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ABSTRACT 
 

Geography, like other subjects, has a set of unique concepts. In South Africa, the national 

curriculum for school geography (CAPS) outlines “geography’s four key” concepts; namely 

“place, spatial distribution, spatial processes, and human and environmental interaction”. The 

existing literature points out that geography is the study of places and geographers strive to 

comprehend how places are related and distinct from one another. This research employs a 

qualitative case study methodology to explore teachers’ conceptualisation(s) of the concept of 

‘place’, through eight geography teachers at state and independent schools in South Africa. 

Data collection instruments included official document analysis, card sorting, and interviews. 

School geography teachers were requested to explain and describe their knowledge of the 

concept of ‘place’ in school geography and explain strategies as to how they facilitate and 

implement geographic learning of ‘place’ in their lessons. The concept of ‘place’ was 

overwhelmingly regarded by teachers as the most important. The study further revealed that 

teachers had various perspectives about place, and thus conceptualised place differently. The 

reason for this is that the concept of ‘place’ in geography, is open to multiple interpretations. 

This study illustrates the apparent relationship between teachers’ conceptualisation of the 

concept of ‘place’ in school geography and their ideals, educational training, social standing, 

working environments and teaching experience. Therefore, this study recommends that the 

concept of ‘place’ be unpacked in the CAPS FET Geography curriculum document so that the 

fundamental details on which it is founded, and which give it form, are made visible. 

 

Keywords: geography’s ‘big’ and key concepts, place, concept of place, teacher conceptions, 

school geography, CAPS, qualitative research. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
 

1.1 Introduction 

Geography, like other subjects, has a set of unique ideas or concepts. The significance of having 

unique concepts is that they bring every day and academic knowledge, in other words, powerful 

knowledge as articulated by Young (2010). As a result, unique concepts are used to establish 

the curriculum’s actual content as well as to ensure that geography is a discipline that is 

organised, logical, and orderly (Maude 2015).  

 

Further, Brooks (2017) classifies geography’s key concept as hierarchical concepts that serve 

as a content container for geographical knowledge to be taught. Maude (2021) adds other two 

characteristics for classifying key concepts. Maude (2021) emphasises that the key concepts 

can be applied to a wide range of topics and fields in geography. They must also perform a 

variety of functions, such as guiding the formulation of questions, identifying possible 

explanations, and suggesting methods of analysis, among others (Maude 2021). However, the 

choice of concepts varies between countries, as well as among geography writers. In South 

Africa, where this study was conducted, the South African Further Education and Training 

(FET) geography curriculum makes provision for four key concepts, namely, place, space, the 

physical Earth, and human-environment interaction (DBE 2011).  

 

Without a doubt, key concepts are fundamental ideas in geography, in the same way, the 

conceptualisations of these key concepts by geography teachers are important, mainly because 

they are curriculum implements. Hence this study focusses on the concept of ‘place’, 

attempting to fill a gap by exploring how South African teachers conceptualise place. While 

Young (2010) asserts that unique concepts bring both every day and academic knowledge, the 

researcher contends that the concept of ‘place’ brings supplementary every day and academic 

knowledge.  

 

Within the South African context, the researcher believes that the concept of ‘place’ should be 

considered as one of the foundational concepts. Primarily, because geography has traditionally 

been explained and commonly understood as a “science that explains the character of places” 

(Rusznyak 2017:50), meaning, the teaching and learning of both physical and human 

geographies must be place-based. Furthermore, the introduction of Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS) is another recognition that the concept of ‘place’ is significant. For example, 
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GIS deals with the digital collection of layers of special data about a location and thus aids in 

the identification of both physical and man-made features (Esterhuysen et al. 2020). The 

researcher is of the view that the concept of ‘place’, makes classroom-learning geographical. 

Therefore, the concept of ‘place’ is important in school geography. However, the extent to 

which South African school geography teachers conceptualise the concept of ‘place’ is vague 

and ambiguous. Hence, the purpose of this study was to learn from eight geography teachers, 

representing state and independent schools, on how they conceptualise the concept of ‘place’ 

in school geography. 

 

The researcher supports the notion by Castree (2009) that geography is all about places, and 

therefore there is no geography without places, precisely the concept of ‘place’. Castree (2009) 

also considers ‘place’ as a ‘big’ and significant concept in geography as a discipline. 

Consequently, space, the physical Earth and human-environment interaction are all 

interconnected within the concept of ‘place’. ‘Place’ for example, complements space with the 

contribution of the human-environment relationship and is central in understanding humans’ 

behaviour as geographical agents (Larsen & Harrington 2018). Furthermore, space is a fixed 

entity with co-ordinates and has no social interaction with people, whereas place is an open 

entity where people interact (Madikizela-Madiya 2018), which in the researcher’s view makes 

‘place’ a foundational concept in geography.  

 

In human geography, for example, the concept of ‘place’ has three meanings: “a point on the 

Earth’s surface, the locus of individual and group identity, and the scale of everyday-in life” 

(Castree 2009: 153). Indeed, the place’s three meanings are all interconnected with space, the 

physical Earth, and human-environment interaction. In physical geography, the concept of 

‘place’ can connect local cultural environmental conditions to the Earth system (Madikizela-

Madiya 2018). Consequently, all aspects of both human and physical geography occur in a 

‘place’. As a result, the concept of ‘place’ is at the centre of geography as a discipline. 

 

Within the discipline of geography, the concept of ‘place’ has evolved, and yet it remains 

significant, the foundation and pillar of geography as a subject. Indeed, educational geography 

and geography as a whole are built on the foundation of place (Larsen & Harrington 2018). 

Cresswell (2008) states that the concept of ‘place’ is central to geography and serves as its 

foundation, making it one of the most important concepts in geography. Maude (2009) further 

adds that geography is the study of places, place as a specific area of space. The general 
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geographical questions are: “What are the characteristics of this place? How can they be 

understood and explained? How and why do these characteristics differ from those of other 

places? What is the significance of these differences?” (Maude 2009:369-370). These are 

significant geographical questions and reasons why the concept of ‘place’ is the foundation, a 

vital and central component of geography. 

 

Supported by scholars, the researcher maintains that understanding ‘place’ is an important 

aspect of geography. Studies by Cresswell (2008), Maude (2009) and Brooks (2010) have 

investigated the importance of ‘place’ in school geography, and they maintain that school 

geography’s effectiveness is heavily reliant on teachers’ understanding of the concept of 

‘place’. These are all relevant findings in upholding that ‘place’ is one of the priorities in the 

field of geography. However, most emphasis has been on the understanding of ‘place’ as a 

comprehensive idea and broad context of geography, not as an independent core concept of 

geography. Although ‘place’ is the one of the foundational concepts in geography, the extent 

to which school geography teachers and geographers understand the concept of place is 

unclear, if not ambiguous. Moreover, the concept of ‘place’ within the discipline of geography 

is not well defined and remains a greatly theorised concept (Clifford et al. 2009).  Therefore, it 

is critical to examine the concept of ‘place’ autonomously, in its own right and as a principal 

concept of geography. According to Ontong and Le Grange (2015), place-based education 

cannot be practised meaningfully unless teachers understand the concept of place. In addition, 

teachers must also be aware of their students’ sense of place before they can implement it 

meaningfully (Ontong and Le Grange 2015).  It should be noted that the concept of ‘place’ 

plays an important role in educational geography. The researcher, on the other hand, believes 

that teaching concerning ‘place’ characteristics is frequently overlooked. Hence, it was 

important for the researcher to investigate how teachers conceptualise the concept of ‘place’ in 

school geography. 

 

Furthermore, geography is a field of study that is generally concerned with physical and human 

features so that a deeper comprehension of the world can be understood (DBE 2011).  

Geography is a field of study that is crucial because both physical and human geographical 

processes are explained and interpreted (Walshe 2007).  It even crosses over into other fields 

like sociology, psychology, history, and science (Walshe 2007). Hassen (2015) states that 

geography is an outdoor-oriented subject in which students have opportunities to construct their 

knowledge through interacting with their holistic environment, for example fieldwork. In 
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addition, geography is a unique subject because most of its contents are found outside the 

classroom, mainly in the real world (Hassen 2015). By its nature, geography content allows for 

student orientated education and place-based teaching and learning. 

 

Additionally, for students, geography offers a clear link between home, school, and the world 

beyond. It starts as early as when a child encounters and begins to discover the world. It serves 

as a vital educational goal that nourishes and enriches a long lifetime of learning (Geographical 

Association 2009). For example, each individual student lives in a unique place within its 

surroundings, and therefore, geography as a subject is significant in connecting both natural 

and social sciences. Therefore, geographic knowledge and skills are also essential in 

understanding the activities and patterns of places and the lives of others. Overall, geography 

teaches students a fundamental knowledge and enhances their appreciation of their individual 

places and the world in general. Hence, this can only be accomplished if teachers are well 

equipped with geographic knowledge and the proper skills to teach geography. 

 

For this reason, Brooks (2006) suggests that in order to effectively teach geography, school 

geography teachers should have a detailed knowledge about the subject, in other words 

powerful subject knowledge. Catling (2017) also supports this by adding that teachers need to 

become knowledgeable about geography in order to teach it effectively to their students. If the 

subject is well taught, students are likely to be more engaged with geography and to have a 

strong motivation to make important connections.  Concerning the concept of place, some 

geography teachers are unable to develop a proper place-based learning environment (Larsen 

& Harrington 2018). Hence, geography teachers should have a proper understanding of what 

makes concepts difficult for their students and what types of ideas will thrive in a geography 

classroom. By being aware of this, teachers will be able to choose the best techniques to assist 

students to reconstruct their intuitive beliefs and gain a deeper grasp of geography (Lane et al. 

2019). Therefore, the review of the Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS) 

document served as the foundation for this research study, which sought to explore the nature 

of ‘place’ in school geography. Secondly, to explore whether school geography teachers 

understand this nature. To do this, the researcher investigated the extent to which teachers 

understood, described, and implemented ‘place’ in school geography. The aim was to obtain 

information from the eight different school geography teachers, representing both state and 

independent schools. Lastly, the research concludes by arguing that in order to effectively teach 
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geography, school geography teachers must be able to comprehend the concept of ‘place’ as a 

central concept and develop geographical thinking around it. 

 

1.2 Background and Context  

Rusznyak (2017) points out that in post-apartheid South Africa, the school geography 

curriculum has evolved. It has included perspectives and viewpoints that were marginalised 

and silenced throughout apartheid. Human rights, social equality, inequity, citizenship, and 

scientific and technological advancements, such as the introduction of GIS, are now prioritized 

(Rusznyak 2017). However, the knowledge structure associated with the subject, as well as key 

geography concepts are still stable (Rusznyak 2017). In other words, geography remains a 

study of places. Therefore, the concept of ‘place’ has evolved over time but remains as one of 

the foundational and important concepts in geography. The official South African Geography 

curriculum outlines four of geography’s main concepts, namely, “place, spatial processes 

(space), spatial distribution patterns (physical Earth) and human-environment interaction” 

(DBE 2011). Geography’s main concepts are central to geographical knowledge, which 

suggests that teaching and learning of geography must be centred on these concepts (IEB 2019). 

Concepts are central in educational geography and, therefore, school geography revolves 

around these important concepts (Lane et al. 2019). As a result, school geography teachers are 

required to instil a deep ‘geographical’ conceptual thinking in their students in all their lessons 

(Lane et al. 2019). 

 

In the South African context, several issues may hinder place-based education and the 

integration of other concepts (Rusznyak 2017). Some teachers don’t have the necessary 

qualifications to teach geography. In some cases, humanities teachers, especially history 

teachers, are tasked with teaching geography. The same issue applies in the senior and 

intermediate phases, where geography teachers don’t have the necessary skills to teach 

geography (Madikizela-Madiya 2018). The danger is that unskilled teachers concentrate on 

teaching content while overlooking geographical values and key concepts. Another dilemma is 

that some school geography teachers were trained to teach geography traditionally. Similarly, 

their approach is content driven, rather than infusing geographical values and key concepts.  In 

addition, the CAPS for Geography FET Band document that was written in 2011 only lists 

these concepts as key (DBE 2011). There are no further details as to how these key concepts 

should be implemented and integrated into teaching. Furthermore, there are no specifications 
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on how concepts should be taught and linked to different school geography topics. In this 

manner, school geography teachers are merely technical implementers, rather than being both 

interpreters and implementers of a curriculum (Rusznyak 2017).  The researcher believes that 

current South African school geography curriculum is content-rich, but lacks key geographical 

approaches, especially key concepts. The key concepts in geography are what make geography 

a subject. Content-driven teaching approaches don’t support students’ development of 

geographical thinking. Hence, Rusznyak (2017) suggests that teachers’ professional 

foundations should be based on the subject they teach. In the case of geography, they should 

be able to teach geographically. The researcher stated in the introduction that school geography 

teachers face a dilemma in incorporating key concepts within their lessons. As a result, there 

are unable to choose the most effective methods for assisting students in reorganising their 

intuitive ideas and developing a deeper understanding of geography. Therefore, without 

understating concepts, without conceptualising ‘place’, without place-based education, 

geography as a subject doesn’t meet its subject mandate. 

 

Regarding key concepts in geography, Campbell (2016) similarly categorises geography into 

space, place, and scale. Campbell (2016) further asks a critical question regarding space and 

place, that it is not about what they are, but it about what they do. The ‘place’ is the physical 

leeway that individuals naturalise through patterns, behaviour, and communication (Campbell 

2016). In other words, ‘place’ is a location with meaning. Wood (2009) also identifies the 

‘place’ as the core concept, central and essential component of school geography. Furthermore, 

physical, human, and environmental geography are all centred around the concept of place 

(Castree 2009). On the other hand, (IEB 2019) states that some geography topics in the 

curriculum concentrate on one concept, while other topics require more than one concept. The 

research is of the view that the concept of ‘place’ is required for all topics in the school 

geography curriculum.  

 

On the other hand, Cresswell (2008) states that most school and university students are studying 

geography because they have an interest in places and the differences between them. Brooks 

(2010) also maintains that the theme of ‘place’ is a dominant and a motivating fact for teachers 

to teach geography. Brooks (2010) further adds that teachers perceive ‘place’ as a major 

influence in the growth of young people, particularly the students. It is beyond doubt that in 

geography, place is a location with meaning, that people (specifically students) identify and 

give meaning to (Cresswell 2008). In other words, students will be better citizens and 
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understand their place in the world if they develop a sense of place. The significance of place 

also influences teachers to be more engaged with geography and have a strong desire to teach 

it (Brooks 2010). As a result, this study seeks to explore the manner in which school geography 

teachers conceptualise the concept of ‘place’ in school geography, with the purpose of probing 

how their understanding might impact the teaching and learning of students taught by these 

teachers at school. 

 

Likewise, place-based education is significant in bringing indigenous and non-indigenous 

knowledge, as well as students from all over the world (Reid 2019). When it comes to 

intercultural learning, giving students opportunities to create connections between their 

personal experiences and world interpretations is critical (Reid 2019). Reid (2019) further adds 

that place-based education has assignments that permit insights from both the global and local 

levels to inform each other (Reid 2019). It enables students to reflect positively to different 

worldviews and appreciate the uniqueness of places. In a South African context, place-based 

learning can also be used as a social transformation tool to resolve the socioeconomic inequities 

left over from apartheid government (Ontong and Le Grange 2015). As a result, place-based 

teaching is also vital in dealing with current spatial and political challenges facing a democratic 

South Africa (Ontong and Le Grange 2015). 

 

Having considered place-based education, the ‘critical pedagogy of place’ provides a 

desperately needed structure for research in education (Gruenewald 2003). In addition, ‘place’ 

based knowledge has the power to change researchers’ perceptions of how students 

comprehend concepts (Reid 2019). The concept of ‘place’ is important because it uncovers 

how economic and political actions affect a specific ‘place’ (Gruenewald 2003).  Therefore, 

place-based pedagogies are required in order to have an unswerving influence on the well-

being of the social and natural environments in which people live (Gruenewald 2003). 

 

Despite the fact that place-based education and ‘critical pedagogy of ‘place’ exist, school 

geography curriculum has been criticised for holding onto outdated knowledge, which is 

disconnected from academic geography (Puttick 2015). As a result, the disjoint of school 

geography resulted in it becoming obsolete (Puttick 2015). The Geography Education (GE) 

association’s research generally agrees on the need to pay more attention to knowledge in 

school geography (Puttick 2015). Geographers must be able to manage concerns about 

geography education research in order to maximize the efficiency of the teaching process. A 
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common view amongst geographers is that the teaching of ‘place’ is important because it 

promotes creative ways of thinking about and being in the world, hence, in higher education, 

place matters the most (Reid 2019). In addition, researchers can better comprehend how 

complex concepts are developed in the long run, within different age groups, cultures, and 

societies by using the concept of ‘place’ (Larsen & Harrington 2018). This will ensure that 

geographers, researchers and curriculum implements have a clear knowledge of past and 

present geography, as well as how it has influenced the evolution of people, concepts, places, 

and the environment. 

