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Ask a geographer

Amazon Rainforest destruction from a photo recommended by Jon Fairburn in answer to the question
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The Questions

· There were 30 questions in 12 weeks from 5 schools, 
· The questions spanned the range of subjects available.

· 2 schools dominated, 2 schools involved a few pupils and one school didn’t participate.

The questions that were submitted lived up to expectations.  There were some that were very challenging and thought provoking.  They fell into four categories. 

1. Specific data needed to address the questions asked.
· Is it true that the air quality in the Peak district is similar to that in Central London?

· I'm writing to ask you about how much pollution is in the River Tyne? 

· Which countries are the worst polluters of the North Sea?

· How many people are there in the world? And how many people do you expect to be at the next millenium if our species still exists?

· What is the population of Brazil 

· I am studying land and environment GNVQ Advanced and need to find information on derelict land caused by the tipping of domestic and industrial waste. Have you any suggestions as to where I could find this information?

· What happens to the rubbish and waste made by visiting scientists in Antarctica?

· We have been learning about the Green Revolution in our Geography A level lessons and the material seems to be a bit dated. Short maturation rice varieties of rice have been around for a long time now - is there a geographer who could help me bring my studies up to date? For example Are genetically modified crops used in places like Malaysia these days? Is there a second Green revolution? What are the consequences for genetic modification in the Less economically developed countries?

2. Specific questions which require specific explanations 
· Why do tornadoes happen? 

· What is being done to stop the hole in the ozone layer from getting any bigger?

· What are the main ways of mapping and measuring change in an ecosystem over a period of time?

· How do Supermarket companies decide whether to have a new supermarket in a town or not. e.g., why did Safeway build one in Stone when there is a Somerfield there already? 

· What steps have been taken to reduce infant mortality in developing countries?

· How was the boulder clay on the Holderness coast formed?

The Questions [continued]
3. Simple open questions needing complex or speculative answers.
· How many animals die each year through pollution?

· What is the main type of pollution in England?

· Do you think that other forms of directional equipment will replace paper maps?

· Do you think "shanty towns" should be demolished or left there for the people to improve and fend for themselves?

4. Complex questions needing complex answers usually a debate
· Do you think the government should be spending more money and effort on re-housing people living in the poor condition shantytowns?

· Has green politics had any real effect?

· Do you think that in the future development and wealth will be distributed equally throughout the world?
The Answers
The answers fell into three categories. All agreed that the questions were challenging and created the kind of extension activity that the pupils 

1. Specific data or explanations was crafted and supplemented using a variety of sources such as websites.
2. A little bit of explanation was supplemented with ‘have you thought about’ questions put back to the questioner 
3. An argument was constructed to give more than one point of view and articulate the debate

The answers are too long too illustrate here but examples are included in the appendix 

How was ‘aag’ for the Schools? Pupils

Do you think that other forms of directional equipment will replace paper maps?

David, a year 9 pupil who has a poor attitude to school generally sums up what was good about the first phase of ask a geographer. The teacher made him feel that he was doing something special not only for himself but also for others in the class and that he had found out something original.

These are some of the evaluative comments that arose from pupil discussions: 

What they liked?

· Reacted positively to personal response – proud to be valued

· Particular pupils feeling that they were something special

· Great fun collaborating in asking questions 

· Extended their knowledge yet reinforced the teacher – increased teacher credibility in their eyes

· Impact of the individual answer made them more likely to read it

· Different approach so added some novelty

What made them uncertain? 

· Some pupils were worried about putting the questions into the public domain – feeling that they might be looked down upon.

· Some pupils had unrealistic expectations of instant response.

· Some of the long essays and bibliographies didn’t really help due to problems of access to libraries and the readability of these texts.

· Website format needs some revision to make it clearer.

Who liked it?

· Younger pupils were especially keen. There were unsolicited positive comments by year 9 students.

· Sixth formers weren’t certain they would benefit, but acknowledged that they did.

What pupils are still not aware of?

· Pupils are unaware yet of the potential of previously asked questions as a bank of knowledge to be exploited.

