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Abstract
Michael Young’s (2007, 2011) notion of ‘powerful knowledge’ is a clarion call for teachers
to draw on disciplinary concepts as a basis for curriculum making. Using the iPhone as a
curriculum artefact, the paper illustrates the nature of ‘boundary work’ and its potential to
enhance both disciplinary and professional identity. In responding to the pressures of an
outcome-based and competence-oriented curriculum in Singapore, geography teachers need
to (re)engage with the discipline’s key concepts, so as to fulfil the emancipatory potential of
the GeoCapabilities approach.
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Introduction
The Geographical Association’s 2009 ‘Manifesto’ A Different View makes a compelling case
for teachers to be ‘curriculum makers’ (Lambert & Morgan, 2010) and speaks of geography
as a ‘curriculum resource’ to be explored and appropriated in the education context. This
perspective does not posit the teacher as a mere vessel to deliver or transmit a centrally
planned curriculum, but situating one as an active agent who constantly negotiates his or her
role in making curricular decisions. Against the backdrop of broader societal changes and
education reforms (e.g. The Schools White Paper in the UK, Thinking Schools Learning
Nation framework in Singapore), the educational landscape in many countries has been
reshaped as schools are tasked to equip students with ‘progressive skills’, via specifying
competencies and outcomes in the curriculum (Yates and Young, 2010). This paper situates
the discussion in Singapore’s context and seeks to address two interrelated enquiries: What is
the role of a geography teacher in the midst of wider policy and curricular changes?
How can geography teachers use the discipline as a curriculum resource to ‘make’ the
curriculum?
This paper first seeks to provide the context of Singapore’s education system with its focus of
21st century skills and competencies. To address the two aforementioned enquiries, the paper
introduces the notions of ‘boundaries’ and ‘boundary work’ (Gieryn, 1983). Specifically, I
illustrate how a cognisance of these notions is useful for a geography teacher to make
curricular decisions in the midst of wider policy and curricular changes. In the Singapore
context, knowledge boundaries should not just be kept, but also crossed to provide a
geographical perspective in the production and application of knowledge in various settings.
As the geographer teacher engages in ‘boundary work’ – a recognized form of activity,
unique and belonging to the profession as to establish or cross boundaries, both the
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disciplinary identity of Geography as a school subject and the professional identity of a
geography teacher would be enhanced.

The second section of the paper elaborates on the scope of two key concepts of the discipline
- Space and Scale and their relevance in curriculum making. I contend that the abstract nature
of these concepts necessitates a social-constructivist pedagogy to create the alignment
between the geographical content, the teaching methods and the experiences of our learners.
As Roberts (2014) argue, students make meaning of the subject matter through connecting
the theoretical elements of powerful knowledge with their own encounters with the world. In
examining the various considerations involved in curriculum making, the paper also discusses
the outcomes of a relevant Geography education with reference to the emancipatory potential
of the GeoCapabilities approach (Lambert et al, 2015). A curriculum artefact (Biddulph et al,
2015) - the Apple iPhone is subsequently used to elucidate curriculum making process for the
Geography theme Globalisation of Economic Activities. In the concluding section, I revisit
the role of the teacher in leading the geography curriculum as a ‘boundary worker’ and
highlight possible future avenues of research in curriculum-making when we teach for
GeoCapabilities.

Presenting the Singapore context
Since the mid-1990s, Singapore has been at the forefront of reforming the curriculum in
response to the perceived challenges of globalisation (Deng et al, 2013). Under the
overarching framework of Thinking Schools Learning Nation unveiled in 1997, there has
been a plethora of educational and curricular initiatives introduced to sharpen Singapore’s
competitive edge in the globalizing era (Dimmock and Goh, 2011). Amongst these is the
Teach Less Learn More (TLLM) initiative implemented by the Ministry of Education (MOE)
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in 2006, which involved the reduction of curriculum content “to provide [our] students with
the time…to help them think more critically and creatively” (MOE, 2010). Schools are
encouraged to seek curricular and pedagogical innovations with the likes of problem-based
learning and interdisciplinary learning, emphasising the acquisition of skills for lifelong
learning and relevant to the future workplace (Ng, 2008). Most recently, the Education
Ministry has developed a new vision for the national curriculum, termed Curriculum 2015
(C2015), detailing a set of broad learning outcomes centred on socio-emotional
competencies, deemed to be increasingly important in the 21st century (MOE, 2016).