 

1.3 Rationale and Motivation  

1.3.1 Rationale 

According to Macmillan & Schumacher (2014), a research study begins with research 

questions, which are then used to formulate a research problem. In this way, a research problem 

is the issue, debate, controversy, or concern that prompts the study (Macmillan & Schumacher 

2014). In this study, it was more of a concern by the researcher. To begin, the researcher asserts 

that the concept of ‘place’ is one of the foundational and important concepts in school 

geography. Furthermore, the researcher maintains that in geography and school geography as 

a whole, the concept of ‘place’ is fundamental. With changes in South Africa’s education 

structure and particularly in geography as a discipline, teachers are continuously trying to 

understand educational processes so that they may make well-informed and professional 

decisions. Thus, the research problem for this study is that it is unclear how South African 

school geography teachers conceptualise the concept of ‘place’ in school geography. The 

adequate conceptualisation of ‘place’ by school geography teachers is fundamental for 

successful geography learning. Primarily because the accomplishment of school geography is 

heavily reliant on teachers’ understanding of the concept of ‘place’. In support of this notion, 

other studies by geography gurus, Cresswell (2008), Maude (2009), and Brooks (2010), have 

also investigated the importance of ‘place’ in school geography, and they maintain that the 

success of school geography is heavily dependent on teachers’ understanding of the concept of 

‘place’. Finally, the study provides a detailed context on teachers’ general conceptualisation of 

‘place’ in geography, as well as a clear framework on how school geography teachers should 

teach and apply geographical learning of ‘place’. In this way, geography as a study of places 

will be able to keep its central role. For example, promoting place-based learning as well as 
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ensuring that all three components of subject knowledge, namely pure, pedagogic, and school, 

are properly implemented. 

 

Historically, the concept of ‘place’ is a pillar of geography’s identity. Hence without the 

concept of ‘place’ educational geography and geography as a discipline will not exist (Larsen 

& Harrington 2018).  In addition, for the field of geography, ‘place’ is a top priority, especially 

in a modern changing and globalising world (Larsen & Harrington 2018). However, geography 

teachers face a conundrum when it comes to creating place-based learning (Larsen & 

Harrington 2018). In other words, they lack key components to understand, as well as effective 

ways to teach, the concept of ‘place’. As a result, they do not promote place-based learning. 

 

In geography, subject knowledge is divided into three categories: pure, pedagogical, and 

school-based (Walshe 2007). Pure, pedagogic, and school subject knowledge are all integrated 

into the concept ‘place’. In other words, all subject knowledge aspects must be thoroughly 

understood by school geography teachers. The danger is that, without having a geographical 

understanding and representation of ‘place’, school geography teachers are likely to teach pure 

subject knowledge only, as a result, neglecting pedagogic and school subject knowledge. This 

then defeats the rationale of having geography in the curriculum.   

 

Most importantly, concepts are used to organise subject information as well as the content 

information (Lane et al. 2019). Furthermore, they also facilitate effective teaching and learning 

between teachers and students. However, concept meaning varies between teachers, which then 

affects students understanding of concepts. In other words, teachers may constantly refer to the 

concepts while students do not recognise them (Lane et al. 2019). In this study, the emphasis 

is on the concept of ‘place’, and therefore students may not recognise the concepts of ‘place’. 

The concept of ‘place’ enriches students’ search for solutions to the current society’s problems 

that do not have the understanding of the concept ‘place’ (Larsen & Harrington 2018).  

Importantly, profound understanding of places clarifies to us how the world works. Therefore, 

teachers should effectively teach the concept of ‘place’ through school subject knowledge. If 

not, it defeats the purpose of having geography in the curriculum. 

 

Consequently, the rationale for focusing on the concept of ‘place’ in school geography is that 

geography is deliberately or unintentionally dependent on ‘place’ (Larsen & Harrington 2018). 

For example, Mapwork has traditionally been a popular tool for students to locate and identify 
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places. The introduction of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in educational geography 

also makes ‘place’ an important concept (Larsen & Harrington 2018). Furthermore, the value 

of studying places in geography is that most of the content is found outside the classroom, 

mainly in the real world and in different places (Hassen 2015). Consequently, the researcher 

anticipates that the results of this study will be more useful in coming up with strategies for 

facilitating and implementing geographical learning of ‘place’. Primarily because these 

strategies will be put forward by other teachers, making it easier for teachers to implement 

them in their classrooms. Furthermore, the results of this study should help teachers, 

researchers, and educational policy makers explore effective skills and resources that enhance 

geographic learning of ‘place’. The results of this study will also create opportunities for 

developing more effective strategies and methods in the teaching of geographic learning of 

‘place’.  The researcher’s perspective is that the results of this study will increase teachers’ 

motivation to teach geography and increase students’ interest in the subject. 

 

1.3.2 Motivation 

Walshe (2007), points out that one needs to consider that both teachers and students have their 

own perspectives on geography as a school subject, as well as their own experiences and beliefs 

about the subject. In the view of the researcher, students are influenced by the value system 

that is prevalent in their culture and communities. In other words, there is a disconnect between 

students’ prior knowledge and the essential elements of geography as a discipline. Therefore, 

there is a need to strengthen students’ pre-existing knowledge and understanding of how it 

relates to geographical knowledge, and then build from there. For example, this can help 

students to link and understand basic physical and human structures that affect daily life. Martin 

(2008) states that it is important to establish methods of conceptualising geography such that 

students can better comprehend the geographic significance in their daily lives. As a result, it 

is critical to incorporate geographic values and attributes into geography as a school subject 

(Hopwood 2008). According to Jackson (2006), thinking geographically is the most effective 

way of understanding the world; it ensures that citizens are well-informed and knowledgeable. 

On a larger scale, school geography attempt to instil in students the following important values 

and attitudes (IEB 2019:21): 

 “a concern for the sustainable and fair use of resources for the benefit of all 

 recognising the significance of informed decision making 

 the application of geographical knowledge and skills in students’ personal lives 
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 respect for the rights of all people 

 a sense of fairness, sustainability and equality”. 

It is beyond doubt that these values contribute to the development of students’ ability to think 

geographically and apply fundamental geographic educational goals. The above-mentioned 

values in geographic education demonstrate that geography can influence students’ opinions 

and make them think geographically. Bradbeer et al. (2004) further adds that it is important to 

think and do things in a geographical fashion. In this way, there will be a link between students’ 

pre-existing knowledge and key principles of geography as a subject. This will enable students 

to think geographically, while applying their pre-existing knowledge. Similarly, Hopwood 

(2008) also postulates that non-judgmental, non-discrimination, human rights observance, and 

dedication to long-term sustainable development initiatives are all values of geography 

education. Frances (2010: 165) maintains that “the substance of geography, its content, is 

embedded with values about what is significant as perspective and content”.  It is beyond doubt 

that these values contribute to the development of students to think geographically and apply 

fundamental geographic educational goals. The benefits are that students will have a strong 

understanding of historical geography as well as how it has influenced the evolution of people, 

places, and the environment. Over and above, they must be capable of making sensible 

decisions on issues affecting the physical surroundings as well as society. 

 

Accordingly, the researcher’s teaching experience as a geography teacher has inspired the 

motivation for this study, and therefore a theoretical motivation. Firstly, the researcher’s 

experience of teaching geography made the researcher realise that ‘place’ is the most important 

concept in geography. Likewise, Cresswell (2008) states that the understanding of ‘place’ is an 

important part of geography. Creswell (2004) further adds that ‘place’ lies at the centre of 

geography’s interests and claims that geography is about places. Walshe (2007) also maintains 

that the understanding of ‘place’ as a conceptual framework must be the primary focus in 

educational geography. As a result, students will be able to understand geography as a unified 

body of knowledge rather than a collection of separate units of study. Hence, geographers must 

push for a progressive sense of place among people and the public (Castree 2009). 

 

Interestingly, when the researcher was teaching a unit on human development and inequality, 

the researcher realised the significance of geographic values concerning the concept of ‘place’. 

The focus was on comparing lives in a highly developed country (Singapore) and a less 
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developed country (Malawi). The researcher had to ensure that the students thought 

geographically, with respect for the rights for all when comparing places (Singapore and 

Malawi). The researcher used a similar approach when teaching a unit on hazardous Earth 

processes, namely tropical cyclones, earthquakes and volcanoes in developed and developing 

nations. An example is the varying impacts tropical cyclones have on developed and 

developing nations, namely Hurricane Katrina in the USA, 2005 and Typhoon Haiyan in the 

Philippines, 2003. As a developed country, the United States had excellent forecasting and 

trafficking services and closely monitored Hurricane Katrina (Cooper et al. 2016). In 

preparation, the government ordered the evacuation of cities such as New Orleans. In the 

United States 1800 people died, compared to 7000 deaths in a less developed country, the 

Philippines (Cooper et al. 2016). Hence, thinking geographically provides a language that is 

made up of thoughts and ideas that might assist students in seeing interconnection among 

places and scales that others often overlook (Jackson 2006). The main benefit is that students 

can think geographically and understand where countries are in relation to one another, as well 

as their level of development. 

 

Walshe (2007) states that the ability of geography teachers to engage students in the learning 

process is critical for school geography success. Therefore, school geography teachers should 

know what makes subjects difficult for their students and be familiar with the various 

conceptions that will emerge in a school geography lessons. As a result, teachers would be able 

to choose the best techniques to assist students to rearrange their intuitive concepts (Lane et al. 

2019). Students must have a better understanding of subject knowledge in order to participate 

effectively in the teaching and learning of geography (pure, school, and pedagogic) and 

geographic concepts. On the other hand, Lane (2009) states that teachers need to have a 

profound understanding of the key geographic concepts. Hence, it does not come as a surprise 

that geography teachers need to be well-informed about their subject content in order to teach 

geography successfully.  Brooks (2006) further adds that teachers need to engage with 

geography continuously to ensure that they teach lessons that are grounded in geography 

content, meanings and morals.  It is clear that geography teachers must clearly understand pure 

and pedagogic subject knowledge, more importantly, school subject knowledge. Thus, teachers 

with adequate subject knowledge and good pedagogic skills are effective specialist teachers. 

The researcher’s concern is that school geography teachers may not have an adequate 

understanding of subject knowledge. Teachers with a strong subject knowledge can see how a 

specific curriculum should be taught effectively and induct students to think geographically.   
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Hence, the researcher intends to investigate teachers’ understanding of the concept of ‘place’ 

in school geography, particularly through the application of geographic values and attributes, 

including the impact this can have on the students who are taught by such teachers. Several 

studies have shown that some teachers do not have sophisticated conceptions of geography 

(Bradbeer et al. 2004). On that note, the extent to which South African school geography 

teachers understand the concept of ‘place’ is unclear, vague and ambiguous. Furthermore, there 

have been insufficient studies conducted in South Africa to investigate how teachers 

understand the concept of ‘place’ in school geography. 

 

1.4 Focus and Purpose  

The primary goal of this study aimed to investigate how geography teachers conceptualise the 

concept of ‘place’. This would provide insight on how far geography teachers understand the 

concept of ‘place’ in school geography, and this would provide an opportunity to investigate 

how school geography teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography. This will be 

helpful in coming up with strategies on how teachers facilitate and implement geographic 

learning of ‘place’, by looking at teaching strategy, methods and students’ work within the 

geographic learning of place.  Lastly, the nature of place in school geography was explored 

through document analysis.   

 

1.5 Research Questions 

Primary research question: 

What are teachers’ conceptualisations of ‘place’ in school geography? 

 

Secondary research questions (SRQ); 

 What is the nature of ‘place’ in school geography? 

 What are teachers’ understandings of ‘place’ in school geography? 

 How do teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography? 

 How do teachers implement geographic learning of ‘place’?  

 Why do teachers have a dissimilar conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school geography? 
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1.6 Research Structure 

The researcher has already provided background information for this study in this first chapter. 

To produce a flowing and organised research project, the secondary research questions are 

answered, and in accordance with the following other chapters: 

 

Chapter 2: Literature review 

In this chapter, the researcher provided a solid background on the concerning ‘place’, the 

concept of ‘place’, and the conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school geography. The chapter also 

dealt with geography’s four big ideas, geographic learning of these ideas, defining ‘place’ in 

academic geography and key characteristics of ‘place’, the significance of ‘place’ in the school 

geography curriculum and society, values in geographic education, geographical knowledge, 

thinking geographically and rationally. The researcher discussed the existing views on research 

in educational geography, how teachers gain geographical knowledge, the geographical 

concept of ‘place’, and geography as the study of places. The researcher elaborated on conflicts 

concerning the concept of place in human geography and its history, conflicts concerning the 

concept of place in physical geography and its history. 

 

Chapter 3: Theoretical framework 

In chapter three, the researcher elaborated on the theoretical and conceptual framework, and 

provided a rationale for choosing a theoretical framework.  The researcher discussed concept 

formation as a concept that guided this study. The theory of concept formation was introduced 

by Dumont & Wilson (1967) in the field of Sociology. Dumont & Wilson (1967) postulate that 

concepts are open to more than one interpretation. This implies that people interpret concepts 

differently. In line with this, geography teacher conceptualisation varies from teacher to 

teacher. In this study, concept formation helped in understating ‘place’ as a concept through 

Implicit Theory, Theory Sketch, and Explicit Theory. 

 

Chapter 4: Research design and methodology 

The fourth chapter provided specific research methodologies used in acquiring data for this 

qualitative research study. It also presented the summary of an interpretive paradigm as well 

as a rationale for using purposeful sampling. The researcher stated why these elements were 

important in this investigation. The researcher elaborated on the case study strategy for this 

research. Following that, the researcher discussed official document analysis, card sorting, and 

interviews as data-gathering strategies. He then went on to explain how he used these strategies 
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to produce data. Lastly, the chapter discussed the study's credibility, dependability, and ethical 

considerations. 

 

Chapters 5 and 6: Data analysis and interpretation 

In chapter five, the researcher presented and analysed the research findings. The first step was 

to scrutinise the official documents (Geography CAPS for FET Band). The following step was 

in chapter six, where the researcher analysed and interpreted data from card sorting activities 

and interviews that were conducted with eight geography teachers.  

 

Chapter 7: Presentation of findings                      

Chapter seven presented the findings from the official document analysis, card sorting, and 

interviews. This chapter included the analysis of another official document analysis, namely 

examination papers. Furthermore, chapter seven provides the reader with the study’s findings 

as well as important discoveries. 

 

Chapter 8: Concluding the study 

In chapter eight, the researcher presented a summary of the study. Likewise, the researcher 

made suggestions for future researchers as well as study recommendations, and further 

highlighted the study’s limitations. Finally, the researcher concluded the study with a self-

reflection and a discussion of the researcher’s personal development and significant 

advancement as a scholar. 

 

1.7 Conclusion  

The main purpose of chapter one was to present an outline for this study. Chapter one presented 

the study and provided an overview. It then provides the problem that prompted the start of this 

research, background information about the study, rationale and motivation, focus and purpose, 

as well as research questions. The background information highlighted the importance of place 

as an important concept in school geography and the understanding of the concept by 

geography teachers. The following chapter is the literature review, which concentrated in 

explaining the concept of ‘place’ in school geography. 

 

  

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

16 

 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, the researcher reviews the literature to establish a foundation and identify a 

study niche. This chapter begins by discussing, research in educational geography, powerful 

knowledge and geography’s powerful knowledge which includes key global geography ideas, 

and then deliberates on powerful knowledge in the geography curriculum, particularly 

geography’s key concepts, which highlights four key concepts in South Africa’s National 

Curriculum. The chapter then turns to examining the concept of ‘place’ in geography, the 

complexity of defining the concept of ‘place’, significance of ‘place’ in school geography and 

society, as well as theoretical approaches of ‘place’ in physical and human geography. The 

chapter concludes by proposing means of implementing geography that is place-driven, such 

as fieldwork and active learning.  

 

2.1.1 Research in Educational Geography  

Puttick (2012) states that there is a lack of research that concentrates on knowledge within 

geography education. Similarly, Brooks (2010) also maintains that there is insufficient research 

that deals with knowledge in geography education.  According to Brooks (2010), previous 

research has primarily focused on newly qualified teachers and their geographic understanding. 

On the other hand, Puttick (2012) states that the educational geography has received less 

attention at the classroom level. This suggesting that there is a need for research studies that 

will primarily focus on the classroom level. While there are increasing levels of research in 

educational geography, it seems to be largely disconnected from academic geography (Puttick 

2015). This suggests that there is a need for researcher within educational geography.  

 

School geography has been criticised for holding outdated knowledge, which is disconnected 

from academic geography (Puttick 2015). Disconnections between school geography and 

academic disciplines are thought to have resulted in the school subject becoming outdated 

(Puttick 2015). As a result, geography education research generally agrees on the need to place 

a greater emphasis on knowledge in the school subject (Puttick 2015). Puttick (2015:378) states 

that it “might be better for school geography (or at least geography education research) to get 

in the kitchen and help with the cooking, even if the actors are positioned as sous chefs working 

under head chefs”. In other words, it’s imperative for geographers to address vital issues in the 

research of the subject in order to achieve effective learning. Moreover, geography has been 
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undergoing a paradigm shift as teaching methodology and the nature of school geography have 

changed, and continue to change (van der Merwe 1998). The researcher believes that 

geographers must also investigate these changes to ensure that geography remains relevant as 

a discipline. 