· The web site that surrounded the ‘ask a geographer’ site was not really exploited.
How was ‘aag’ for the Schools? Teachers

These are some of the evaluative comment that arose from teachers: 

What was good for teachers?

· The project raised the profile of the department in the school

· It supported and extended teacher knowledge base – Updating possibilities

· Offered specialist subject reassurances to non-specialists e.g. Natural hazards

· Another resource around with which to design learning activities

· Connection between schools and academic community 

· An opportunity to differentiation for more able

What teachers needed to do to improve pupils’ questions?

· The Teacher needs an overview of the system.

· There needs to be Teacher-led activities to motivate and stimulate pupils in formulating questions.

What is needed to facilitate teacher use?

There was some reluctance to use where there isn’t easy classroom access to on-line computers.

How was ‘aag’ for the University?

These are some of the evaluative comment that arose from lecturers: 

The questions were challenging from the lecturer’s perspective (3 types and 1 other reason)

4. where little was known directly about the specific topic asked  e.g. River Tyne.

5. where specific data had to be found to address the questions asked.

6. where they were general open questions with complex answers.

7. because often brevity and simple language takes more time than writing in the usual register.

There were some real gems of examples:

· The question about boulder clay on Holderness question – because at the university there was real new research undertaken on this topic as part of a student dissertation.

· The question on the Exxon Valdez, as a lecturer had just been to a significant conference of the 10 year legacy of that event

The answering of questions was a learning experience for the lecturers too:

· It created resources that could be used at a more advanced level 

· It gave insight into the minds of learners and gave ideas for teaching

· A spin-off of improving communication with a less informed audience (useful for teaching their own students and communication in general)

· It has given insight into the types of topics covered in school and the level

· It provided another medium for school-university contact.

What has been learnt that works in answering questions:

· personal touches draw the reader into the conversation

· web links incorporated support further research

· where there was brevity and clarity of language

· need to time limit responses to approximately half an hour of work and not take too long

How effective was the design of the system?

· The major issue that needs to be resolved is access to the replies to the questions.  The little blue triangles caused some confusion.

· Where possible the questions would be better than the code.

· The website was little used and needs fully integrating into the service and possible reducing in length.

Please refer to Gary Clay’s technical report for further details.
How was the project managed? 

The Gatekeeper was vital to the project. His energy enthusiasm and drive meant the project was successful.

These are some of the evaluative comments that arose from the Gatekeeper 

What the gatekeeper did to improve the project?

· Email reminders to drum up support to ensure a steady flow of questions

· Email answered other teachers who needed support

· Some bunching where whole class activity 

· Spelling was changed so not to embarrass pupils (Very few)

· Reminder email to academics 

In the next phase the Gatekeeper could be involved in:

· Pointing pupils to similar previously answered questions

· Encouraging new schools and new ideas

Please note!

Barly Oats is a real person with a real name with a real question.

What Press and Publicity might use?

Quotes 

‘British people seem to be divided by their education.  This simple use of new technology is about open communication and sharing in learning, it is about breaking down the barriers and fears for young people about academics and academic life. ’

Chris Durbin

Staffordshire LEA Inspector for Geography

‘This project has been a genuine partnership, because the outcomes have been of benefit to all concerned, the pupils who improve their learning, the teachers who have another resource to support them and the lecturers who have improved their communication skills’

Bob Jones 

Head of Geography Alleyne’s High School Stone and Project Manager

'The University has been keen to develop closer links with schools and colleges across the County. 'Ask-a-geographer' has enabled us to utilise our internet to provide an innovative educational service which brings school pupils in direct contact with experts in their subject areas'  

Gordon Walker

Head of Geography, Staffordshire University

What are the Next Steps?

· September –Briefing and modification

· November – publicity to schools inviting registration

· November – January Possible Paper to RGS/IBG?

· December – Review of the term 

· April – Paper to GA conference

Recommendations

· The pilot should be extended to schools in Staffordshire who wish to use the service.

· Membership will be in the form of free registration.

· The website should be reviewed and made more coherent with the database service.