Aside from being a generic macro-curriculum framework that provide guidance to curricular
initiatives, TSLN has also percolated into the national curriculum at the subject level. Various
academic subjects are required to support students’ development of important competencies
necessary for students to thrive in the 21st century. As a core curriculum subject in
Singapore, Geography also serves the purpose of nation-building, inculcating the attributes of
heightened place awareness and appreciation of Singapore’s role in the global arena. Since
the start of the millennium, the Geography curriculum has undergone several changes, most
notably its shift from being a full curriculum subject to a diversified range including that of a
full curriculum subject, an optional elective or featured as part of an interdisciplinary or
multidisciplinary programme (e.g. Integrated Humanities, Active Citizenry Education) in
most secondary schools. In fact, the national curriculum (e.g. C2015) is constantly being
reviewed and revamped every few years to ensure its alignment to the education ministry’s
dominant educational framework, one that is shaped by projecting the desired attributes of its
citizens and anticipating the changes in skills set needed for the future. This is not dissimilar
to a ‘Future 2’ curriculum scenario described by Young and Muller (2010) where content
selections in the curriculum are driven by concerns of immediacy and relevance and with a
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heightened need to infuse ‘progressive’ skills such as self-regulation and critical thinking.
Such a scenario, according to Frith (2013), possibly leads to the undermining of disciplinary
knowledge and the deprofessionalisation of teaching.

To heed Young et al (2014)’s appeal to adopt a ‘Future 3’curriculum, taking us beyond the
relativism of current ‘progressive’ skills-led educational thinking, it is an appropriate juncture
to consider the aims and outcomes of a geographical education. The GeoCapabilities
approach (Lambert and Morgan, 2010) presents an alluring option, as it articulates how
geography education can potentially contribute to the development of human capabilities.
Influenced by Sen’s (1999) work on the elimination of ‘negative freedoms’ to promote
development and human capabilities, Lambert et al (2015) identified three specific human
capabilities with a geography flavour:

1. Promoting individual autonomy and freedom, and the ability to use one’s
imagination and to be able to think and reason;
2. Identifying and exercising one’s choices in how to live based on
worthwhile distinctions with regard to citizenship and sustainability;
3. Understanding one’s potential as a creative and productive citizen
in the context of the global economy and culture.

The emancipatory potential of these outcomes undoubtedly prompt us, as Geography
teachers, to (re)engage with Geography’s disciplinary knowledge, to think about how it can
be harnessed as ‘powerful knowledge’, and more specifically how the subject can be taught
in a concept-driven manner to promote cognitive reasoning and reflection. The next section
introduces the twin notions of ‘boundaries’ and ‘boundary work’, to enable an understanding
of the active negotiations involved in curriculum making.
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‘Boundaries’ and ‘Boundary Work’
A boundary can be conceived as a distinction that establishes categories of objects, people or
activities (Lamont and Molnár, 2002). Within the sociology of education, Bernstein (1990)
developed a conceptual framework on classification and frames, stating that there were at
least two kinds of knowledge in all societies - the esoteric (or specialized) and the mundane
(or everyday). This distinction is important as it illuminates how boundaries can help to
distinguish one entity from another – between subject disciplines as well as experts from
neophytes and the layperson. Within academic geography, Eden (2005) used the notion to
distinguish between ‘gold standard’ of academic knowledge as independent and authentic, as
opposed to ‘grey standard’ or ‘green standard’, considered to be tainted by commercial
interests. In this context, boundaries are constructed as a response to define the content and
institutional borders in order to emphasise the distinctive features of the discipline and
profession. It follows that boundaries demarcate the discipline of Geography from other
subjects, as well as define the professional identity of a Geography teacher.