 

2.2 Powerful Knowledge  

2.2.1 General Explanation of Powerful Knowledge 

Lambert et al. (2016:190) shares the same perspective as Michael Young’s (2010) original 

general explanation of powerful knowledge, which advocates for “evidence-based, abstract and 

theoretical, part of a system of thought, dynamic, evolving, changing-but reliable, testable and 

open to challenge, sometimes counter intuitive, exists outside the direct experience of the 

teacher and the student and discipline-based (though this poses the problem of defining a 

discipline)”. Moreover, Lambert et al. (2016:190) further concentrates on powerful knowledge, 

with a special focus on geography as a discipline. The researcher agrees with Lambert et al. 

(2016) that David Lambert’s comprehensive explanation of powerful knowledge is valid, 

primarily because it offers alternative perspectives on the curriculum. More so, having well 

versed knowledge on geography provides a detailed framework for curriculum analysis.  

 

In addition, Young (2010) denotes that adequate knowledge equips students with knowledge 

and experience that they are unable to acquire at home or from interaction with their 

environment. Young (2010) also adds that powerful knowledge allows those who possess it to 

look beyond their ordinary experiences, and it is both conceptual and based on evidence and 

experience. Lastly, Young (2008:14) claims that it “provides more reliable explanations and 

new ways of thinking about the world and acquiring it can provide students with a language 

for engaging in political, moral and other kinds of debate”.   

 

Another important aim of teaching ‘powerful geographical knowledge’ is to teach students and 

young people how to think geographically, which includes detailed descriptive and explanatory 

knowledge of the world, such as continents, countries, capitals, oceans, rivers, and mountains 

(Buddulph & Lambert 2017). Powerful geographical knowledge also enables students to 

conduct in-depth analyses of alternative social, economic, and environmental futures for 

specific place contexts and therefore understands why places are not the same (Buddulph & 

Lambert 2017). 
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2.2.2 How do teachers gain powerful geographical knowledge? 

“Geography teachers need to articulate the importance of knowing the subject matter of the 

discipline deeply, understanding how knowledge in geography is constructed, applying a range 

of evidence-based strategies for assessing student preconceptions in core topic areas, and 

devising strategies for representing these concepts so students can understand them” (Lane 

2009: 49). The above articulation fundamentals by Lane (2009) are what delineates a teacher 

with powerful geographical knowledge, particularly a teacher who ensures that students 

comprehend fundamental geographical concepts. Furthermore, geography teachers describe 

their geographical expert knowledge as a core principle in their teaching and learning decisions 

(Brooks 2010). Subject expertise is important because it allows geography teachers to develop 

an understanding of their work and effectively teach geography. Studies have shown that 

teachers have a different understanding of what geography is, and these views affect their 

teaching (Puttick 2012). Lane (2009) also states that geography teachers have different subject 

knowledge. Moreover, geography teachers consult their subject expertise as a guiding principle 

for their practice and decision-making (Brooks 2010). Teachers’ geographic knowledge 

depends on their experience and, on where and when they studied. Brooks (2010) also adds 

that teachers’ subject knowledge offers geography teachers a viewpoint that allows them to 

understand and analyse their work. 

 

On the other hand, school geography, is perceived by geography graduates to be distinct from 

their undergraduate studies (Brooks 2010). The main reason for this is that undergraduate 

courses rarely cover all of the geographical content covered in the school curriculum. As a 

result, geography teachers may not have a thorough understanding of all of the topics required 

to teach geography (Brooks 2010). While, Harte & Reitano (2015) point out that newly 

qualified school geography teachers lack subject knowledge. As a result, more research on 

ways to support newly qualified geography teachers is mandatory (Harte & Reitano 2015). 

 

Analysing school geography in the United Kingdom from 1850 to 2000, Brooks (2010) 

contends that it has been shaped by broad pedagogical changes and developments such as what 

she describes as ‘progressive’ teaching and learning concepts; where teaching is student-

centred, teachers facilitate and guide a lesson. Lane (2009) adds that geography teachers must 

allow students to express their ideas in class; teachers, therefore, must use students’ prior 

knowledge. 
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Catling (2017) states that workshops and pre-service training for geography teachers are 

important. Teachers need to become knowledgeable about geography to teach it effectively to 

their pupils. Most importantly, Dong-min (2018) also maintains that ongoing professional 

development are necessary for a better understanding of the subject and its theories. Overall, 

the researcher believes that in order to effectively teach geography, school geography teachers 

should be provided with a variety of training opportunities. 

 

2.2.3 Defining Subject Knowledge  

There are three basic categories of subject knowledge: pure, school, and pedagogic (Walshe) 

(2007). This study followed a similar pattern, and therefore subject knowledge was categorised 

into pure, school, and pedagogic content knowledge. Pure subject knowledge should focus on 

the academic aspects of geographical ideas (place, space, spatial distribution patterns, and 

human-environment interaction), geography values, and thinking/rationally geographically 

(Walshe, 2007). Pedagogic content knowledge (PCK) concentrated on how the subject is 

understood by others, and the techniques that are used by teachers to teach geography to 

students (Walshe 2007). More importantly, it looked at how geography teachers understand 

and teach the concept of ‘place’.  While, school subject knowledge, which was the central 

category, focused on key topics, content, and themes. To be more specific, it looked at the 

contents of a curriculum (Walshe 2007), as well as the nature and implementation of ‘place’ as 

a central concept in school geography.   

 

2.3 Geography’s Powerful Knowledge 

2.3.1 General Overview 

Puttick (2012) asks important questions, namely, ‘what is geographic knowledge?’ and ‘why 

students need access to it?’. Geography aims at describing and explaining the dynamic 

interrelationship between the physical and human worlds, identifying location of different 

places on the world map and encouraging the use of new technologies such as Information & 

Communications Technologies and Geographic Information System (GIS) (DBE 2011). Holt-

Jensen (2018) further adds that contemporarily geographers are using GIS and computer 

mapping, rather than traditional maps. Furthermore, Geography Education (GE) aids in the 

development of students’ individual and interpersonal competence (IEB 2019). In addition, 

Lane et al. (2019) recognise four distinct types of knowledge as follows: 
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 The first is factual knowledge, which is the information that is required by students in 

order to solve problems. In geography, this information is about the world, for example, 

information on countries, oceans, rivers, or mountain ranges. 

 

 The second is conceptual knowledge, it includes schemas, categorisation hierarchies, 

and explanations. It also involves the geographic concepts that geography employs to 

comprehend and make sense of the world, namely location, place, scale, and space. 

 

 The third is procedural knowledge, which includes subject-specific skills, processes, 

and application of geographical information through inquiry to problem solve and make 

decisions. It can also be referred to as thinking geographically. 

 

 The fourth is metacognitive knowledge, which includes knowledge and awareness of 

one’s thoughts as well as that of others. 

 

The structure of the article by Lane et al. (2019:11) was based on the second category, that of 

conceptual knowledge, and guided by the following research questions: “How do we define 

concepts in geography? How do students develop a deep understanding of geography 

(conceptualisation)? What is the role of alternative conceptions/threshold concepts in this 

process? What are the implications for geographical educators in terms of pedagogy?”.  To 

sum up the conceptual knowledge; the geography curriculum must be able to guide students 

through a progression, from identifying and describing geographical concepts, to 

understanding, explaining, and selecting appropriate information (Lane et al. 2019). 

 

To achieve the fundamental purposes of school geography, Maude (2018) proposed 

foundational means in which teachers might apply the mastery of the subject. Firstly, he 

suggests Michael Young’s alternative way of interpreting the concept of subject knowledge, as 

powerful knowledge that empowers students’ new ways of thinking, better explains and 

understands natural and social terms, and considers other alternate futures and what they might 

be able to do to influence them (Maude 2018). In addition, Maude (2018) adds that powerful 

knowledge allows students to have some control over their own knowledge and allows them to 

participate in important contemporary deliberations. Secondly, Maude (2018:181), maintains 

David Lambert’s ideals that “knowledge is ‘powerful’ if it predicts, if it explains, if it enables 

you to envisage alternatives, if it helps you to think”. Therefore, Maude (2018) argues that the 
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concepts of powerful knowledge should include a method for determining which components 

of discipline knowledge are particularly powerful, as well as methods for putting them into 

practice. Thirdly, Maude (2018) recommends five geographical methods of powerful 

knowledge that are important in helping teachers to grasp and use concepts more effectively. 

For example, the first geography form of powerful knowledge states that “Knowledge that 

provides students with new ways of thinking about the world” (Maude 2018:181). In this way, 

students are encouraged to be critical thinkers, as a result, students’ perceptions and behaviour 

may change owing to the powerful ways of thinking (Maude 2018). Furthermore, key concepts 

in geography, such as place, space, and the environment, are integrated into this method 

because they contain numerous ways of thinking (Maude 2018). This method is crucial in the 

researcher’s viewpoint because geography is a field that solely depends on major concepts, 

particularly the concept of ‘place’. Obviously, this method includes key components of 

powerful geographical knowledge while also putting the concept of powerful knowledge into 

practice.  

 

Additionally, Maude (2018:182-186) outlined other important methods as follows: 

 “knowledge that provides students with powerful ways of analysing, explaining and 

understanding” 

 “knowledge that gives students some power over their own geographical knowledge” 

 “knowledge that enables young people to follow and participate in debates on 

significant local, national and global issues”, and 

 ‘global geographical issues affecting the world”. 

 

For example, Maude (2018) postulates that in year 8 according to the Australian geography 

curriculum, “Changing Nations”, can be used as an interactive and effective geography topic.  

He did this by employing the five geographical methods of powerful knowledge. In this way, 

Maude (2018) demonstrated how geography expertise can be integrated into the teaching and 

learning of the subject.  Perhaps, in the South African curriculum, this could be employed in 

the Grade 12 units on settlements and the economic geography of South Africa. These units 

are place driven by nature. They give a full understanding of causes and consequences, and 

therefore a distinct method of thinking. In conclusion, Maude (2018) suggested alternative 

ways of describing and identifying powerful knowledge and emphasised that the concept of 

mastery of Geography should give power to those who have it, rather than by the way it is 
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produced. Maude’s five geographical learning strategies are accepted by the researcher because 

they are practical approaches that foster critical thinking and, more importantly, geographical 

thinking. 

 

2.3.2 Counter Ideas on Geography Powerful Knowledge  

However, the concept of powerful knowledge “does not tell us what to teach” (Lambert et al. 

2016:90). In other words, it doesn’t provide a clear framework for how it should be 

implemented. Furthermore, powerful knowledge on what should be taught is not specified for 

teachers (Lambert et al. 2016). David Lambert’s theory of geography curriculum development 

widely accepted by the researchers, has a shortfall in defining what “powerful knowledge in 

geography” means (Lambert et al. 2016). The other critical aspect is that there are no 

specifications as to how the concept of powerful knowledge aids teachers in making decisions 

about what to teach (Maude 2018). Hence, “the aims of school geography are to equip learners 

with geographically skillsets that are helpful in their daily lives making them effective problem 

solvers” (Lambert et al. 2016:89). 

 

2.3.3 Thinking Geographically 

Firstly, it is significant that students can think geographically. Geographically skillsets allow 

students to see the subject holistically and relevant to their lives rather than a collection of 

disparate units of study (Janis 2017). Well versed geographers can easily connect between 

global and local scales in contrast to students who have not been taught these skills 

(Geographical Association 2009). Geographers believe that thinking geographically gives one 

a greater understanding of the world and in a unique way too, as well as understanding difficult 

problems from local to global scales (Geographical Association 2009). In addition, 

geographical thinking has evolved significantly over the past years in global matters such as 

climate change, impact of wars on humans and the environment (Janis 2017). This has led to 

an increased demand to support geographical thinking in schools. Geographical skillsets 

empower the learners to view the world effectively (Jackson 2006: 199). Therefore, teachers’ 

knowledge about the subject enables students to develop their thinking and are bound to think 

geographically (Janis 2017). 

 

2.3.4 Thinking Rationally 

Geography enables students to think rationally about a situation. It allows them to think outside 

of the box to find a new unique solution to a problem (Jackson 2006). In addition, it creates 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

23 

 

room for critical thinking which helps students to objectively analyse a situation without 

judgment. Rational thinking also produces quality thoughts. Thus students can put together 

good ideas that are well thought out and understandable. All these factors create students who 

are independent thinkers. They can think for themselves and do not just take someone’s word 

for it. As a result, the South African curriculum aims to produce students who can “solve 

problems and make decisions using critical and creative thinking, work effectively as 

individuals and with others as members of a team, collect, analyse, organise, and critically 

evaluate information” (DBE 2011:5). In this way, the students will be able to effectively and 

critically apply science and technology (DBE 2011). Furthermore, geography recognises the 

importance of informed choices which teaches learners to respect all people’s rights as well 

instil in them a sense of fairness, sustainability, and equality (DBE, 2011). 

 

2.3.5 Key Geography Concepts at Global Level  

According to Bjelland et al. (2013), the key characteristics of geography are as follows: 

 “place and space 

 space and place 

 scale and connection 

 proximity and distance” 

 

2.3.5.1 Place and Space 

To begin, geography helps us to recognise the similarities and differences across the world 

(Geographical Association 2009). It enables precise location of places be it physical or cultural 

characteristics and effective function in increasingly interdependent world. Also, we must 

comprehend society’s spatial organisation and see order in what appears to be a random 

scattering of people and places (Bjelland et al. 2013). 

 

2.3.5.2 Space and Place 

The term ‘space’ refers to the area in and around which all humans exist and where activity 

occurs (Bjelland et al. 2013), whereas ‘place’ refers to a geographical location that is distinct 

in its biology, culture, and social features. Through geography, one can see how space is being 

transformed in terms of modernity and how the world is being made smaller with technology 

(Jackson 2006). Geography tries to understand the positive and negative sides to this change 
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and how we can deal with it. Therefore, it is significant for students to be conscious of the 

space and place they are in and how it has been transformed for the better and the worse. 

 

2.3.5.3 Scale and Connection 

Besides scale showing size on maps, it is also used to refer to the global size of local regions. 

Connection refers to the linking between places. It can be a tangible or intangible connection 

and it can create a network between the places (Bjelland et al. 2013). Geography observes the 

local and global factors of a place. Local factors can have global consequences and global 

design can have local effects. Local and global places are connected through networks of roads, 

telephone lines, the internet, and technology (Jackson 2006). There is often an interchange 

between places which is spatial diffusion. This is the dispersion of ideas from one central place 

to other places directly or indirectly connected (Bjelland et al. 2013). 

 

2.3.5.4 Proximity and Distance 

Proximity and distance in geography can be observed through absolute and relative distance, 

distance decay, and distance (Jackson 2006).  All of this is related to physical distance, which 

aids in understanding of places, cultures, and people groups. Geographers study why people 

travel the distances they do, but also why they might not travel a certain distance (Jackson 

2006). However, it is also important to study not only the physical distance of a place but rather 

the nearness through technology and development (Jackson 2006). 

 

2.3.5.5 Contested  views on Key Geography Concepts 

There are differing opinions among geography writers about what constitutes key geographical 

concepts, including the aforementioned key concepts. One of the primary reasons is that key 

concepts, curriculum overviews, and topics differ from country to country. For example, 

Catling (2021) classifies key concepts as place, space, human-environment interactions and 

scale. Whereas Maude (2021) classifies key concepts into four; place, space, environment and 

interconnection. Maude (2021) also adds two analytical ones (scale and time), and two 

evaluative ones (sustainability and human wellbeing).  

 

The researcher aligns more with Maude’s four key concepts, mainly because of a method that 

he used for selecting these key concepts, the researcher discussed these characterises in the 

introduction. Another reason was the second level and third-level conceptual understanding 
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techniques that Maude (2021) used. With the use of second-level conceptual understanding, 

Maude (2021) incorporated the concept of ‘place’, and clearly demonstrated how key 

geographical can be unpacked. He unpacked different ways geographers think about and use 

the concept of place, for example, “Places are parts of the Earth’s surface that have been 

identified and given meaning by people, and may be perceived and used differently by people 

of different ages, gender, physical ability, ethnicity or other attributes” (Maude 2021: 30). Most 

importantly, Maude (2021) suggests that the above mentioned classification of key concepts, 

will assist students in understanding their various roles and functions, as well as how to use 

them productively.  

