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For the last two years, Woodberry Down Community Primary School in Hackney has been developing an innovative approach to geography planning that has resulted in some remarkable work.

…The following extract from one pupil’s letter to Alem, written at the end of the project, says it all: ‘You helped me as well with my life because I am a refugee too and seeing you on TV I will not give up … After hearing your story I am going to be a brave boy and never give up’.

Although many of Woodberry’s pupils at the school are refugees, this pupil was not. He was not told to write in this role – in fact, it hadn’t occurred to us, as teachers, that this might be appropriate. In terms of changing attitudes, the six-week topic had worked wonders.

…the geography that was at the heart of the whole structure of the teaching sequence. Stories about refugees often afford this incredibly rich teaching potential.The settings in Refugee Boy encompass Ethiopia, Eritrea, London’s West End, Datchet (Berkshire), Reading and London’s East End. In fact, if you want to either engage pupils who have negative attitudes or show respect towards refugees, do they not all have to find out about the key references in the text? 

The geography part of these two initial sections of the project involved pupils using the same set of skills to find out about two different places.

Generating enquiry

So we’d done a lot of map work at a range of scales and using different types of maps. We’d used a range of sources to find out information about Eritrea and Ethiopia. How could we make it more practical? Hackney isn’t that far from Datchet and the text is full of references to Alem’s time there. Were they true? Pupils re-read this part of the text and started to devise questions for a village study…‘

· ‘What are the transport facilities?’

· ‘Can you really get a bus from Datchet to Reading?’

· ‘How long does it take?’

· ‘How far is it?’
Pupils found the road on the map and did the walk to Windsor. It was almost exactly two miles! They even found the hotel they thought Alem had probably stayed in. …The pupils’ engagement with this village study was clearly heightened by their prior knowledge from the text.

For me, in this project, I really found a way to make geography come alive. It was joining forces with the subject I’ve always liked most, English, and with the issues that impact on the world today. Those issues are directly connected to the pupils in my school – pupils who matter a lot to me. I know when pupils are engaged and when they are not, and this project certainly engaged them. We had used a very similar approach with Beverley Naidoo’s The Other Side Of Truth.
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