· The website should be held on Staffordshire University Server with a link from Staffordshire Learning Net Geography

· The service be extended to included ‘urban geography’ in particular British urban geography.

· The subjects should be re-organised and listed more effectively

· A new area should be encouraged, ‘Geography at Staffordshire University’ should be offered.

· The findings of the report should be implemented by all concerned.

· There should be regular 3-month reviews to consider the project.

· The Geo-debates should be picked up and a special project should be set up at a time convenient to the university

· We should seek sources of external funding to further develop and expand the project in the future.

Appendix

Question

We have been studying the Exxon Valdez oil spill. It is now 10 years on since the oil spill took place. The wildlife has come back but the oil is still there. How long will it be before the remaining oil has gone?. 

Answer

Liam, an interesting and very topical question. There has been a lot of discussion recently about Exxon Valdez oil spill because of the ten-year anniversary. This discussion has shown how much disagreement there is about what the impacts of the spill have been so far and what the longer-term effects will be. The spill was enormous and affected over 450 miles of coastline within Prince William Sound. 200 miles of this was heavily oiled. It took 3 years to remove most of the oil (and cost 2.1 billion dollars) - in 1992 it was officially announced that 'nearly all of the surface oil has gone'. What remains, still today, is only oil deposited at the few hotspots that were most severely affected. Since 1991 a programme of restoration has been pursued, and you are right to say that the wildlife has returned. However there is much dispute about whether or not the wildlife has returned to a full extent, and what the longer term impacts may continue to be. The 'oil spill trustee council’ (an official body set up by the government)have stated that only two species have fully recovered (eagles and river otters). Exxon, the oil company, and some scientists disagree with this gloomy assessment arguing that the Prince William Sound is now a thriving ecosystem and that many of the changes to wildlife populations observed over recent years are due to natural factors rather than the oil spill. Coming on to your specific question - how long will it be before the remaining oil has gone - it is difficult to say. The oil does degrade (slowly) through natural processes, but clearly it will also depend how much more effort is put in by humans. Exxon argue that the remaining oil is now in a form which can do little harm to wildlife, - but other disagree! Finally looking beyond wildlife, there are undoubtedly different types of long term impact that are of concern, such as on the local economy and tourist perceptions of the area.
There are some excellent web sites to follow up all these different points of view - here are a few to try out:

http://www.exxon.com/exxoncorp/news/publications/valdez_bulletin/f990310.html
This is a ten year statement on the Exxon company web site

http://www.oilspill.state.ak.us
A site with loads of information particularly about restoration work

http://www.exxonvaldez.org
A site run by local people affected by the spill and arguing for more compensation from Exxon

http://www.valdezscience.com
A site run by scientists who largely take an optimistic view of the recovery of wildlife

Gordon Walker

Division of Geography, Staffordshire University

Question

Has green politics had any real effect?

Answer

Dear Matthew,

The answer to your question is yes, but perhaps the effect is not as big as they would like. Some of the effects are:

1. Green parties/organisation were very important in Eastern Europe when it was under communism. In many countries they led the opposition or were very influential, this includes the Baltic's, East Germany (West German greens used to smuggle literature and their stuff in), Czechoslovakia and perhaps most decisively in Hungary with the Danube Circle. A useful book that covers much of this material is Pearce F (1991) Green Warriors: The People and Politics behind the environmental movement.

2. In many Third World countries green ideas and policies are part and parcel of everyday life, especially the social movements of the poor. This is particularly true in India where demands for decentralised planning, small-scale schemes and opposition to genetic modified seeds and large scale dams is very prominent. Preservation of the forest is a key demand for many groups as they rely on it for their resources, you may have heard of the Chipko movement that is involved in this.

3. Green groups and parties are now present in virtually every Western European country see http://www2.europeangreens.org/europeangreens/ or http://www.gruene.ch/FYEG/ In some countries there is no real need for a green party as it is already dealt with well by the mainstream parties. In Germany the Green Party is in power with the SPD running the country and is represented at all levels of government.

4. Green MEPS have been very influential in resisting the Multilateral Agreement on Investments (MAI) agreement and getting the Commission to make more information available.