While there are differing perspectives on key concepts, there appears to be consensus on the 

concept of ‘place’ and space. Brooks (2017) states that place and space are fundamental 

concepts because they represent geographical ideas that are both technical and abstract.  Jankell 

et al. (2021) make an important addition by stating that the concepts that most geographers 

agreed to be in the core lens are place and space. Mainly, because, students can learn how the 

geographer selects, organises and structure’s knowledge. The articulations by Brooks (2017) 

and Jankell et al. (2021) mentioned above are among the reasons the researcher chose to explore 

the importance and conceptualisations of ‘place’. Including the researchers viewpoint that, 

‘place’ is one of the foundation concepts in geography. 

 

2.4 Powerful Knowledge in Geography Curriculum: Geography’s Key Concepts  

2.4.1 What is a Concept? 

According to Brooks (2013), a concept is a broad term that is applicable to a range of situations. 

In other words, depending on the context, a concept has a varied meaning. For example, in 

educational geography, concepts have been applied to describe and characterise geographical 

knowledge (Brooks 2013). However, it is unclear which concepts are key and how geography 

teachers should apply them (Brooks 2013). To address the dissimilarities within concepts, 

Brooks proposed the following dimensions (Brooks 2013:77-78): 

 “hierarchical - concepts as a content container, with the focus on the subject” 

 “organisational” - concepts help the linking of ideas, experiences, and processes, with 

a focus on pedagogy”, and 

 “developmental” - concepts reflecting the process of deepening understanding, with a 

focus on the student”. 
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Firstly, the researcher believes that some concepts are ‘big’ and more important than others, 

hence he supports the hierarchical nature of concepts. Therefore, the researcher argues that 

some concepts are ‘big’, while others are ‘key’.  Secondly, the researcher also accepts the 

organisational nature of concepts. Undoubtedly, ‘big’ and ‘key’ concepts should be integrated 

in order to teach geography effectively. As Brooks (2013) maintains, concepts are viewed as a 

tool for advancing geography education. Thirdly, the researcher further accepts the 

development of a concept, with a particular focus on students. Moreover, concepts are 

developmental in nature, and therefore, students use them to comprehend lesson’s content 

(Brooks 2013). On the other hand, Roberts (2010) suggests that geography education should 

focus on creation of a conducive learning environment. As a result, geography teachers should 

pay more attention to key concepts (Roberts 2010). To conclude, the researcher recognises all 

three dimensions: hierarchical, organisational, and developmental, of concepts, as they ensure 

that teachers understand what geographical concepts are and how to apply them effectively. 

 

2.4.2 Geography’s Key Concepts 

It should be noted that the notion of powerful geographical knowledge is grounded in key 

geographic concepts. As a result, geography education revolves around these key concepts 

(Brooks 2013). Similarly, Maude (2015) contends that geography’s modes of thought are 

incorporated in key geographical concepts. Indeed, key concepts provide a foundation for 

school geography. These key geography concepts, on the other hand, differ from country to 

country. Place, space, and the environment are key geography concepts in the Australian 

geography curriculum (Maude, 2015), while place, space, and scale are key concepts in the 

English geography national curriculum (Brooks, 2013). In the South African geography 

curriculum, key concepts are “place, space (spatial distribution), physical Earth (spatial 

distribution patterns) and human-environment interactions” (DBE 2011). Interestingly, place 

and space are referenced in Australian, English, and South African geography curricula, 

therefore putting the idea that place and space are possibly the most important concepts. 

However, this study was conducted in South Africa, and the researcher opted to accept the key 

concepts stated in the South African curriculum: “place, space (spatial distribution), physical 

Earth (spatial distribution patterns) and human-environment interactions” (DBE 2011). While 

the researcher accepts these four key concepts, the researcher also claims that the concept of 

‘place’ is one of the foundational and most important concepts in geography. Primarily because 

the concept of ‘place’ creates a greater understanding of how the physical and human 
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components interact, hence ‘place’ interconnects other concepts. Indeed, geography is the 

study of places and geography is about places.  

 

2.5 Examining the Concept of ‘place’ in Geography 

2.5.1 The ‘place’ 

First and importantly, the researcher needed to offer a context and explanation for the ‘place’. 

A ‘place’ is a location that has distinct features that distinguish it from other places (Larsen & 

Harrington 2018). Similarly, Cresswell (2008) also describes a place as a location with 

meaning, that people identify and give meaning to. In the same way, Agnew (2011) refers to a 

place as the terrestrial surface that is unique and cannot be exchanged. When it comes to certain 

features of ‘place’, Cresswell (2008) postulates that a ‘place’ has a physical landscape such as 

buildings and importantly, a ‘sense of place’. Therefore, the meanings associated with a ‘place’, 

either individual and shared, are referred to as a sense of place. In that way, a ‘place’ is the 

environment in which people experience life, develop connections, and form their own 

identities (Van Otten & Bellafiore 2018). Within these identities, it is common to hear elderly 

people describe places they once lived, loved, studied, and worked in some years ago as 

significant (Van Otten & Bellafiore 2018). Even if certain places have changed, they remain in 

their hearts (Van Otten & Bellafiore 2018). In the same way, the ‘place’ where the researcher 

grew up has remained in his heart, and therefore he accepts the notion that places are unique 

and significant where people develop connections and identities. The researcher grew up in 

Enkanyisweni, a small village 44 kilometres south of Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 

Enkanyisweni did not have electricity, running water, or other basic services at the time. 

However, the physical features of Enkanyisweni, were present in some way. The topography 

of the ‘place’, including hills, valleys, rivers, and mountains, distinguishes Enkanyisweni as a 

special location, or rather, a location with a meaning. 

 

Places are created by humans in their encounters with the world around them (Larsen & 

Harrington 2018). As a result, culture, and experience influence people’s perceptions of places, 

and as a result, nature and culture cannot be comprehended outside of a specific place. 

Furthermore, memories, perceptions, feelings, social interaction with humans, and shared 

cultural beliefs all contribute to the mental construction of places (Larsen & Harrington 2018). 

Places are also formed as a landscape and for a variety of reasons social and physical 

characteristics cannot be separated from these landscapes, but must be combined to produce 

the anatomy of a ‘place’ (Larsen & Harrington 2018).  Through experience, emotional bonds, 
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and knowledge that people assign to a place, people can develop a sense of place (Butzow 

2019). As a result of these factors, people have varied interpretations of a ‘place’ or places, 

because they associate it with specific occurrences (Holt-Jensen 2018). 

 

2.5.2 Complexity in Defining the Concept of ‘place’ 

Having stated that ‘place’ has multiple dimensions, as well as the fact that individuals interpret 

places differently. Places can also be categorised and interpreted in relation to social status, 

cultural influences and socioeconomic prominence (Agnew 2011). Furthermore, Massey 

(1991:26) adds that:  

 “places are not motionless things, frozen in time. They are processes. 

 places do not have to have boundaries (boundaries may of course be necessary). 

 places do not have single, unique ‘identities’, they are full of internal conflicts”. 

Without a doubt, there are complexities in describing the idea of ‘place’. Accordingly, the 

researcher undertakes the idea that there is no single explanation for the concept of ‘place’. In 

essence, there are a variety of ways to characterise a ‘place’. “If it is recognised that people 

have multiple identities” as Massey (1991:28) pointed out, “then the same point can be made 

in relation to place”. To put it differently, Massey (1991) asserts that people have multiple 

identities which relate to places and that each place can be seen in accordance with its particular 

uniqueness. Massey (1991) further argues that places cannot be regarded as areas with 

boundaries around them in other words, any genuine place cannot be defined by political 

boundaries. To conclude, while the researcher acknowledges that describing the idea of ‘place’ 

is complex, the researcher believes that political borders, including administrative boundaries, 

can define a ‘place’. The researcher also sees these locations as having meaning and, more 

importantly, as places where people can develop a sense of place. 

 

2.5.3 Geographical Concept of Place 

To begin, it is crucial to understand the distinctions between a place and a region. A region is 

a collection of places, which is a convenient way to organise and interpret human-

environmental phenomena (Larsen & Harrington 2018). In this way, a region cannot exist 

without a place. Consequently, regions are collections of similar places.  Given the above, the 

concept of place is a pillar of geography’s identity. Hence, without the concept of place, 

educational geography and geography will not exist (Larsen & Harrington 2018).  Moreover, 

place is a primary consideration for the discipline of geography, particularly in today’s 

changing and globalising world. (Larsen & Harrington 2018) world.  Geography educators, on 
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the other hand, are at a loss as to how to conceptualise ‘place’ in geography. There are also 

issues with the public use of the identical term, because the meaning may vary, which 

influences responses and comprehensions of a concept (Lane et al. 2019). In addition, teachers 

may constantly refer to the concept of ‘place’ but occasionally students do not recognise the 

concept (Lane et al. 2019). Given the afore mentioned, Larsen & Harrington Jr (2016) postulate 

that 21st-century geography education should nurture the study of geographic concepts most 

importantly, the concept of ‘place’. 

 

2.5.4 Defining ‘place’ in Academic Geography  

The concept of ‘place’ in geography has been functional since the 1970s, predominantly in 

human geography (Cresswell 2004). Moreover, geography contributes to the discipline’s 

unification which brings together various specialisations (Maude 2009). As a result, 

understanding of ‘place’ is an important aspect of geography. Apart from this, Holt-Jensen 

(2018) describes geography as an encyclopaedic knowledge of places, in which all human 

actions, from mountaintops, forests to towns, and streets to houses, are influenced by ‘place’. 

Furthermore, Brooks (2010) suggests that the theme of the ‘place’ is a dominant and motivating 

fact for teachers to teach geography, hence ‘place’ is an important element for learners’ 

development. Through the sense of place, students are likely to be good citizens and they will 

understand where they are in the world. As a result, the nature of ‘place’ allows teachers to be 

more engaged with geography and to have a strong motivation to teach it (Brooks 2010). 

 

Geography is the study of places, and therefore geography curriculum should include a balance 

of substantive knowledge (facts, principles, and explanations) and procedural knowledge 

(concepts, methods, skills, and ways of gaining new knowledge). Furthermore, students should 

not only learn geography by doing the subject, but they should learn it by applying their pre-

existing knowledge. Furthermore, the researcher also believes that project based learning, 

which is an interactive approach, helps students learn geography more effectively. Maude 

(2009) outlines that the Australian geography curriculum focuses on the study of places through 

interactive means. Maude (2009) maintains that this enables students to relate to and 

comprehend a wide range of contemporary, future, local, and global issues. Most importantly, 

“what do geographers study? Geography is the study of places, with each place being a 

particular portion of space (Maude 2009). The fundamental geographical questions are: what 

are the characteristics of this place, how can they be understood and explained, and how and 

why do these characteristics differ from those of other places; and what is the significance of 
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these differences?” (Maude 2009). These fundamental geographical questions are answered by 

the three components of ‘place’; namely location, locale and sense of place. The three crucial 

components of ‘place’ are described in greater depth further below. 

 

To begin with, Castree (2009) postulates that the concept of ‘place’ has three meanings in the 

geography discipline, namely: 

 Place as a location (particular point on the Earth’s surface). 

 Sense of place (people’s feelings about the place, such as group identity). 

 Place as locale (scale for people’s daily activities). 

Similarly, Cresswell (2014) also states that ‘place’ consists of three components: location, 

locale and sense of place. Firstly, location relates to an objective position within a spatial 

framework, precisely longitude and latitude co-ordinates (Cresswell 2014). In other words, 

location refers to exact position on the Earth's surface. Furthermore, people can use location to 

locate themselves in relation to other locations that are a certain distance away in a specific 

direction (Cresswell 2014). On that account, the question of ‘where’ is answered by location. 

Secondly, the physical and social framework in which social relations take place is referred to 

as locale (Cresswell 2014). People, for example, have their own distinct assortment of buildings 

and parks (Cresswell 2014). To be more explicit, locale refers to the physical setting for 

interpersonal relationships as well as the setting for specific activities that distinguish it from 

other places. Lastly, the subjective aspect of a place, or the meanings that people assign to it 

indicates reference to sense of place (Cresswell 2014). To be more specific, the emotions that 

people associate with a place, primarily as a result of their own experiences. To conclude, the 

researcher recognises and believes that these three elements of ‘place’ are crucial in delineating 

the concept of ‘place’.  In addition, the researcher integrates the identified three components of 

‘place’ to the study, which is discussed in chapter three. Furthermore, these three elements of 

‘place’ are employed as a central section of chapter seven, the findings discussion. 

 

2.5.5 The Significance of ‘place’ in the School Geography Curriculum and Society 

The researcher believes that students and communities should be encouraged to develop a sense 

of place, owing to the fact that geography as a discipline depends on the concepts of ‘place’. 

Furthermore, the advantages are numerous; for example, ‘place’ doesn’t only  improve student 

performance but also society’s understanding of environmental, social, and economic issues. 
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As a result, this section postulates the significance of  ‘place’ in the secondary geography 

curriculum as well as in society. 

 

2.5.5.1 The Significance of ‘place’ in the School Geography Curriculum  

Emphasising the significance of place, Cresswell (2008) states that most school and university 

students are studying geography because they have an interest in places and the differences 

between places. Studying places enable both teachers and students to understand current social 

and cultural issues (Cresswell 2008), an example is development issues as a topic that focuses 

on inequality and promote understanding of social issues. A study of events such as natural 

disasters between developed and developing countries is another example of highlighting 

differences between places. 

 

On the other hand, the Canadian Council for Geographic Education (2020) outlines ten 

imperative reasons to study geography. The long term goal is to have geographers who will 

interpret the ‘real world’ using fundamental geographic skillsets. Notably, all ten reasons refer 

directly or indirectly to the concept of place. Five reasons make a direct reference to the concept 

of place, while the other five make an indirect reference through the use of terms such as 

physical systems/environment, Earth, and global. This is noteworthy in highlighting the 

importance of the geographical concept of place. Below are ten reasons that make studying 

geography crucial (Canadian Council for Geographic Education 2020): 

 to understand the physical systems that affect everyday life (e.g. earth-sun 

relationships, water cycles, wind and ocean currents) 

 to identify the location of places both physical and cultural characteristics in an attempt 

to function effectively in the interdependent world 

 understand the history of geography with regard to the evolution of people, their 

ideas, places, and environments 

 to create a mental map of one’s community, province or territory, country, and the 

world in order to understand the “where” of places and events 

 to elaborate how the processes of human and physical systems have changed the 

surface of the Earth 

 to comprehend the spatial organisation of society with reference to random scattering 

of people and places 

 to identify global spatial distributions that result in complex connectivity of people 

and places 
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 to deduce sound judgments in matters involving relationships between the physical 

environment and society 

 to safeguard and conserve the Earth for the benefit of the future generation  

 to link the world globally and to become a better global citizen”. 

 

2.5.5.2 The Significance of ‘place’ in the Society 

In terms of the significance of ‘place’ in society, first places aid in the comprehension of 

citizenship and migration debates (Cresswell 2008).  Hence, geographers have always been 

interested in places, but not in a place (Cresswell 2008).  Also, owing to advancements in 

human geography in the 1970s, there was a surge of interest in the study of places (Cresswell 

2008). On the other hand, Gruenewald states that place is an important concept because it 

places emphasis on analysing how economic and political decisions affect a specific location 

(Gruenewald 2003). As a result, place-based pedagogies are required so that citizens’ education 

can have a direct impact on the well-being of the social and ecological environments in which 

they live (Gruenewald 2003). Ecological place-based education has several characteristics to 

this developing field of practice (Gruenewald 2003:6). It: 

 “emerges from the particular attributes of place 

 is inherently multidisciplinary 

 is inherently experiential 

 is reflective of an educational philosophy that is broader than learning to earn 

 and connects the place with self and community”.  

 

2.5.6 Theoretical Approaches of Place  

Geography was incepted in the early 19th century, guided by environmental determinism and 

historicism (Campbell 2016). From the 1940s to the 1960s, geography mainly dwelled on the 

social history (a place for spatial studies). In the 1970s, geographic inquiry emerged, which 

emphasised that different settings have a different sense of place (Campbell 2016). Marxist 

theory which focused on domination and resistance across varied spaces was also used 

(Campbell 2016). 

 

2.5.6.1 Theoretical Approaches of Place in Human Geography and its History 

Castree (2009) points out that the concept of ‘place’ was neglected for almost three decades, 

between the 1950s and the late 1970s. This was owing to the application of mathematics and 

statistics in geography, to make geography a science (Castree 2009). Geography became a 
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spatial science that focused on measurements, statistics, developing laws, and other theories 

(Castree 2009). During this period, geography survived well without place as a central concept. 

However, in the early 1970s, not everybody was satisfied with scientific geography (Castree 

2009). Human geographers argued that science in geography was inhuman, which led to the 

rediscovery of ‘place’ (Castree 2009). In the early 1980s, the notion of ‘place’ became the 

central term in geography. Contemporary geography still shows that the concept of ‘place’ is 

interconnected and interdependent in the modern world. In today’s geography, this is seen 

through the global economy, politics, and cultural processes (Castree 2009). Overall, as the 

world changes, so do the human geography conceptions of place. However, human geographers 

respect differences in places, while acknowledging interconnections and interdependencies 

within places (Castree 2009). Overall, place remains an important point on the Earth’s surface, 

where people perform their daily activities and as a significant part of their identity. 