Generally, two forms of ‘boundary work’ (Gieryn, 1983) can be performed by the geography
teacher. First and primarily, it involves identifying the distinctive qualities of the discipline to
demarcate the boundary between geography and other fields of study. This is broadly based
on Bernstein’s (1971) ‘collection’ type of curriculum – one with clear boundaries between
subjects so that students become cognisant of the constituents and structure of knowledge
within the discipline. Predicated on the key tenets of social realism that privileges the
acquisition of knowledge, this form of ‘boundary work’ requires a strong mastery of
specialist disciplinary knowledge. Within geography education, Frith (2011) emphasised the
need for the delineation of ‘core knowledge’ within the discipline, as opposed to ‘how-toknowledge’ (Hirsch, 2007). What then is Geography’s core knowledge? Rather than a list or

7

sequence of facts that reduces the role of a geography teacher to simply ‘deliver’ the
curriculum (Lambert, 2011), I assert the centrality of key concepts as ‘core knowledge’ of the
discipline as they undergird the analytical framework that constitutes Geography as a
distinctive area of study. In addition, these disciplinary concepts have the potential to
empower the learner to draw synoptic links across a discipline often fraught with division in
the ontological roots and epistemological positionings between physical and human
geography. Notably, the emphasis on key concepts should not be associated with the
‘scholar-academic’ ideology (Schiro, 2008) or a ‘Future 1’ scenario, where there is a fixed
selection of inert ‘core’ knowledge to be passed on to the next generation. In fact, the
significance of these key concepts is that they grant students access to ‘powerful knowledge’.
The abstract and dynamic nature of these concepts thereby requires the teacher to think
deeply about the geography curriculum and the role of pedagogy. In sum, this form of
boundary work maintains and augments the discipline’s identity, or in Bernstein’s language,
lead to a strong ‘classification’ between subjects.

The second type of boundary work is influenced by the ‘integrated model’ of curriculum
where subject boundaries are considered more porous, allowing one to draw connections
between these borders. According to Bernstein (2000), boundaries between subject areas and
disciplines are state constructed as an ‘official pedagogic discourse’. In fact, different models
of curricular integration (e.g. multidisciplinary or transdisciplinary studies) can be traced
back to Dewey (1915), who regarded the idea of the division between discrete areas of
knowledge as contrived (Carr, 2007). As an inherently interdisciplinary subject (Baerwald,
2010), geography as a field of study has contributed to many cross-departmental
collaborations to examine broad-ranging problems that encompass a range of complex
processes and phenomena. In Singapore’s context, this is most evident with the introduction
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of a new subject Social Studies (Secondary) at the start of the millennium, where ‘traditional’
geographical themes (e.g. the study of ageing population) have been infused in ‘National
Education’, to highlight Singapore’s place-specific constraints in order to nurture concerned
and rooted citizens in a globalized world. Amidst the fervour for curricular innovations in the
form of integrated studies, White (2004) and Standish (2012) have cautioned against ‘global
learning’ initiatives which pay lip service to the connections across subjects. Consequently, it
is imperative that geography teachers have a strong mastery of subject content in this second
form of ‘boundary work’, to harness disciplinary knowledge as a resource to cross boundaries
in creating and applying knowledge to new contexts.

Let us take stock. In the above discussion, I have argued for the importance of the discipline’s
key concepts in two forms of ‘boundary work’. Lambert (2011), in reviewing the case for
Geography and the ‘knowledge turn’ in the English context, asserts that school teachers
should be skilful boundary workers. In leading the geography curriculum, evidently, a teacher
cannot simply possess subject knowledge, but to be aplomb in using geography’s key
concepts as ‘powerful knowledge’ to bridge connections to other fields of study. The role of
key concepts would feature prominently in the teaching and learning of the subject,
constituting a unique disciplinary identity.

In addition, effective boundary work would

recognized by others outside of the community, while an aspiring pre-service teacher would
look to acquiring these key competencies of the profession.