5. Continuing demonstrations and actions against things they believe are damaging e.g. http://www.gn.apc.org/june18/

From some of the text so far it may seem that greens are too negative as they seem to be against and not for policies. But it is here that green thought has probably had the biggest impact - the individual level. Millions of people now live their lives (or attempt to) based on green ideas. One incredibly influential book is Small is Beautiful by E F Schumacher which is still in print today despite first being published in the early 1970's. It had a big impact and partly led to the formation of the Soil Association and numerous other groups see http://www.oneworld.org/schumachersoc/index.html for more details. Today people are far more concerned about food and what goes into it, think fewer cars and better public transport would be good, are in favour of renewable energy, try to recycle bottles, paper and cans and think green ideas are worth discussing and these are just some of the ideas that are now accepted by the mainstream. These were all seen as rather cranky ideas by most people even 20 years ago. For a movement that has been around for little more than 30-40 years (in terms of activism, although there is an older history available) that is not a bad achievement.

Jon Fairburn

Division of Geography, Staffordshire University

Question

How was the boulder clay on the Holderness coast formed?

Answer

This is an excellent question Ben - the subject is very controversial (as is often the case with interpretations of what glaciers may have been doing in the past)! There is no doubt that the material was primarily deposited by glacial action, but the difficulties arise when attempting to decide where the glaciers were coming from and what type of ice was responsible for the depositional sequences. There is also debate as to the role of periglacial action in altering some of the deposits after the end of the last glacial phase. These issues are important when we are attempting to predict glacier responses to predicted future climate change, as it is only by understanding what glaciers may have done in the past that we can confidently predict their future behaviour. 

There are three main ideas concerning the origin of the Holderness deposits. 

1. The generally accepted viewpoint (held by a researcher called Catt and others) is that there are three distinct "layers" of till in many of the Holderness sequences. The bottom-most layer was deposited first, during a stage known as the Wolstonian (250-350,000 years ago), and is termed "Basement Till". This layer was probably deposited from debris-rich ice present under an ice sheet trending NE-SW. Following this, at the height of the Devensian glaciation (approx. 18-22,000 years ago), the Skipsea Ice Sheet, originating from Scotland and Northumberland, flowed southwards over the Holderness area and deposited the Skipsea Till on top of the Basement Till. Finally, the Withernsea Ice Sheet, originating in the Tees valley and moving down over Yorkshire, over-rode the Skipsea deposits and deposited the Withernsea Till during roughly the same time period. Knowledge of the ice sheet origins for each of these stages of deposition is supported by erratic boulders (large rock fragments transported away from their area of origin by the ice, and then deposited in areas of different rock types).

2.Dr. Jane Hart [1995], a researcher at the University of Southampton, suggested that the above ideas were incorrect and that there were two different till types, which owed their origin to debris layers at the base of an ice sheet becoming deformed by the sheer weight of ice above (it is believed that this "deformation" is how a lot of glaciers move). 

3. Finally, Nick Eyles and others in 1994, suggested that all three observable "layers" are in fact part of a single deposit, resulting from an ice sheet surging inland from the North Sea. It is thought that this ice sheet pushed up muddy marine sediments as it advanced, and deposited them onshore. The differences in layers of the deposit (which Catt assumed to be caused by different ice sheets) can be explained by different phases of movement of the North Sea ice sheet, pushing up slightly different deposits.

As you can see, the situation is confusing. In fact, we have had one of our own Level 3 students working on this issue over the last year and his findings come up with something different again! Matthew Houldsworth believes that there is a Basement Unit Matt then identified a layer above the Basement Unit which he believes was deposited in a terrestrial lake environment, and finally a till which he thinks has been modified by periglacial activity! So, there is no "one" answer to your question Ben - it really depends on which analysis of evidence you find most persuasive!

Dr. Fiona Tweed, Division of Geography, Staffordshire University

Question

Do you think that in the future development and wealth will be distributed equally throughout the world?