 

2.5.6.2 Theoretical Approaches of Place in Physical Geography and its History 

Place was never a primary focus for physical geographers; it was more essential for 

environmental geographers (Gregory 2009). It did not receive much explicit interest from 

physical geographers, in comparison to human geography. Physical geographers viewed the 

place as space that was occupied by living and non-living things (Gregory 2009). The place 

was regarded as the same as the environment, landscape, and nature (Gregory 2009). The range 

of terms used indicates that the concept of place was not significant in physical geography. 

 

At the 1992 Rio United Nations Conference, the idea of the place was given more attention 

(Gregory 2009). Since then, physical geographers have started to view place as an important 

attribute in geography. A cultural approach towards the physical environment was developed. 

Two major approaches, namely, conservation and the holistic dynamic environment, became a 

central focus (Gregory 2009). Furthermore, several disciplines related to the concept of the 

place were introduced. Sustainable development is a good example: the focus was on the 

restoration of places due to damage to wetlands, wildlife, and other areas owing to human 

impact (Gregory 2009). In conclusion, physical geographers are now involved in the design of 

the places, especially within the physical environment, (Gregory 2009). Indeed, the concept of 

place is now central to physical geography. 
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2.6 Means of Implementing Geography that is Place-Driven 

2.6.1 The Rationale for Studying Geography that is Place-driven 

What are the foundations of geography as a subject? What do geographers offer to equip 

students? (van der Merwe 1998). According to Hopwood (2008), geography is a school subject 

that is heavily imbued with significant values and attitudes. Hence, geography students should 

display responsibility by respecting and preserving their environment. Students must be able 

to value the environment as a place to live, love and care for, in which we will all live in the 

future (Sauvé 1996). These values, without a doubt, contribute to the nurturing of social 

responsible individuals. 

 

Moreover, The International Charter on Geographical Education states the following values in 

geographic education (Hopwood 2008): 

 “appreciation for the beauty of the physical world 

 concern for the quality and planning of the environment 

 dedication to seeking solutions to local, regional, national, and international problems 

based on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

 understanding, tolerance, and friendship amongst all nations”.  

Students are guided by the values upheld by their culture and community. The above-

mentioned values in geographic education demonstrate that geography can influence students’ 

opinions and make them think geographically. Key questions that need to be asked are: How 

do teachers teach geographic values to students? How should schools instil values in students 

or teach them to explore and develop their values? How do students make informed geographic 

decisions using geographic values and attributes? How do teachers teach students to think 

geographically? 

 

2.6.2 Place-Based Learning 

The field of geography contributes greatly in making the world a better place. Israel (2012) 

states that the subject is a vehicle for international peace, social and environmental justice. 

Accordingly, place-based education advocates for educational programs that connect students 

with their place in the natural and social worlds (Israel 2012). The main goal of place-based 

learning is to change the way students feel about a place and promote the creation of places 

that are more sustainable for the world (Israel 2012). Furthermore, place-based education 

enables students to go beyond the classroom and school, it allows them to engage directly with 
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their local communities and natural environment (Israel 2012). In summary, place-based 

education promotes and enriches the theory and practice of geography (Israel 2012). 

 

Place-based education originates from the desire of teachers to reconnect with the land, become 

rooted, and care for places (Ontong and Le Grange 2015). On that note, place-based education 

is a significant approach for connecting the ideas of sustainability, the environment, and place 

in geography teaching (Ontong et al 2015). Likewise, place-based education is an important 

approach in environmental education. It focuses on the sustainable environmental and 

conservational ethic that includes care for places. On the other hand, it makes students aware 

of the deeper social, ecological, and political forces that are rooted in places (Ontong and Le 

Grange 2015). Therefore, the understanding of local and global environmental issues through 

place-based education enables students to develop caring skills for places (Ontong and Le 

Grange 2015). 

 

2.6.3 Fieldwork 

Butzow (2019) states that geography as a subject is best learned through fieldwork. This takes 

place through inquiry and exploring. Butzow (2019) further adds that fieldwork enables 

students to investigate a sense of place and bring about more experiential learning. This makes 

fieldwork an essential component of teaching geography where students can observe and 

examine geographical phenomena in real places (Israel 2012). Fieldwork empowers students 

with practical research experience, direct tactile experience with phenomena, and increases 

richer observation skills (Israel 2012). Therefore, fieldwork programmes enhance the theory 

and practices of place-based education. Knowledge acquisition about the place visited is that 

of “going and finding out” (Israel 2012). The overall purpose of fieldwork is to establish 

effective connections with, and to act ethically in relation to a place (Israel 2012). Fieldwork 

and experiential learning enable students to define and construct their understanding of the 

sense of place (Butzow 2019).  

 

2.6.4 Teaching the Concept of Place in School Geography: Active Learning 

What is active learning? Active learning is a methodology that fosters active engagement 

within the learning environment (Tuna 2012). Active classroom learning is characterised by 

student-based components such as enquiry-based learning, problem-based learning, 

collaborative learning, and limited direct instruction from teachers (Tuna 2012). Bonwell & 

Eison (1991) further add that active learning in the classroom involves more than simply doing 
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the activity; it should also encourage thinking and reflection on learning activities. The 

researcher researched several different learning strategies for this study, including group work, 

role-play, discussions, enquiry-based learning, and debates, to name a few. According to 

Hanson & Moser (2003), by utilising the many types of learning strategies, active learning can 

lead to an “increase in student motivation and even build students’ critical thinking and 

problem-solving skills”. 

 

In spite of the above articulation on active learning, a study by Scheyvens et al. (2008) found 

that many geographers believe that there are significant restrictions to adopting an active 

learning approach and that it can be difficult to implement active learning where students have 

no prior knowledge of a subject. However, the researcher proposes that active learning should 

be a method that school geography teachers use to encourage place-driven education. As 

previously said, people have different perceptions of a ‘place’ or places, because they associate 

it with specific occurrences. As a result, the concept of ‘place’ by its very nature assures that 

students have prior knowledge. 

 

Different active learning methods can be employed in the classroom. While simple active 

learning methods such as students taking down notes provide some measure of activity during 

a class, this method often involves students copying what the teacher has provided, which may 

easily be void of learning and see students get by without really taking an active part in the 

class. Other more active methods such as group work (co-operative learning and discussions), 

debates, critical thinking (learn by doing), curiosity (problem-based learning), and creativity 

have a more positive effect. (Beylevel 2017) states that active learning allows students to work 

in pairs, share notes, clarify questions, and participate in group discussions. Further to this, it 

promotes students’ engagement. Different active learning methods can be employed within a 

lesson, namely collaborative learning, co-operative learning, and problem-based learning. 

 

Group work empowers the students to apply the skillsets they are being taught (Petty 2009). 

This method of active learning may also see shy students in the class become more involved in 

the classroom as they can often be coaxed into contributing to a group setting and this, in turn, 

can produce strong motivation (Petty 2009). When doing group work, the teacher must ask the 

students the right questions to get the most out of them and this is further supported by Lohman 

(2011) who states that guided learning is one method of engaging students since they feel 

empowered in the learning process. There is some research conducted on debates in the 
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classroom. For example, Marcello (2009) suggested classroom discussions should ensure that 

relevant issues and topics are debated, and enable learners to apply geographic perspective to 

understand complex issues. It is the responsibility of a teacher to ensure that the topic is made 

relevant to the students’ interests where possible, as according to Scheyvens et al. (2008), when 

students are motivated to connect with what they are learning to previous experiences, they 

learn more effectively, and more likely to absorb new ideas and, in turn, this should increase 

their motivation and engagement in the classroom. 

 classroom. 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

The researcher began this chapter by outlining the need for research in educational geography 

and a need for a detailed explanation of powerful knowledge, particularly in geography. The 

chapter concentrated on the concept of ‘place’ as well as the geographical concept of ‘place’.  

Indeed, this chapter demonstrated that ‘place’ is one of the foundational and important concepts 

in geography and school geography. Importantly, these important subjects were discussed and 

referenced using South African and international literature, with international experts such as 

Maude and Cresswell guiding the process. The theoretical framework guiding the study will 

be explained in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
3.1 Introduction   

In chapter one, the introduction, the researcher elaborated that place is a one of the most 

important concepts in school geography, and thus conceptualisation of place by school 

geography teachers is also significant. In chapter two, the researcher gave a more detailed 

elucidation of the concept of ‘place’. In this chapter, the researcher focused on studying the 

theoretical literature to describe the theory that guided this study. 

 

The conceptual and theoretical frameworks are important for guiding the research and also to 

establish the boundaries of the study (Bak 2003). It includes the interpretation and application 

of central and significant issues that structure the research (Bak 2003). Hence, researchers need 

to outline concepts and theories they believe to be the most valid for their research (Badenhorst 

2007). This study used a theoretical framework known as concept formation theory. According 

to Imenda (2014), a theoretical framework refers to the theory that a researcher decides to use 

to direct his/her study. In addition, a theoretical framework is the use of a theory, or a collection 

of concepts derived from a single theory, to explain an event (Imenda 2014). Therefore, in this 

study, the theoretical framework provided a structure and connected important concepts as well 

as how they relate to one another. Imenda (2014) further states that a selected theory must align 

with research questions and help the researcher identify the main variables and concepts in a 

given study. Accordingly, the theoretical framework must also provide a general methodology, 

namely research design, population, and research sample, as well as guidance in collection, 

interpretation, and explanation of the data (Imenda 2014). This claim is also supported by 

(Grant & Osanloo 2014), who maintain that a theoretical framework provides a researcher with 

general approaches for the methodology, research design, population, and research sample. 

Furthermore, a theoretical framework guides the researcher in collecting, interpreting, and 

explaining data (Grant & Osanloo 2014). Additionally, this theoretical framework provides a 

logical structure of interconnected concepts that helps to create an image of how ideas in a 

study relate to one another (Grant & Osanloo 2014). For example, in chapter one, the research 

problem for this study was discussed, and this chapter serves as guidance on how to address it. 

In other words, there is a strong connection between chapters one and three. Moreover, this 

chapter also serves as a foundation for the shaping of the following chapter, chapter four. The 

following research structure was used: 
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Problem  

Teachers are constantly seeking to understand educational processes to make educated and 

professional decisions as to the South African education system and geography as a discipline 

shift. The researchers’ concern, or rather the researchers’ problem for this study, was that it is 

unclear how South African school geography teachers conceptualise the concept of ‘place’ in 

school geography. The research problem for this study was discussed in chapter one, and this 

chapter serves a guide on how to address it.   

 

Purpose  

The primary goal of this research is to investigate ways teachers can conceptualise the concept 

of ‘place’ in school geography. Aim number one was to understand the nature of ‘place’ in 

school geography. The second aim of this research study was to provide an insight on teacher’s 

understanding, description and implementation of ‘place’ in school geography. In that case, the 

theoretical framework, the concept formation, in the form of Continuum of Theory 

Explicitness, guided both aims. As a result, Implicit Theory, Theory Sketch, and Explicit 

Theory were used to evaluate the research aims. 

 

Rationale and Motivation  

In South Africa, there has been gaps in research on how school geography teachers understand 

the concept of place in school geography. The findings will help the educational system as to 

how teachers understand and implement place-based learning. Also, this research is significant 

because it will potentially increase teachers’ enthusiasm for teaching geography in a 

geographical manner and students' interest in the subject. 

 

Research Questions  

Primary research question:  

o What are teachers’ conceptualisation(s) of ‘place’ in school geography?  

Secondary research questions: 

o  What is the nature of ‘place’ in school geography? What are teachers’ 

understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography? 

o  How do teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography? How do 

teachers implement geographic learning of ‘place’?  

o Why do teachers have a dissimilar conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school 

geography? 
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Literature Review  

Research in educational geography, Powerful knowledge, Geography’s powerful knowledge, 

Powerful knowledge in geography curriculum, Examining the concept of ‘place’ in geography 

and Means of implementing geography that is place-driven.   

 

Theoretical Framework 

 Concept formation, which emphasises that the concept of ‘place’ is open to multiple 

interpretations. As a result, the phenomenon of explicit theory, implicit theory and theory 

sketch were employed to answer the research questions and later to analyse findings.  

 

Methods  

Qualitative case study of eight school geography teachers in South Africa. Four data sources 

were official document analyses, card sorting, interviews, and personal document analyses. 

 

Data analysis plan  

Content and narrative analysis approach. 

 

Data analysis plan Content and narrative analysis approach. 

 

3.2 Concept Formation Theory 

Firstly, it is essential to provide the context for a concept. Concepts are subjects’ 

interpretation(s) or a way of thinking (Fraser 2006). This implies that people understand or 

conceptualise things differently and may also interpret events differently. Fraser (2006) adds 

that concepts are like a lens or a pair of glasses through which a person views the world and 

makes meaning of it. This study seeks to investigate the teachers’ conceptualisation of the 

concept of place in school geography. Therefore, school geography teachers may 

conceptualise the concept of place differently. In addition, Fraser (2006) states that concepts 

are strongly influenced by background, culture, and point of view. To sum up, while it can be 

advantageous to work with the formal definitions of concepts, such as the concept of place in  

geography, Fraser (2006) highlights the vulnerability that concepts are not fully defined.   

 

3.3 Concept Formation 

Dumont & Wilson (1967) observed that theoretical concepts in explicit theories were 

connected either directly or indirectly, with observables by rules of correspondence that have 
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been empirically justified. They, however, also observed that many concepts in sociology could 

not be evaluated on that basis because they did not operate within the context of a formal theory. 

Concerned with evaluation and theory construction, Dumont & Wilson (1967) wanted to find 

out whether or not there was a basis for giving special attention to some of these isolated 

concepts. As part of their work, they discovered that the most characteristic feature of concepts 

is that they tend to be ambiguous (Dumont & Wilson 1967). This implies that concepts are 

open to more than one interpretation, just like the concept of place in geography. Moreover, 

Dumont & Wilson (1967) state that concepts should be evaluated based on Implicit Theory, 

Theory Sketch, and Explicit Theory (Figure 1: Continuum of Theory Explicitness). Implicit 

Theory focuses on isolated abstract concepts and is not expressed directly but it is still 

understood. It is suggested by words, while Explicit Theory looks at concepts with epistemic 

and constitutive significance. In other words, it is stated directly (Figures 1 and 2). To put it 

differently, implicit implies that something is suggested but not clearly articulated; it is indirect. 

While explicit implies that something is clearly articulated, to be precise, it is expressed 

directly. On the other hand, Theory Sketch deals with concepts with epistemic and constitutive 

connections (Figure 1), therefore relates to both Implicit and Explicit Theory. This study was 

grounded in the theory of concept formation; hence it relates to the research question and 

objectives. Thus, this theory emphasises that concepts are open to more than one interpretation 

(Dumont & Wilson 1967), just like the concept of ‘place’ in geography.   

 

 

Figure 1: Illustrates the  Continuum of Theory Explicitness. Reproduced from Dumont 

& Wilson (1967: 989) 
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Figure 2: Illustrate differences between Explicit and Implicit Theory. Adapted from Sleek 

(2018) 

 

Consequently, Badenhorst (2007) points out that the theoretical framework must provide the 

basic outline for analysing data and drawing conclusions. In this study, Continuum of Theory 

Explicitness (Figure 1) provided the framework for analysing data and drawing conclusions. 

Imenda (2014) also adds that a theoretical framework, in this study, concept formation, directed 

by Continuum of Theory Explicitness (Figure 1), guides the researcher in collecting, 

interpreting, and explaining data. In addition, Grant & Osanloo (2014) further state that the 

theoretical framework lays the foundation from which all knowledge is constructed for this 

research study. For example, Grant & Osanloo (2014) claim that a house cannot be constructed 

without a blueprint. Signifying that a theoretical framework is a blueprint for the entire research 

study and serves as the guide on which researchers build and support their studies. Concerning 

the theoretical framework, Grant & Osanloo (2014) further add that there are two types of 

blueprints; namely elevation drawing and floor plan. Elevation drawing focuses on displaying 

the exterior of the home or outside viewing, in other words, a direct technique. While the floor 

plan deals with the interior details of a home and has more home details, in other words, an 

indirect (secondary) technique. Moreover, the floor plan blueprint contains the secondary 

theoretical principles and concepts of a theory (Grant & Osanloo 2014), and this fits well with 

the concept formation theory. 