Geography’s Key Concepts
Academic geographers have defined the key terms– space, time, place, scale and landscape as
Geography’s key concepts which inform the language of the discipline and frame the
geographical imagination (Holloway et al, 2003). They can be considered ‘key’ as they
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underpin the description and categorization of geographical knowledge and understanding,
empowering an individual to ‘think geographically’ to respond appropriately to the
challenges associated in the 21st century (Lambert, 2009). Brooks (2013) discussed the
potential and scope of using key concepts within geography education, building on Taylor’s
(2009) suggestion that key concepts to be used to construct the geographical enquiry
questions within a topic. This approach has similarly been advocated in the Understanding by
Design (UbD) curriculum framework by Wiggins and McTighe (1998), which emphasises the
use of ‘big ideas’ (i.e. key concepts) and ‘essential questions’ to enable students to access
‘enduring understandings’. The iterative use of these key concepts in the classroom also
strengthens the disciplinary identity of geography and unifies different positions to form
synoptic links between themes across and within physical and human geography. Notably, a
section of this length cannot justify the richness and multiple (and contested!) meanings of
these concepts. A short expository of the two chosen concepts - Space and Scale would
nonetheless be required to show their potential and scope in curriculum making with the
iPhone.

Geographers have always been interested in space in the sense of knowing where places and
landscapes are located, why they are there, the patterns and distributions they create, how and
why these are changing and the implications for people (Rawling, 2011). Evolving from the
1960s as a spatial science using models to explain patterns of locations (e.g. Burgess
concentric model), contemporary research in human geography has examined space in more
fluid ways. Harvey’s (1989) ‘time-space compression’ and Massey’s (1991) ‘global sense of
place’ are seminal works that influence how we think about space, its relationship with time
and how the concept is inherently relational. To think relationally is to uncover the sociospatial relations behind a phenomenon (Jones, 2009). Massey further developed this notion in
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Geographies of Responsibility (2004), where she asserts that space presents us with the
dimension of things being, bringing into existence others at the same time. In the context of
globalisation, space is recognised as a product of social relations, connoting a sense of
responsibility in a global community that acknowledges unequal power relations between
actors.

A geographic scale refers to the spatial extent of a phenomenon or study (Marston, 2000).
One can only truly appreciate the significance of climate change if one is aware of the spatial
and temporal scale of the phenomenon. The concept influences the way we represent or make
sense of the world, from the personal, local, regional to the global. Being cognisant of the
analytical frame allows the learner to make links between geographic scales to develop a
more nuanced understanding of a phenomenon. An interscalar framing would thus enable
one to appreciate how a phenomenon operating at a seemingly global scale (e.g.
globalisation) can have impacts on the local and local processes may potentially ‘jump’ scale
to have far greater impacts on a larger scale (see for example, Herod, 1995).

To make the claim that key concepts of geography constitute powerful disciplinary
knowledge is not far-fetched. According to Lambert et al (2015), the essential characteristics
of ‘powerful disciplinary knowledge’ are that they are abstract, dynamic and part of a system
of thought. As key concepts of the discipline, Space and Scale arguably constitute the
discipline’s knowledge base. The significance, according to Bernstein (2000), is that
knowledge enables individuals and societies to think the ‘unthinkable’ and the ‘yet-to-be
thought’. Bruner (1960) reminded us that fundamental disciplinary principles embedded
within the curriculum would help students to acquire deep understandings of subject matter.
These principles embrace both the key concepts and methods of enquiry which define the
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discipline’s ‘structure’ and central questions. Extending this line of thought, we turn our
attention to the process of curriculum making and its various considerations, to illustrate how
thinking about subject matter (i.e. the discipline’s key concepts) could be privileged as a
starting point in curriculum-making, using the iPhone as a curriculum artefact.

Curriculum Making
Curriculum making involves drawing resources from the subject matter, the repertoire of
pedagogies deployed by the teacher as well as the lived experiences of the students. As an
active agent, the teacher’s role is then to ‘balance’ the three aspects in the curriculum making
process (Lambert & Morgan, 2010) (Biddulph et al, 2015). Geographical knowledge is coconstructed by both the teacher and learners through the teacher’s enactment of curriculum as
process (Kelly, 2008). Shulman (1987) also emphasized the central role of teachers when he
argued that pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) was an essential component to teach
subject matter in accessible, engaging and powerful ways. Specifically, the acquisition of
PCK and making the curriculum are important aspects of the ‘boundary work’ to define the
geography’s professional identity, demarcating the boundaries between themselves from
academic geographers and pre-service teachers.

