view of ‘powerful’
geographical knowledge is embraced by geography teachers. Geocapabilities 3 is working with
teachers in challenging school contexts in several European countries, teaching less privileged
children, often where migration is a sensitive issue. The teachers engage with academic
geographers (migration specialists) and teacher educators to develop a ‘future 3’ curriculum of
powerful knowledge (geographical knowledge about migration of significance for their current
and future lives). One insight, from the early stages of the project, is that teachers, working
collaboratively in this way, have devised tools that allow them to interpret abstract concepts
(PDK, future 3, curriculum making and ‘significance’) in ways that become practical tools, to
help plan and evaluate the powerful geographical knowledge of migration taught and learned
in the school classroom. One example of this is a simple template devised to prompt teachers’
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thinking when planning and to support their evaluation of migration as PDK for children (see
Table 3). It may be that, in examining the notion of ‘significance’ for the child’s future, the
teacher can identify the transformative power of PDK. As the Geocapabilities 3 project is in its
early stages, there is no data, at present, to illustrate such transformative potential from the
teaching of migration through geography, but it is hoped to be able to do so by the end of the
project.

Key terms (exemplary significance)

Specific geographical knowledge (exemplary
significance)
 What powerful factual knowledge do you

 What powerful geographical concepts
intend to teach to students in this unit of
and ideas do you intend to teach to
work?
students in this unit of work?

 Why is this factual knowledge important
 Why are these concepts relevant in
in this content?
this context?
Contemporary and future significance

 What level of prior knowledge and
understanding do you think students

Structuring and accessibility

 What enquiry questions will be used to
frame and structure the content?

will have of the knowledge being
taught in this unit of work?

 What significance might learning this
content have for the children’s future?

 What

examples,

case

studies

and

curriculum artefacts will be used to make
the content more accessible?
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Table 3 Powerful geographical knowledge: a teacher planning tool (Reproduced courtesy of
Geocapabilities 3 project)

The notion of transculturalism has not yet been fed into the Geocapabilities 3 project. However,
the success of teachers in developing practical tools which support a progressive knowledgebased geography curriculum, suggests to us that transculturalism can be a helpful lens for
planning and evaluating powerful geographical knowledge. Planning to teach the geography
of migration through a transcultural lens will encourage the use of multi-layered human stories
that transcend binaries of ‘them and us’ and overcome an exaggerated separation of one culture
from another. Evaluation of the significance of the geographical knowledge of migration for
the child, now and in the future – that is, the powerful knowledge - can be supported by
considering how far the child has progressed from a multicultural and intercultural way of
thinking, to a transcultural understanding. The stage is now set for further empirical work that
could examine the practical implications of our proposition that transculturalism and
geocapabilities can be connected to support geography teachers in productive, transformative
ways.
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