 

Indeed, ‘place’ is a concept, and concepts are not clearly defined. Therefore, the concept of 

‘place’ should be looked at as either elevation drawing or floor plan blueprints that represent 

both exterior (direct) and interior (indirect/secondary) ideas. This ensures that both direct and 

secondary references to the concept of ‘place’ are clearly defined. Hence, the above articulation 

links well with the theoretical framework, Continuum of Theory Explicitness. For example, 
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Explicit Theory is concerned with direct referencing, whereas Implicit Theory is concerned 

with secondary referencing.  As a result, to explore the nature of ‘place’ in school geography, 

official document analyses Geography CAPS for FET Band document was guided by both 

Implicit and Explicit Theory. Theory Sketch in the form of card sorting was used to explore 

teachers’ understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography. Since Theory Sketch combines 

elements of both Implicit and Explicit Theory, the researcher chose it to explore teachers’ 

understanding of ‘place’. To explore how teachers, describe the role of ‘place’ in school 

geography, interviews were used, with both Implicit and Explicit Theory as guides. The 

implementation of geographic learning of ‘place’, official document analysis, and in this case, 

examination papers were used and also guided by Implicit and Explicit Theory. Lastly, as a 

deduction from all the above secondary research questions, the researcher scrutinised why 

teachers have a dissimilar conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school geography. 

 

3.4 Conclusion 

In this section, the researcher explored the theoretical framework’s importance, relevance, and 

significance, as well as its relevance in this study. This was indicated through the theory of 

concept formation, which emphasised that concepts are open to more than one interpretation. 

Taking into account that this study seeks to explore the conceptualisation of the concept of 

‘place’ in school geography. Therefore, the conceptualisation of place by geography teachers 

may perhaps be open to more than one interpretation. The research design and methodology 

will be looked into in detail in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

4.1 Introduction  

The preceding chapter, chapter three, highlighted the theoretical framework that stressed the 

phenomenon that this study focused on and created the lens through which this study was 

designed, as well as how the data was analysed. The research design and methodology 

employed in this study are described, discussed, and justified in this chapter. Research 

methodology is viewed by Macmillan & Schumacher (2014) as a systematic and purposeful 

procedure of collecting information on a particular research problem or issue. This chapter 

explains the purpose of this study, beginning with the research paradigm. The interpretivist 

paradigm, as well as a qualitative research method, were used to conduct this study. Primarily 

because the researcher was interested in understanding teachers’ experiences and perceptions. 

In this chapter, the researcher further elaborates on the rationale for selecting a qualitative 

method. The chapter begins by discussing the interpretivist paradigm. A case study approach 

was chosen among the interactive qualitative design; the approach is described in detail. The 

researcher will elaborate on the population, sample, and sample technique. The data gathering 

instruments, data collection techniques and presentation and analysis were also covered. The 

issue of reliability, validity, and the ethical protocol were also discussed. Lastly, the chapter 

concluded with a chapter summary. 

 

4.2 Research Paradigm  

According to Ali Riyami (2015), a research paradigm is a set of assumptions and notions that 

drive the research. Similarly, Mack (2010) states that a paradigm is an overall theoretical 

research framework. Creswell (2007) also maintains that a paradigm is a collection of beliefs 

and a worldview that influences actions. Therefore, the researcher accepted the above 

articulation by scholars, and as a result, the chosen research paradigm guided and provided the 

foundation for this study, including the research methodologies used.  

 

In exploring teachers’ conceptualisation(s) of ‘place’ in geography, the researcher decided to 

follow an interpretive approach.  Interpretive research enables a researcher to investigate a 

research phenomenon by using and interpreting the perception and experience of those who 

participate in the research process (Thanh & Thanh 2015). The key term is to ‘understand’ and 

it relates well within an interpretivist approach. The interpretivist strategy advocates respecting 

the differences between people and capturing different perspectives, meaning that people are 
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treated as research participants, not as objects (Ali Riyami 2015). It seeks the understanding of 

meaning, multiple interpretations, and getting fully comprehension of a phenomenon, in its 

unique context (Ali Riyami 2015). 

 

The researcher then progressed to deliberate on the qualitative research method. Creswell 

(2007) further adds that an interpretivist approach seeks to find underlying meaning from 

multiple realities and acknowledges that meaning is socially constructed. Moreover, 

interpretivist research permits researchers to conduct a study in its natural setting, such as case 

studies, ethnography, grounded theory, and phenomenology (Ali Riyami 2015). It thus does 

not come as a surprise that an interpretivist approach prefers qualitative methods for data 

collection, with interviews being a popular method (Ali Riyami 2015). Based on the above 

points, interpretivist components are more suitable in answering the research questions. For 

example, amongst the research questions in this study was to explore teachers’ understanding, 

description, and application of ‘place’ in geography. In this way, the information is socially 

constructed by school geography teachers.  

 

To conclude, an interpretivist approach assumes that people interpret events differently, which 

is the core foundation of this study. Furthermore, interpretivist research aligns well with 

qualitative research methods, both can only be observed from inside through people’s direct 

expediencies (Mack 2010). Individuals are understood and given the freedom to make meaning 

based on their experiences (Mukhari 2016).  Creswell (2007) further adds that interpretivist 

seeks to find underlying meaning from multiple realities and recognises that meaning is socially 

constructed. This research was based on the interpretivist paradigm since it focused on 

teachers’ conceptualisation of the concept of ‘place’ in geography. 

  

4.3 Research Design 

The gist on how the researcher intends to answer the research questions, are both addressed by 

the research design (Beylevel 2017). In this context, a research design is the process of 

conducting a study, including when and how data will be acquired from whom and under what 

conditions (Macmillan & Schumacher 2014). The most important aspect of a research design 

is the identification of methods of data collection to be used. They are the two most common 

research designs, namely quantitative and qualitative (Macmillan & Schumacher 2014).  

Quantitative research designs are objective in measuring and describing phenomena, while 

qualitative research designs emphasises data collection on naturally occurring occurrences 
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(Macmillan & Schumacher 2014).  Hence, the goal of quantitative research is to explain and 

predict how objects and events interact (Smit 2010). Contrary, the qualitative research strives 

to understand the life of individuals or groups in their natural environment (Smit 2010). For 

this research study, the qualitative research design was used. 

 

4.3.1 Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research collects data from people in their natural surroundings through in-depth 

studies such as face-to-face interviews or observation techniques (McMillan & Schumacher 

2014).  Biggam (2008) also maintains that qualitative research is an in-depth exploratory study 

that allows quality responses.  Here, the researcher used open ended questions, with the primary 

goal of extracting themes from the data in order to comprehend a social situation from the 

perspective of the participant (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). Qualitative research 

emphasises the gathering of data on the natural environment or setting, and the data is 

descriptive rather than numbers (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). Likewise, qualitative data is 

extremely valuable to this research and qualitative research has several advantages, for example 

“an increased degree of flexibility in the research design; the ability to avoid a reliance on the 

researcher’s pre-determined assumptions; and the ability to focus on the meanings of key issues 

for participants, especially any contradictions or inconsistencies in their perspectives” (Griffin 

2004).  

 

It should be noted that a qualitative research method has various limitations.  Firstly, research 

quality depends on the researchers’ individual skills, such as the ability to conduct an interview 

(Anderson 2010); without proper skills, it becomes difficult to collect data. Secondly, 

qualitative research can be influenced by the researcher's personal biases (Anderson 2010). As 

a result, subjective bias is a constant threat. Thirdly, the researcher’s presence during data 

collection, which is unavoidable, can affect the subjects’ responses (Anderson 2010). Fourthly, 

it takes time to analyse and interpret data, as well as characterising findings (Anderson 2010). 

Lastly, anonymity and confidentiality can be a problem if not handled well when presenting 

results (Anderson 2010). 

 

To overcome the above-mentioned obstacles, firstly the researcher had previously conducted 

similar research that involved interviews and was able to gain proper researching skills. Also, 

the nature of the researcher’s job as a professional teacher prepared the researcher to avoid 
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personal biases. Therefore, during data collection, the researcher was able to assume the role 

of being a researcher. Regarding the time spent analysing and interpreting data, that was 

unavoidable as it took a long time to analyse and interpret data. However, in this study, the 

researcher used different techniques of collecting data. As a result, the researcher was able to 

analyse and interpret data using a variety of methodologies. Lastly, to address the issues of 

anonymity and confidentiality, participants were assigned pseudonyms. 

 

To conclude, based on the discussion above on qualitative methods and previous section on 

interpretivist research paradigm, it is evident that there is a relative connection between these 

two mentioned methodologies. Cresswell (2003) adds that in a qualitative research method, the 

enquirer frequently makes knowledge claims based on interpretivist assumptions. For example, 

Thanh & Thanh (2015) further support researchers’ claim that the interpretive research 

approach relates to and is suitable to qualitative methods as they both allow close interactions 

with respondents. Without a doubt, the interpretivist research paradigm and qualitative research 

approaches were the most suitable in this research. 

  

4.4 Case Study  

Ethnography, phenomenology, case studies, grounded theory, and critical studies are some of 

the data collection approaches used in qualitative research (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). 

Cresswell (2007) also maintains that similar qualitative research approaches, guided by 

interpretivist perspectives, aid in exploring the nature of this research of understanding 

teachers’ conceptualisations of ‘place’ in geography. The next section describes the rationale 

for using the case study method. 

 

A case study looks at a single aspect of a person, group, or circumstance over a period of time 

(McMillan & Schumacher 2014). It can be a program or situation over a given time frame 

(McMillan & Schumacher 2014). Therefore, the focus may be one entity or several entities. 

The primary goal of selecting a case study is to investigate the unique characteristics of a single 

entity (McMillan & Schumacher 2014), in this case, school geography teachers’ 

conceptualisation of ‘place’ in geography. Therefore, a collective or multiple case study 

technique was more appropriate for this study because it involved eight geography teachers. 

 

Also it is a descriptive study that focuses on one person or one situation (Woolfolk 2014). The 

researcher observes characteristics of an individual or a group, for example a school (Biggam 
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2008). The main purpose of such observation was to investigate and analyse different 

phenomena that constitute the sequence of the unit (Biggam 2008). In this study, an individual 

unit that was observed was the school geography teachers.  On the other hand, McMillan & 

Schumacher (2014) state that a case study enables a researcher to collect data through 

observations, questionnaires, and taking pictures. Cresswell (2007) also maintains that in case 

study research, the collection of data involves multiple in-depth sources, namely observation, 

interviews, audio-visual materials, documents, and reports. Similarly, Biggam (2008) concur 

that one makes use of questionnaires, individual interviews, and group interviews to collect 

data. Consequently, documents, card sorting, and interviews were used.   

 

Apart from the points mentioned above, when several different cases are combined in a single 

study, it is called a collective or multiple case study (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). 

Collective case studies were used to investigate eight school geography teachers and their 

conceptualisation of the concept of place in geography. 

 

As Walshe (2007) states, geographic education could benefit more from the use of case study 

research.   Walshe argues that a case study helps investigate contemporary issues and content 

teachers know with regard to geographic education.  For example, Walshe (2007) used a case 

study approach to explore teachers’ conceptualisations of geography. To understand “teachers’ 

experience of information and communication technology use for teaching and learning in 

urban schools”, a case study approach was used by Mukhari (2016).  “Exploring Grade 10 rural 

physical science teachers’ perceptions and usage of everyday words in Acornhoek science 

classrooms in Mpumalanga Province”, a case study approach was also used by Zulu (2018). 

These examples by researchers exemplify the success of using a case study research on 

exploring teachers’ understandings. The researcher strongly believes that a case study research 

offered similar advantages in investigating teachers’ conceptualisation of ‘place’ in geography. 

 

Even though there are several advantages within a case study, it is necessary to highlight the 

limitations associated with it.  Case studies can be very expensive and time-consuming if 

attempted on a large scale, and even more time-consuming to analyse (Hodkinson & 

Hodkinson 2001). Therefore, researchers may not always have time and money. Also, there is 

often a problem of data representation within case studies. It is difficult to present accessible 

and realistic pictures of that complexity in writing, which can sometimes lead to numerical 

representation (Hodkinson & Hodkinson 2001). This type of data collection approach can be 
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limited by the integrity of the research, as a result, bias is a major threat. Access to participants 

within their natural settings can result in ethical issues such as participants’ confidentiality. 

Another limitation to be considered is that case studies can be dismissed easily by those who 

do not like the messages that they contain (Hodkinson & Hodkinson 2001). Lastly, it is difficult 

for a case study to answer a large number of relevant and important research questions 

(Hodkinson & Hodkinson 2001). 

 

4.5 Population, Sample and Sample Technique 

A population is described as a group of items or individuals who meet certain criteria and to 

which results can be generalised by researchers (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). A group of 

items or individuals who meet certain criteria and to which results can be generalised by 

researchers make up the population (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). The population for this 

study was South African school geography teachers. On the other hand, the notion ‘sample’ 

refers to a group of participants from whom data is gathered (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). 

The sample is selected from the population, and the main purpose of sampling in research is to 

select research participants (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). The participant selection 

technique was purposive sampling, where the participants were selected based on the judgment 

of the researcher. In this study, eight geography teachers who offer geography at FET band 

from schools in the Gauteng Province were selected. The rationale for choosing FET teachers 

was that they are experts who have a deep understanding of the subject. 

 

Within the selected eight teachers, four teachers were from state schools, while the other four 

were from independent schools.  The intention was to get a variety of perspectives from 

geography teachers in both public and private schools. The selected teachers came from 

different educational training, social standing, working environments and had individual ideals 

to obtain more diverse and multifaceted information. The fourth criterion was that participants 

must offer a wide range of teaching experience, from newly qualified teachers to experienced 

teachers.    

 

On the other hand, several sampling techniques can be used by qualitative researchers, 

including purposeful sampling, quota sampling, simple random sampling, system sampling, 

probability sampling, random sampling, stratified sampling, convenience sampling, and cluster 

sampling (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). The researcher opted to use purposeful sampling, 

which was in line with the three criteria mentioned above. As opposed to probability sampling 
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strategies such as random sampling that are intended to minimise biases, it is necessary to 

highlight that purposeful samples have major disadvantages in terms of researcher biases and, 

in that way, alleviate potential researcher biases (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). In other 

words, purposeful sampling does not guarantee a true representative of the population. For 

example, the researcher had a preference for school geography teachers who were in the FET 

band and had a diversified experience background. 

 

 However, purposeful sampling permits a researcher to select participants with certain 

characteristics and assures a researcher of needed information (McMillan & Schumacher 

2014). A researcher can make strategic choices concerning whom, where, and how the research 

will be conducted (Zulu 2018). Mukhari (2016) adds that participants are selected based on the 

researchers’ judgment, depending on their usefulness to the study. Purposeful sampling 

enabled the selection of geography teachers based on related characteristics for this study, 

namely school geography teachers within FET band, with different educational training, social 

standing, working environments, individual ideals and relevant teaching experience within 

Gauteng Province, South Africa. 

 

4.6 Data Collection Instrument 

According to McMillan & Schumacher case study research permits a researcher to collect data 

in different forms, such as observation, questionnaires, and taking pictures. Cresswell (2007) 

also maintains that in case study research, the collection of data involves multiple in-depth 

sources. Similarly, Biggam (2008) adds that in case study research, the above mentioned data 

collection techniques are effective. As a result, the researcher opted to use document analysis, 

card sorting, and interviews. The benefits of using these techniques are that they permit a 

researcher to access a wide range of information, and generate findings that are more robust, 

trustworthy and compelling than single method studies (Walshe 2007). Biggam (2008) also 

states that using more than one technique allows researchers to obtain diverse results. In other 

words, the researcher attains a solid description of what they are investigating and captures 

different aspects of a phenomenon. In this study, the researcher started with official document 

analysis (CAPS for Geography FET Band), followed by card sorting and interviews, and then 

official document analysis (Grade 12 examination papers). It should be noted that interviews 

were incorporated with card sorting. Figure 3 depicts the data collection process.  
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Figure 3: The data collection process 

 

4.6.1 Document Analysis 

Document analysis is a process to analyse, assess, or evaluate either written and electronic 

documents in a systematic manner (Bowen 2009). Documents and artefact collection include 

personal documents such as lesson plans and official documents such as the National School 

Curriculum Policy documents (McMillan and Schumacher 2014). An advantage of document 

analysis is that it works well with triangulation (Bowen 2009). Triangulation enables the 

researcher to safeguard against the accusation that a study’s findings are a simple artefact of a 

single method (Bowen 2009). In this study, document analysis was used together with card 

sorting and interviews. Bowen (2009) states that by examining information collected through 

different methods, results become more reliable (Bowen 2009). Firstly, the notable advantage 

associated with document analysis is that it is an efficient method. In other words, it is less 

time-consuming and therefore more time can be spent on other methods. Secondly, official 

documents such as CAPS are widely available in the public domain. Lastly, official documents 

are cost-effective or less costly than other methods, so the data is already available. In this 

study, the official document analysed was CAPS for FET Geography Band (DBE 2011). The 

analysis of CAPS focused on the nature of place in school geography, by exploring how the 

document makes direct and secondary (indirect) referencing to the concept of place, as well as 

looking at how school teachers are expected to implement geographic learning of ‘place’. 