While the paper has argued for the employment of the key concepts as a subject resource, the
abstract and complex nature of key concepts requires the teacher to ‘unpack’ and make
connections with the subject matter. To do so, Roberts (2014) advocates the use of powerful
pedagogies (e.g. the enquiry approach by Roberts, 2003, 2013) so that students can gain
‘epistemic access’ to ‘powerful disciplinary knowledge’. The enquiry approach is a social
constructivist method and (re)iterative process which involves four stages – sparking
curiosity, making sense of data, exercising reasoning and reflective thinking. In the
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curriculum making discussion below, the theme Globalisation of Economic Activities is
framed by an overall enquiry question “Should I purchase an iPhone?” followed by three subenquiry questions:
a) How can the iPhone demonstrate the process of globalisation?
b) Where does my iPhone come from?
c) What are the impacts of purchasing an iPhone?

At the nexus of the series of enquiry lies the curriculum artefact – the Apple iPhone,
complemented with other lesson resources that enlivens the learning experience. Key
concepts of Space and Scale (and their associated ideas) are integral to the series of enquiry
and their significance uncovered through the teacher’s facilitation.

The series of enquiry

lessons finally culminates in a Socratic seminar where students engage in “dissonance, debate
and disagreement” (Brooks, 2010, p.3) to examine the overall enquiry question with an
ethical slant, “Should I purchase an iPhone?” The discussion is supplemented by relevant
newspaper articles and a YouTube video, which contain information on both the positive and
negative impacts of iPhone production and the operations of transnational corporations
(TNCs). During the Socratic seminar, participants are required to follow through a disciplined
questioning process (Paul & Elder, 2006) to explore the implicit assumptions and
considerations behind the personal decision concerning their consumption behaviour.

To make the curriculum relevant to the learner, we consider the idea of Living Geography,
where it “is created when teachers make use of the subject discipline and their knowledge of
young people to make sense of the world” (Lambert, 2009, p.7). This guiding educational
philosophy urges the geography educator not to neglect “young people’s experiences and
encounters with the world” (Brooks, 2009, p.204) because their experience of places and
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spaces can be fundamentally different from how adults encounter the world (Valentine,
2000). Griffiths (2010) sums it up well by cautioning that a curriculum which excludes the
geographies of young people and devalues their powers of critical thought is likely to be one
that is disconnected with our learners. In this case, there are two main reasons for choosing
the iPhone as the curriculum artefact. As a multi-functional technological device, it enhances
communication and enables access to virtual spaces and communities. More than just using
the technological device as a motivation factor (Mitchell, 2009) to engage the current
generation of ‘digital natives’, it is able to enact abstract concepts associated within the
economic geography theme (e.g. Globalisation, Development and New International
Development of Labour). For example, how can these key concepts allow the students to be
aware of their roles and responsibilities in the globalised society we live in? How can Space
and Scale prompt us to think about how we are intrinsically connected as human beings, and
that our consumption behaviour locally can have consequences for the (distant) other and the
global environment? How do the associated ideas of relational thinking and interscalar
framing empower the learner to make ethically informed decisions with regard to complex
issues? Using the iPhone as a curriculum artefact, the next section is an exemplar of a
curriculum making process that attempts to attain (aspects of) outcomes outlined by the
GeoCapabilties approach.

The Curriculum Artefact in Globalisation of Economic Activities
The curriculum artefact is pivotal to a series of lessons on a topic (Biddulph et al, 2015). In
terms of Roberts' (2003) enquiry learning cycle, the curriculum artefact provides the 'data'
that students interrogate, analyse and make sense of. As mentioned, a curriculum artefact is
particularly important in this theme Globalisation of Economic Activities due to the abstract
nature of the concepts found at the advanced level. The iPhone is a smartphone designed and
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marketed by Apple Inc. with an advanced mobile operating system that is capable of running
downloaded apps and performs many functions of a computer. Arguably, it can be seen as a
physical manifestation of globalisation as well as a product that drives and constitutes the
process. The iPhone is intricately woven into young people’s geographies and it is often
invested with meaning (through social media platforms and apps). Thus, it is an appropriate
curriculum artefact to engage a generation who grew up in an increasingly interconnected and
networked world with the ubiquity of ‘smart’ and responsive digital devices. In addition, the
choice of the iPhone can bridge the ‘digital divide’ (Buckingham, 2007) experienced between
the teacher and the learners.