Answer

Dear Ben

I'd like to shout YES of course but I think that might be too optimistic! Instead I decided to explore your question by considering four associated questions. They are: 

1. Is the gap between the rich and the poor increasing or decreasing?

2. Can an historical perspective help us answer your question?

3. What forces in the contemporary world increase equality and therefore tend to reduce inequality?

4. What forces increase social inequality?

Let's consider question 1.
The first problem is that it is difficult to measure poverty so different experts can produce very different evidence based on exactly the same situation! Probably the best measure used by international organisations is called the Human Development

Index (HDI). This is a summary measure that tries to capture the quality of life of the total population within any country. In 1995 the country with the best HDI was Canada and the worst case was Niger (see recent data and info http://www.undp.org/). 

There is some evidence to support the case that the gap between rich and poor is increasing. This statement is true for within many countries as well as between different countries. Even if poverty is decreasing, the gap between the rich and poor can increase. There is evidence to suggest that the gap between rich and poor countries is increasing , there is also evidence to suggest that the gap between rich and poor people within many countries is increasing too. This is often the case when a country experiences rapid economic and social change, China is a good example of this at present. Although many people in China are enjoying increases in wealth since 1978, poverty at the bottom end of the social scale is thought to be increasing. 

Poverty has a geography too, can you find out what the regional pattern of poverty in China is at present and how it's been changing since 1978? 

Now question 2: Can history help us?

I think patterns from the past are often useful guides. As Britain and the US experienced rapid economic changes in the nineteenth century, the great majority of their inhabitants saw only marginal improvements in their quality of life. Some

suffered declines in their circumstances. How governments decide to invest taxes can be important determinants of how different people experience social and economic changes. If a government is committed to equality, then they can promote it

through their policies. 

During the 1980s Brazil experienced what was called an economic miracle, a great deal of wealth was generated but social

indicators, like infant mortality rates, reflected a different picture. The majority of the poor population in Brazil did not enjoy benefits, perhaps only a minority experienced improvements. So history suggests that even when a country is undergoing economic expansion many of its inhabitants do not enjoy improvements in their quality of life, in fact the gap between the 'haves' and 'have nots' often increases.  

Question 3. What factors tend to promote equality?

The most important of these is that people tend to organise themselves to promote their own interests. Even very poor people in the developing world realise that if they organise together they can influence governments more effectively-this is easier in a democracy but happens even when governments are not democratic. As the world becomes more globalised there is evidence that people can form alliances across countries to promote equality and more sustainable development; a group like the World Development Movement is a good example.

Question 4: What forces tend to promote inequality?
Unfortunately, some of these forces can be most influential when it comes to policy formation and the decisions of governments. Every day all governments make decisions that have implications for economic and social change, none of the decisions are straightforward and often there are pay offs between different priorities. Governments in the developing world have the most difficult decisions to make because they often have very few options.  

Many people think that the single most important issue at present that increases the gap between the rich and poor in the world is the debt crisis. Most governments in the developing world have to pay more for debt repayments than they can earn from exports, this means they have little money available for investing in the things that help reduce poverty and hardship, like health and education. 

At present the world is experiencing very rapid transformation (communications especially, emails and webs!!) and this is associated with great social changes too. In recent months there have been serious financial crises in Russia and Eastern Europe, in many Asian countries, including Japan, in most countries in Latin America and all of the states in Africa. A great many people in these countries have experienced a sudden and dramatic decrease in their standards of living in the last few years. 

What parts of the world are not included in this list and should they be?

In the contemporary world there are different interest groups and often the stronger interest groups, like the global multinational corporations tend to win decisions by institutions like the World Trade Organisation (WTO). An excellent recent illustration of this 'clash of interests' between large players and less powerful players is the battle of the bananas! Have you read about this war? It's been replaced in the headlines by the war in Kosova, but do read about it at http://oxfam.org). 

That reminds me, another reason that inequality persists is that governments tend to invest lots of money in weapons and conflict situations, rather than social and health improvements. This is unfortunately the case in some of the poorest countries in the world, Afghanistan, North Korea, Ethiopia, Pakistan to name just a few!

A fascinating and perplexing question, Ben, I found it difficult to stop!

Liz Young, Division of Geography, Staffordshire University
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