Lastly, the second official documents analysed were the DBE and IEB 2019 Grade 12 

examination papers. This was done to explore the implementation of geographic learning of 

‘place’, in the form of direct and secondary (indirect) references to the concept of place.  
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Document analysis, on the other hand, has a notable limitation, for example, the inability to 

accommodate user perspectives and the possibility that the researcher will misunderstand the 

document's content (Bowen 2009). Other noteworthy limitations are insufficient details and 

biased selection (Bowen 2009). However, it offers more advantages that outweigh the 

limitations and the fact that the researcher analysed a wide range of documents: namely CAPS 

for Geography FET Band, DBE 2019 Grade 12 examination papers and IEB 2019 Grade 12 

examination papers. 

  

4.6.2 Card Sorting 

The second method of data collection was card sorting. According to Paul (2008), card sorting 

is a hands-on and user-centred technique for gathering input, and therefore users impose their 

organisation on a set of concepts or cards. Dube (2018) adds that card sorting allows the 

researcher to collect data by offering participants cards to sort. The benefits of card sorting are 

inexpensive, user-friendly, and produce quality results (Paul 2008).  Furthermore, card sorting 

is a quick, basic technique for generating conversation around the topics that are most important 

to the participants (Morley 2016). The best way is to write information on cards, and then ask 

participants to sort the cards into a sequence (Morley 2016). It is a quick and easy technique to 

gather information, and it also helps to break up the interview and keep the interviewee 

involved, focused, and energised. Morley (2016) adds that the card sorting method is a fun and 

unintimidating process of collecting data, and card sorting yields results that are difficult to 

replicate with interviews and questionnaires. However, if a researcher is seeking more specific 

information, the motivation behind each move, or to compare facts, card sorting may not be 

the best strategy because it only handles static data (Morley 2016).   

 

There are two types of card sorting; open and closed (Morley 2016). Participants can create 

their own categories with open card sorting. On the other hand, closed card sorting has clearly 

defined categories and requires that material be sorted into those categories (Morley 2016). In 

this study, both open and closed card sorting were used. However, all participants opted for 

closed card sorting, and consequently, the cards were sorted using diamond 9 (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4: Diamond 9 (Source: https://hecticteachersite.worldpress.com) 

 

In coming up with cards for sorting, the researcher was driven by literature themes that relate 

to research questions for this study. Literature was therefore used to come up with themes or 

ideas. Furthermore, the researcher conducted a pilot study with Mr. Z, who is a former 

geography teacher and subject advisor. The primary purpose of a pilot study was to determine 

the relevance of the card sorting technique, verify the relevance of the information in cards, 

and, most importantly, to improve the quality of the results for this study. An Addendum D for 

the nine cards with the actual concepts is provided at the end of this study. The second 

motivation for card sorting was the used diamond 9 technique, (Figure 4). Diamond 9 is a 

versatile activity that gets the participants to think about their own opinions and beliefs. It helps 

to prioritise information, clarify thoughts, and enhances the ability to focus, reason, and reflect 

on the information presented. As a result, the researcher came up with nine cards or pieces of 

information for sorting, from the most important to the least important (Figure 4). 

 

Eight geography teachers were issued with nine cards, each containing information on the 

conceptualisation of place in geography, including three blank cards for them to write on if 

they wished to. The researcher then requested geography teachers to sort the cards, from the 

most to the least important. They were to rank cards from one to nine in the order of importance 

based on their conceptualisation of ‘place’ in geography. The card sorting activity was jointly 

done with interviews, asking questions, and giving reasons for card sorting. Therefore, the role 

of a researcher was to question, understand and analyse participants’ meaning. According to 

Dube (2018) card sorting generates data by offering participants cards to sort. As a result, data 

was generated through card sorting, was looking at what the teachers’ understanding of ‘place’ 
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in geography. In addressing the ethical issues, the researcher assigned a pseudonym to each 

participant from the outset, and tracked their card sorting. This ensured anonymity and 

confidentiality throughout the research process. 

 

4.6.3 Interviews 

The researcher asks the participant a series of questions based on their knowledge of a 

particular subject matter related to the study objectives (Selena 2017). The researcher was able 

to use open-ended questions, as a result, in-depth information was collected. Additionally, 

through interviews participant explain their experiences, understanding, perceptions, and views 

of their world (Selena 2017). Three different types of interviews can be used to collect data 

which are structured, unstructured, and semi-structured interviews (Selena 2017). Accordingly, 

this study uses semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews provide several 

advantages, such as getting varied responses through open-ended questions (McMillan and 

Schumacher 2014), allowing participants to respond based on their experience or 

understanding. Semi-structured interviews also increase comprehensiveness, structured 

choices, objective probing, follow-up, and clarification (Selena 2017). Semi-structured 

interviews allowed the researcher to investigate how teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in 

geography. In this study, the researcher recorded and jotted down the responses. It was also 

used to explore emerging ideas from card sorting and personal document analysis regarding 

how teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in geography and why teachers have a dissimilar 

conceptualisation of ‘place’ in geography. The researcher assigned a pseudonym to each 

participant. This was to ensure anonymity and confidentiality throughout the interviews and 

research process. 

 

Interviews, on the other hand, have notable limitations. For example, interviews can be time-

consuming, especially setting them up, interviewing, and analysing the information obtained 

from them. Another noteworthy limitation is that they are never anonymous. The potential for 

subconscious bias and potential inconsistencies always exists (Alshenqeeti 2014).  Therefore, 

time was crucial during interviews, and the researcher allocated six days, averaging 1-2 hours 

per participant. The interview schedule for this study was as follows (Appendix: B): 

Date  Schedule 

28 February 2020, 2 March and 3 March 2020  Schedule number 1. Teachers A-D. 

12 - 14 March 2020  Schedule number 2. Teachers E-H. 
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4.7 Data Collection Procedures 

The researcher began with the official document analyses (CAPS for FET Geography Band) 

while waiting for ethical clearance and also to get insight on the concept of ‘place’. Followed 

by dual card sorting and interviews, and lastly, official document analysis (Grade 12 

examination papers). Concerning the interviews, the researcher prepared a series of relevant 

questions that arose from the literature and CAPS for FET Geography Band, as well as from 

card sorting. Conduction interviews after document analysis and card sorting were of great 

benefit because they permitted clarification of information that the researcher might have not 

understood. The research participants were eight FET Geography teachers from different 

schools in Gauteng, four from private schools, and four from public schools. Before collecting 

data, the researcher applied for permission to conduct the study from the Gauteng Department 

of Education, SGB, and school principals. The application included a description, ethics 

clearance, and interview questions. Permission was granted by the Gauteng Department of 

Education (Addendum: A). During the collection of data, participants were given a consent 

form and a letter of introduction. Confidentiality and anonymity were also maintained. 

 

4.8 Data Presentation and Analysis  

To strengthen this study, the researcher used both content and narrative analysis approaches. 

Content analysis is used to analyse documented information such as texts and responses from 

research participants (Bhatia 2018). Document analyses and card sorting were analysed 

through content analysis, with the purpose of classification, summarisation, and tabulation of 

information. Content from various sources, mainly interviews and observations are used for 

effective narrative analysis (Bhatia 2018). Consequently, in this study, interviews were 

analysed through narrative analysis. The main purpose was to reflect and present a narrative 

aspect by school geography teachers based on their different conceptualisation of the concept 

of ‘place’. Narrative qualitative data analysis such as organising data, transcribing data into 

segments, coding data, describing data, categorising data and, developing patterns were used 

(Macmillan & Schumacher 2014). Hence, the above-mentioned stages were used to present 

and analyse the data for this study. Also, it should be noted that initially, the researcher wanted 

to use ATLAS-ti. However, the researcher opted to analyse the data manually. Physical 

attendance of ATLAS.ti trainings were not possible for the researcher. This was due to strict 

COVID-19 regulations, and as the results the ATLAS.ti training was conducted virtually. 

Consequently, the researcher found virtual training to be unsuitable, because software trainings 

are more practical. Another issue was the cost of ATLAS.ti licenses, which were relatively 
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expensive. The researcher had no choice but to use manual analyses, and also the fact that the 

researcher has used manual analyses in his previous studies. Moreover, manual analyses are 

easy to conduct and come at no additional expense. In addition, manual analyses have the 

advantage of allowing the researcher to gather detailed information, as well as identifying 

patterns among research participants. 

 

According to Macmillan & Schumacher (2014), data organisation is a stage that follows once 

the data has been collected. In this study, the researcher then transcribed data into segments. 

Transcribing data into segments through putting data into a word processing package 

highlighted by Macmillan & Schumacher (2014) was applied in the study. Transcription 

techniques such as omitting non-verbal dimensions of interaction and data interpretation 

(Macmillan et al 2014) were used concurrently with transcribing data.  The next step for the 

researcher was to code the data through looking for similar words or phrases mentioned by the 

interviewees (Macmillan & Schumacher 2014), at this stage, the researcher put phrases into 

categories. Macmillan & Schumacher (2014) further postulate that once the data is coded, it is 

at this point that a researcher should take a break from the study and let it lie and come back to 

it fresh. The break increases data anonymity and helps the researcher have an independent 

understanding of the coded data and ultimately relevant ideas of how to categorise data 

(Macmillan & Schumacher 2014). Hence, the researcher also took a short break before 

describing and categorising data.  

 

Describing data means summarising the distribution and nature of the variables being 

researched. The information that was coded was tabulated into categorical data such as teaching 

experience. In a similar manner as Macmillan & Schumacher (2014), the researcher described 

the data by using percentages in order to summarise the information. The next stage was 

categorising data, which is grouping codes together into different categories. This stage is used 

to describe the meaning of similarly coded data as well as to give meaning to combined codes 

(Macmillan & Schumacher 2014). 

 

Developing patterns simply means putting together relationships among categories. Which also 

means examining the data in as many ways as possible. The researcher then switches to a 

deductive mode of thought, bouncing back and forth between codes, categories, and 

preliminary patterns in quest of confirmation (Macmillan & Schumacher 2014). The researcher 

also used a similar method to categorise data and develop patterns. 
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Document analysis, card sorting, and interviews were used to collect data for this study to 

answer each of the research questions. Data gathered through document analysis was organised 

in the form of tables and analysed deductively by units to get a percentage. Card sorting was 

analysed using tables and graphs as well as categorising cards into high, middle or low priority. 

On the other hand, interviews were analysed through use of words, phrases, statements and 

tables. Furthermore, through the use of all the above-mentioned instruments, a Continuum of 

Theory Explicitness (Figure 1) was used to explore the direct and secondary references to the 

concept of ‘place’. 

  

4.9 Ethical Consideration 

Research in education focuses mainly on human beings. In this study, the researcher focused 

on school geography teachers. Macmillan & Schumacher (2014) state that it is important for a 

researcher to safeguard the rights, respect, and wellbeing of all participants. The confidentiality 

and privacy of participants must also be respected (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). In this 

study, the researcher considered the following ethics: professional integrity, full disclosure, 

voluntary participation, no harm or risk to participants and privacy, which included issuing 

informed consent to participants. 

 

Full disclosure emphasises that a researcher must be accountable and transparent on the 

rationale for the research (McMillan & Schumacher 2014:129). As a result, all participants 

were informed of the study’s purpose bringing the concept of voluntary participation 

emphasised by McMillan & Schumacher (2014). Consequently, nobody was compelled to 

participate in this research. Furthermore, informed consent stresses that subjects must agree to 

participate with full knowledge of the study and full disclosure of any risks associated with the 

study (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). Consent forms were given to all participants, and they 

were empowered that they could withdraw from the research at any given time without 

comebacks. 

 

No harm or risk to participants means that participation must never result in physical or mental 

discomfort, harm, or injury to the participants (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). It was the 

researcher’s obligation to ensure that none of the participants were in danger at any point during 

the study. The other consideration was participants’ privacy obtained through participants 

remaining anonymous. Professional integrity emphasises the importance of researchers being 

sensitive to issues such as beneficence, justice, respect of persons, protecting vulnerable 
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populations such as children, and social betterment (McMillan & Schumacher 2014). 

Therefore, privacy and professional integrity were respected in this study.  

 

In addition, there was no plagiarism, falsification of data and misrepresentation of data, and 

biased writing. The researcher requested authorisation to conduct the study from the Gauteng 

Department of Education, as well as ethical clearance from the University of Pretoria Ethics 

Committee. The researcher applied, waited, and obtained ethical clearance from the University 

of Pretoria before conducting this study (Ethical clearance reference: EDU010/20). The 

researcher was granted permission from the Gauteng Department of Education authorising him 

to interview geography teachers in public schools around the province (Appendix: A). Since 

the researcher was dealing with people (teachers), issues of ethics were important. All the 

participants were anonymous; the researcher gave participants pseudonyms so that no one 

could know to whom the researcher was referring. Participants participation was made 

voluntary and all procedures that were used during card sorting and interviews were clearly 

stated. All the information about this study was outlined in the consent form. The consent form 

was given to participants before the researcher began working with them. They read it and 

understood the purpose of the study, after which they signed the consent form voluntarily to 

accept participating in the study (Appendix: C). Lastly, the data will be kept for a period of 15 

years in the researcher’s supervisor’s office for a period of 15 years as a backup plan, the 

researcher also saved the data on his Google drive, with a protected password, to preserve 

confidentiality. 

 

4.10 Trustworthiness  

The degree to which explanations of phenomena match reality, meaningfulness, and 

truthfulness of findings and conclusions is referred to as credibility (Macmillan & Schumacher 

2014) while dependability refers to the consistency of answers or responses from data 

collection instruments (Hassen 2015). In qualitative research, credibility and dependability are 

critical in any research findings. 

 

The credibility and dependability of this research were through the use of the case study 

approach as it focuses on an in-depth analysis. Samples from the population and multiple data-

gathering instruments were also used in the study to maintain credibility of results. Samples 

selected from the wider population of school geography teachers in Gauteng with diverse 

educational, social, and experiential backgrounds added to the credibility of the research 
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findings. The utilisation of wide and well-established data collection instruments, namely, 

document analysis, card sorting, and interviews, ensured that the study was more trustworthy. 

Lastly, data was analysed using a wide range of methods to ensure the credibility of the 

findings. 

 

4.11 Conclusion 

This section looked at the research issue, which then provided a rationale for choosing the 

qualitative method. A case study is a qualitative approach that was chosen, owing to its close 

association with the interpretivist paradigm. The population, sample, and sample technique 

were also discussed, mainly a sampling of eight geography FET teachers and the use of 

purposeful sampling. Data collection instruments using document analyses, card sorting, and 

interviews were outlined. It also gave an overview of how the data was presented and analysed. 

Lastly, the issues of reliability, validity, and ethical consideration for this study were also 

emphasised. 
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CHAPTER 5: THE NATURE OF ‘PLACE’ IN SCHOOL GEOGRAPHY 
 

5.1 Introduction 

This section presents data analysis, interpretation, and presenting findings for this qualitative 

study. According to Macmillan & Schumacher (2014: 395), qualitative data analysis is 

“primarily an inductive process of organising data into categories and identifying patterns and 

relationships among the categories”. This chapter, therefore, analyses, interprets, summaries, 

and presents data in a manner that responds to the first secondary research question: What is 

the nature of ‘place’ in geography? Most importantly, the data was gathered using a qualitative 

tool, which was the analysis of the official document in the form of CAPS for Geography in 

the FET Band. The data from the other instruments will be presented in the next chapter. 

 

5.2 Official Document Analysis  

The official National curriculum document was used to explore the nature of ‘place’ in 

geography. The document analysed was the official South African Geography curriculum 

(Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) for Geography in the Further Education and 

Training Phase).  It was used to explore the extent to which it makes a direct and secondary 

reference to the concept of place. In chapter three, the theoretical framework, the researcher 

has articulated that this study is grounded in the theory of concept formation. It should be noted 

that the concept formation emphasises that people interpret and conceptualise things in 

different ways. In this study, concept formation put forward the notion that school geography 

teachers interpret and conceptualise the concept of place in different ways. Figures 1 and 2 

demonstrate the implicit theory and explicit theory. Therefore, a direct reference to the concept 

of place was guided by explicit theory, while secondary (indirect) reference to place was guided 

by implicit theory (Figures 1 and 2).  

 

Firstly, the researcher scrutinised the Aims of Geography in the FET Band, Geography’s Four 

Big Ideas, and Overview of Topics per Term that make direct reference to ‘place’. An 

electronic search of CAPS for Geography in the FET Band document was completed to check 

any references to the word ‘place’ (direct referencing). Secondly, the researcher then studied 

the CAPS for Geography in the FET Band document, focusing on secondary referencing to 

‘place’. In other words, where the concept of ‘place’ is not explicitly stated. 
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5.3 Direct Reference to the Concept of Place 

5.3.1 Aims of Geography FET Band 

In this section, the researcher describes the extent to which the Aims of Geography Studies 

makes a direct reference. The CAPS Geography FET Band has nine aims that guide geography 

education and teaching, namely (DBE 2011: 9): 

 “explaining and interpreting both physical and human geographical processes 

 describing and explaining the dynamic interrelationship between the physical and 

human worlds 

 developing knowledge about where places are, and the nature of a range of different 

places at different scales 

 practising essential transferable skills – literacy, numeracy, oracy and graphicacy 

 promoting the use of new technologies, such as Information Communication 

Technology (ICT) and Geographical Information Systems (GIS) 

 developing a commitment towards sustainable development 

 creating awareness and sensitivity to inequality in the world 

 fostering empathy, tolerance and fairness; and 

 making and justifying informed decisions and judgements about social and 

environmental issues”. 