Academics have debated much about the definition of globalisation. Jones (2006) provided a
comprehensive overview of the plethora of definitions of the term. While hyper-globalists
like Ohmae (1990) describes globalisation as the onset of a borderless world - rendering the
national borders and the peculiarity of place insignificance, economic geographers like
Dickens (1992, p.1) represents it as “a more advanced and complex form of
internationalization which implies a degree of functional integration between internationally
dispersed economic activities”. From these definitions, it can be seen that globalisation is
indeed a complex process and phenomenon occurring at various scales, involving many
actors implicated in a ‘shrinking world’. It is hardly surprising to study globalisation within
the school or geography curriculum, given its pervasive nature in influencing every realm of
economic and social life in Singapore.

Illustration of the Curriculum Making Process
The geographical enquiry approach (Roberts, 2003, 2013) is primarily used to frame the
subject content of the theme. The planning and design of the series of enquiry, focused on the
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students’ lived experiences and in particular their use/consumption of a familiar product. The
table below details the enquiry questions and the articulation of the learning outcomes,
followed by an illustration of how the key concepts of space and scale are enacted to attain
various aspects of human capabilities as crystalised by Lambert et al (2015).
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Unit of Study: Globalisation of Economic Activities (Advanced Level)
Curriculum Artefact: Apple iPhone
Overall Unit Enquiry Question: Should I buy an iPhone?
Sub
Enquiry Q1) How can the iPhone demonstrate the process of globalisation?
Question
Learning
Learning Outcomes: Students should be able to
Outcomes (LO)
1) describe the various facets and characteristics of globalisation
and Activities
2) examine the relationship between the mobile device and
globalisation (both as a phenomenon and a process)
The first enquiry, driven by an understanding of global
interconnectedness and interdependence, explores the definition and
characteristics of globalisation. Through the use of three learning
stations, students will experience the ease and simultaneity of multimodal interactions through the web browser and social media apps (e.g.
Facebook) to explore the economic, social and cultural aspects of the
phenomenon. A teacher facilitated discussion will help students
uncover how the iPhone is a product that manifests and constitutes the
phenomenon but also the driver that facilitates the very process.
How are key
concepts
of
Space and Scale
enacted in the
learning
activities?

Harvey’s (1989) ‘time-space compression’ is an important idea
illustrated at the learning stations where students engage with the
iPhone. Through the various activities (including communicating via
Facebook), students experience the simultaneity of interactions on
virtual space and how communications and global-local connections
are greatly facilitated by the iPhone.

Sub
Enquiry Q2) Where does my iPhone come from?
Question
Learning
Learning Outcomes: Students should be able to
Outcomes and
1) describe the global production network of linkages surrounding
Activities
the iPhone
2) explain the spatial distribution of consumption patterns of the
iPhone
Through investigating the production and consumption patterns
(Business Insider, 2012) of the iPhone, students can induce that there is
an uneven global distribution of economic activities globally that
16

reveals the disparities across the world in terms of development. A
closer examination of the global production network of the iPhone
reveals the locations of which the phone components are manufactured
(e.g. software of the iPhone is from the US, rare earth from Mongolia,
microchips from Japan, assembly plants in China)(Finance Online,
undated).
How are key
concepts
of
Space and Scale
enacted in the
learning
activities?

This inquiry focuses on the spatial distribution of both the production
network and consumption patterns of the iPhone to reveal the
unevenness of these economic activities across space. An examination
of the global production network of the iPhone reveals the spatial shift
of manufacturing from advanced capitalist societies or Developed
Countries (DCs) to Less Developed countries (LDCs) – known as the
New International Division of Labour (NIDL), as well as the spatial
organization of Apple’s operations in a hierarchical fashion of
headquarters, research and development centres and outsourcing firms.
The consumption patterns of the iPhone in the world or region are
proxy indicators of relative wealth and inequality across spaces at
different scales.

Sub
Enquiry Q3) What are the impacts of purchasing an iPhone?
Question
Learning
Learning Outcomes: Students should be able to
Outcomes and
1) evaluate the impacts of Apple’s production of the iPhone in
Activities
host countries
2) engage in ethical reasoning and reflect on their personal
consumption habits
Prior to the Socratic seminar, students are given a few sources
highlighting the positive and negative impacts of the iPhone in host
countries including for example:
a) A YouTube video on working conditions on iPhone: Inside
Chinese Factories- The truth about working conditions at
Foxconn,
Apple
and
HP
factories.
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KqEjaBYXRbA)
b) Statistics on foreign direct investments and employment in host
countries of iPhone production. For example, according to Xing
and Detert (2010), US$179 is credited to China’s gross exports
whenever a 3G iPhone is shipped abroad.
c) Newspaper articles related to the environmental impacts of
manufacturing of the iPhone
Students will pose questions amongst themselves and engage in a
Socratic dialogue to uncover the assumptions. Students are required to
respond to the overall enquiry “Should I purchase an iPhone?” be able
make careful and ethical considerations and justify their decision.
How are
concepts

key Reading the sources of the impacts on iPhone invokes relational
of thinking and inter-scalar framing on the part of the students as it dawns
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Space and Scale
enacted in the
learning
activities?

on them that their consumption of the iPhone may have impacts of
(distant) others. The ethical decision-making process sensitises students
to the interconnections that exists between various scales, helping them
to understand their decisions are intertwined with the lives of factory
workers manufacturing the iPhone in bad working conditions. The
Socratic seminar uncovers the assumptions, values and ethics
underlying the decision making process and the geographies of
responsibility involved.

An important caveat from the above illustration is that the use of the curriculum artefact may
not address all the learner outcomes within the theme. Evidently, the curriculum artefact is
often complemented with other appropriate resources selected by the teacher to provide a
narrative to engage the learner and sustain his/her interest throughout the curriculum unit.
There is also an implicit assumption that most students will have access and are familiar with
the functionalities of the iPhone. While the smart phone penetration rate is generally high in
Singapore, the geography teacher should be also mindful and sensitive to their diverse
backgrounds, needs or learning preferences.

Perhaps most importantly, the above illustrates how the enactment of the key concepts space
and scale in the enquiry process can potentially fulfil the emancipatory aspects of the
GeoCapabilities approach. However, it is noteworthy to mention that the learner outcomes
outlined are adapted from the Singapore-Cambridge GCE ‘Advanced’ Level Syllabus, which
do not contain either synoptic links across the discipline or other interdisciplinary outcomes.
However, within the constraints of preparing students for a high-stake examination in limited
curriculum time, the geography teacher can still consciously explore and draw synoptic links
to discuss in class related issues such as urban surveillance due to the Global Positioning
System (GPS) installed in the iPhone. Regarding multi-disciplinary projects (e.g. the
discipline of Economics concerned with the production cost and factors influencing the
demand and supply of the iPhone), the form of ‘boundary work’ would involve the teacher
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being certain of what geographical key concepts can bring to the table for the production and
application of knowledge in new contexts in a cross-departmental collaboration.

Conclusion
Using the notions of ‘boundaries’ and ‘boundary work’, the paper has illuminated the active
negotiations a teacher has to make in leading the geography curriculum. I have argued that
the key concepts of geography space and scale can provide in-routes for students to access
Young’s notion of ‘powerful knowledge’. As such, disciplinary key concepts should be
harnessed in the curriculum making process. The abstract nature of these concepts would thus
necessitate the use of ‘powerful pedagogy’ (in this case, the enquiry approach) to unpack the
meanings and associated ideas using the curriculum artefact. While the scope of the paper did
not allow the full potential of the disciplinary key concepts to be exemplified, the discussion
raises several important implications for geography teacher training and professional
development. A strong conception of specialist disciplinary knowledge within education
settings is a pre-requisite to engage in effective ‘boundary work’ – involving the demarcation
and crossing of borders that strengthen the boundaries in enhancing both disciplinary and
professional identities. This paper has also examined the role of the teacher in leading the
geography curriculum, making decisions about ‘what to teach’, ‘how to teach’ and ‘to what
ends’ (Castree, 2005). Further research and conversations would be required to add empirical
flesh (i.e. for other geographical themes) to explore the multiple trajectories where the
disciplinary concepts can facilitate the means to nurture the desired dispositions embodied in
the geo-capabilities approach.
(5261 words)
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