 

It should be noted that only one of the nine aims makes direct reference to the concept of 

‘place’, the third aim, “developing knowledge about where places are, and the nature of a 

range of different places at different scales” (DBE 2011:8). Therefore, the concept of place is 

not overly emphasised in the aims of the Geography FET Band, the ratio is 1/9 (11, 1%). 

 

5.3.2 Geography’s Four Big Ideas 

This section examines Geography’s Four Big Ideas. The document states that “Geography can 

be explored by applying a conceptual framework that embraces Geography’s four Big ideas, 

namely: place, spatial processes, spatial distribution patterns, and human and environmental 

interaction” (DBE, 2011: 9). In the previous chapters, the researcher has argued that the concept 

of ‘place’ is ‘big’ and the most important concept of the four. In support of the argument, the 

International Charter on Geographical Education (2016) postulates that geography is the study 

of places. In addition, the International Charter on Geographical Education (2016) further adds 

that studying geography is essential because it teaches students and communities to appreciate 
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and respect different places, as well as why they are unique. The findings are that ‘place’ is 

considered as a core concept, in other words, considered on the same level as “spatial processes, 

spatial distribution patterns, and human and environmental interaction”.  The researcher 

believes that the concept of ‘place’ is vital, big, and central to Geography as a subject. 

Therefore, the CAPS Geography FET document should situate ‘place’ as a ‘big’ concept, then 

situate “spatial processes, spatial distribution patterns, and human and environmental 

interaction” as key concepts.   

 

5.3.3 Overview of Geography Topics per Term 

In this section, the researcher describes the extent to which Topics per Term makes a direct 

reference to the concept of ‘place’.  In the section, there are four direct references made to the 

concept of ‘place’. The first reference is in Grade 10, under the topic Atmosphere, “factors that 

affect the temperature of different places around the world: latitude, altitude, ocean currents 

and distance from oceans” (DBE 2011: 21). The second reference is in Grade 11, under the 

topic Using Atlases (revision), “locating places on different maps, using degrees and minutes” 

(DBE 2011: 29). The same reference to the concept place in Grade 11 is repeated, under the 

same topic Using Atlases (revision), “locating places on different maps, using degrees and 

minutes” (DBE 2011: 35). The third reference in Grade 12, under the topic Urban Settlements, 

“classification of urban settlements according to function, such as central places, trade, and 

transport, break of bulk points, specialised cities, junction towns and gateway towns or gap 

towns” (DBE 2011: 45). The fourth and final reference is also in Grade 12, under the topic 

Urban Hierarchies, “the concepts of urban hierarchy, central place, threshold population, the 

sphere of influence and range of goods” (DBE 2011: 45). 

 

In the Overview of Geography Grade 10, 23 sub-topics are listed (DBE, 2011: 13-14 and Table 

1). Reference to the concept of ‘place’ is only made in 1 sub-topic: Heating of the atmosphere.  

The reference to the concept ‘place’ is inadequate with the ratio of 1/23 (4.3 %). Similarly, in 

the Overview of Geography Grade 11, 25 sub-topics are listed (DBE, 2011: 13-14 and Table 

1). Reference to the concept ‘place’ is only made in 1 sub-topic, Using atlases (Revision). 

Likewise, the reference to the concept of ‘place’ is scant with a ratio of 1/25 (4 %). 

Correspondingly, in the Overview of Geography Grade 12, 25 sub-topics are listed (DBE, 

2011: 13-14 and Table 1). Reference to the concept of ‘place’ is made twice in the sub-topics, 

urban settlements, and urban hierarchies. Equally, the reference to the concept ‘place’ is 

inadequate with a ratio of 2/25 (8 %). Overall, it is should be noted that the concept of ‘place’ 
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is not stressed in the Overview of Geography FET topics. The total number of sub-topics is 83, 

and the direct mentioning of ‘place’ is only made 4 times, equal to the ratio of 4/83 (4.8 %.). 

 

5.3.4 Discussion 

The researcher concludes that the concept of ‘place’ is presented in a fragmented manner rather 

than in an integrated manner. This is based on the analysis of the Geography FET CAPS 

document. Firstly, in the Aims of Geography, there is 11.1% - scant reference to the concept 

of ‘place’. Secondly, in Geography’s Four Big Ideas, the concept of ‘place’ is not positioned 

as a ‘big’ and most important concept of the four. Thirdly, in the Overview of Geography 

Topics per Term, there is 4.8%, inadequate referencing to the concept ‘place’. This situation 

impedes understanding of concepts; given that Fraser (2006) describes concepts as a lens 

through which a person makes meaning. In other words, concepts, like ‘place’ are not clearly 

outlined. Hence, it is important to look at concepts as either Explicit Theory (direct reference) 

and Implicit Theory (secondary reference). These findings suggest that the concept of ‘place’ 

is not expressed clearly, in other words in an implicit manner. The next section focuses on the 

secondary reference to the concept of ‘place’. 
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Table 1: An adapted Overview of Geography Content in the FET Band (DBE 2011: 13). 

Showing topics and sub-topics from Grade 10 to 12.  

 

(Source: DBE 2011:13) 

 

 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

65 

 

5.4 Secondary Reference to the Concept of Place 

In analysing secondary reference (Implicit Theory) to the concept place, it is important to 

highlight the comprehensive meaning of a concept. From the literature review in chapter two 

and theoretical framework in chapter three, the researcher provided a comprehensive analysis 

of the concept. Fraser (2006) points out that concepts are subjects’ interpretation(s) or ways of 

thinking and that people conceptualise things differently as well as interprets events differently. 

Fraser (2006) further adds that concepts are like a lens or a pair of glasses through which a 

person views the world and makes meaning of it. In summary, it is highly likely that geography 

teachers may interpret the concept of place differently. Moreover, the CAPS Geography FET 

curriculum may also make a secondary reference to the concept place. Therefore, looking at 

the secondary reference to the concept of place, six geography inquiry questions were used. 

These questions are provided by the International Charter on Geographical Education (1992: 

5) and are as follows: 

 “Where is it? 

 What is it like? 

 Why is it there? 

 How did it happen? How is it changing? 

 What impact does it have? 

 How should it be managed for the mutual benefit of humanity and the natural 

environment?”. 

 

Since this study was focusing on the concept of ‘place’, further extended questions to guide a 

geographical enquiry about the place were used (Table 2). In addition to the geographical 

enquiry questions about place, it is also important to emphasise the geographic understating of 

‘place’. A place could be any plot of land on the Earth’s surface that has been named and where 

people interact (Rusznyak 2017). The demarcated piece of land has specific characteristics and 

functions (Rusznyak 2017), examples include municipalities, provinces, and countries. In 

geography as a subject, geographers focus on exploring similarities that exist between places 

as well as how they differ from one another. The difference could be on the climate, the risk of 

hazard, the economy, and opportunities such as resources (Rusznyak 2017). This enables 

geographers to explore how human and physical elements interact in a particular place, as well 

as describe how the integration of physical and human features interact to give a place its 

distinct characteristics (Rusznyak 2017). The articulation on place above, and geographical 
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enquiry about the concept of place (Table 2) were used to identify a secondary reference to the 

concept place; in the Aims of Geography in the FET Band, Geography’s Four Big Ideas, and 

Overview of Topics per Term. 

 

Table 2: Geographical questions that explore implicity theory of ‘place' 

 

  (Source: Rusznyak 2017:52-53) 
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5.4.1 Aims of Geography FET Band 

In this section, the researcher describes the extent to which the Aims of Geography FET Band 

makes a secondary reference to the concept place. Out of nine Aims of Geography FET Band, 

seven aims make a secondary reference to the concept place (Table 3). The secondary reference 

to the concept place is satisfactory with the ratio of 7/9 (77.8 %). In the next sub-section, the 

researcher provided a comprehensive analysis on each aim guided by geography enquiry 

questions. 

 

Table 3: An adapted Geographical questions that explore 'place' (Aims of Geography 

FET Band) 

 

  (Source: Adapted from Rusznyak 2017:52-53) 
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5.4.1.1 Aim one: “explaining and interpreting both physical and human geographical 

processes” (DBE 2011: 9) 

To begin, it is necessary to clarify physical and human geographical processes. In the current 

education climate, geography focuses on studying changes in natural process as well as the 

interactions between human and physical features (Tang et al. 2012). Natural process changes 

are an example of physical geographical processes, while human-land systems are linked to 

human geographical processes. Tang et al. (2012) further add that physical and human 

geographical processes cannot be entirely isolated from each other; instead, they are becoming 

increasingly close at present. To balance this account, the researcher used a section of physical 

geography with mountains as an example. By nature, mountains are practical examples of the 

physical geographical process. Mountains are natural and form part of physical geography.  

Consequently, humans use mountains in several ways. The most common forms are 

settlements, recreational activities, and telecommunications.  

The above articulation suggests the interaction between physical and human geographical 

processes. Furthermore, this articulation demonstrates a mountain as a location with meaning, 

the place. Martin et al. (2013) also maintain that the physical aspects of mountains are directly 

linked with our attitudes toward them. The human population in the mountain regions and the 

diversity of mountain agricultural activities are among practical examples of physical and 

human geographical processes (Martin et al. 2013). Therefore, the researcher maintains that 

aim one makes a secondary reference to the concept of place. Table 4 below is the comparison 

between the geographical questions and mountain geography. 

Table 4: The comparsion between the geographical questions and mountain geography 

Geographical questions Mountain geography 

Where is it?  Where is the mountain? 

What is it like?  What is the mountain like? 

Why is there?  Why is the mountain located there? 

How did it happen? How is it changing?  

 

How did the mountain happen? How is it 

changing? 

What impact does it have?  

 

What impact does the mountain have on the 

local communities? 

How should it be controlled so that humanity 

and the natural environment benefit from it? 

How is the mountain benefiting the local 

community? 
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5.4.1.2 Aim two: “describing and explaining the dynamic interrelationship between the 

physical and human worlds” (DBE 2011: 9) 

Consequently, aim two is similar to aim number one. Both aims make a joint reference to 

physical and human processes. Aim two, on the other hand, refocuses on the interrelationship 

between physical and human geography. As already alluded to, physical and human 

geographical processes cannot be entirely isolated from each other. Therefore, for the same 

reasons given above in aim one, the researcher maintains that aim two makes a secondary 

reference to the concept of place. 

 

5.4.1.3 Aim three: “developing knowledge about where places are, and the nature of a 

range of different places at different scales” (DBE 2011: 9) 

Aim number three is the only aim of the nine aims that makes a direct reference to the concept 

place. The assumption is that this aim links with all geographical enquiry questions without 

any justification. Hence, the researcher maintains that aim three makes a direct and secondary 

reference to the concept of place. 

 

5.4.1.4 Aim four: “practising essential transferable skills – literacy, numeracy, oracy and 

graphicacy” (DBE 2011: 9) 

Aim four is one of the two aims that do not make secondary reference to the concept place. 

This aim is more towards the skills that are essential within geography as a subject. These skills 

are literacy, numeracy, oracy, and graphicacy. These are essential skills in educational 

geography, but they don’t reveal the essence of the concept place. For these reasons, this aim 

restricts secondary reference to the concept place. 

 

5.4.1.5 Aim five: “promoting the use of new technologies, such as Information 

Communication Technology (ICT) and Geographical Information Systems (GIS)” 

(DBE 2011: 9) 

This aim is similar to aim four, as it promotes the use of advanced technologies, particularly 

the use of Geographical Information Systems (GIS). Firstly, it is vital to articulate what 

Geographical Information Systems (GIS) is. GIS is an abbreviation for Geographical 

Information Systems, a software program that captures, stores, manipulates and interprets data 

(Dilley et al. 2019a). Furthermore, GIS has descriptive information about places and can use 

that information to produce new maps or data (Dilley et al. 2019a). GIS is the tool that is used 

to link physical and human geographical processes. Based upon the articulation of aim one and 
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table 4, the researcher maintains that GIS is a tool that can be used to demonstrate the 

interdependence between physical and human geographical processes.  

 

5.4.1.6 Aim six: “developing a commitment towards sustainable development” (DBE 

2011: 9) 

Sustainable means the ability to continue to do something without causing damage. Hence, 

sustainable development is “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”, as articulated in the 

1987 Brundtland report. There are three key components of sustainability: namely social, 

environmental, and economic. These pillars must be balanced to achieve sustainable use of 

resources, or sustainable development. Aim six makes a secondary reference to the concept of 

place and links both physical and human geographical processes. For example, natural 

resources fall under physical processes (environmental), while exploitation of resources falls 

under human processes.  To balance this account, the researcher located coal in South Africa. 

By nature, coal is a practical example of the physical geographical process, because it a natural 

resource. Consequently, coal is used by humans to generate electricity. However, coal is not a 

sustainable source of energy. Non-sustainable use of resources differs from place to place. 

Firstly, it depends on the availability of resources in a particular place, such as coal in South 

Africa. The foundation of aim six, “developing a commitment towards sustainable 

development”, is that all non-sustainable activities occur in a particular place, which then 

makes a secondary reference to the concept of place. Furthermore, some places or cities are 

more sustainable compared to others. For example, some places or cities go greener by planting 

trees, parks, and green roofs. Wherever possible, renewable resources are used instead of non-

renewable resources. This articulation demonstrates the sustainable development initiative of 

a particular place. Therefore, the researcher maintains that aim six makes a secondary reference 

to the concept of place. Below, Table 5, is the comparison between the geographical questions 

and sustainable cities. 

 

Table 5: The comparion between the geographical questions and a sustainable city 

Geographical questions Sustainable city  

Where is it?  Where is this city (place)? 

What is it like?  What is the city like? 

Why is there?  Why is the city located there? 
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How did it happen? How is it changing?  

 

How is it changing? 

What impact does it have?  

 

What impact does the city have on the local 

communities? 

How should it be controlled so that humanity 

and the natural environment benefit from it? 

How is the city benefiting the local 

community? 

 

5.4.1.7 Aim seven: “creating awareness and sensitivity to inequality in the world” (DBE 

2011: 9) 

Firstly, it is essential to elaborate on what inequality is. Inequality refers to the fact that different 

people have different living standards (Dilley et al. 2019b). For example, classifying countries 

or places as developed or developing. Concerning the concept of place, there is no way we can 

articulate inequality without comparing places. For example, comparing the levels of poverty 

and the availability of basic needs such as water between places. Therefore, the researcher 

maintains that aim seven makes a secondary reference to the concept of place. Hence, the 

geographical questions that explore ‘place’ link well with the above- mentioned key factors of 

inequality (International Charter on Geographical Education 1992: 5): 

• “Where is it? 

• What is it like? 

• Why is there? 

• How did it happen? How is it changing? 

• What impact does it have? 

• How should it be managed for the mutual benefit of humanity and the natural environment?” 

 

5.4.1.8 Aim eight: “fostering empathy, tolerance and fairness” (DBE 2011: 9) 

Similarly, aim four and eight do not make secondary references to place. Fostering empathy, 

tolerance and fairness are examples of thinking geographically as well as being important 

values. It is beyond doubt that these values contribute to the development of a student’s ability 

to think geographically and apply fundamental geographic educational goals. However, aim 

eight does not reveal the essence of the concept of place. In the researcher’s view, this aim does 

not make secondary reference to place. 
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5.4.1.9 Aim nine: “making and justifying informed decisions and judgements about social 

and environmental issues” (DBE 2011: 9) 

Accordingly, aim nine is similar to aim number seven. Both aims make a reference to social 

issues since inequity is a component of social issues.  Aim nine, on the other hand, is more 

concerned with environmental issues.  Environment issues include components such as 

biodiversity loss, pollution, soil erosion, and deforestation (Dilley et al. 2019b). All the above-

mentioned environmental issues are place-based, for example, soil erosion issues in Swartland, 

Western Cape. Therefore, the researcher maintains that aim nine makes a secondary reference 

to the concept of place. Hence, the geographical questions that explore ‘place’ link well with 

the social and environmental issues. Below is the comparison between the geographical 

questions and soil erosion at Swartland, in Western Cape. 

 

Table 6: The comparison between the geographical question and soil erosion iat 

Swartland, in Western Cape 

Geographical questions Soil erosion at Swartland, in Western 

Cape. 

Where is it?  Where is Swartland? 

What is it like?  What is Swartland like? 

Why is there?  Why there is soil erosion at Swartland? 

How did it happen? How is it changing?  

 

How did the soil erosion at Swartland 

happen? How is it changing? 

What impact does it have?  

 

What impact does the soil erosion have on 

the Swartland community? 

How should it be controlled so that humanity 

and the natural environment benefit from it? 

How should soil erosion at Swartland be 

managed? 
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5.4.2 Geography’s Four Big Ideas 

In chapter one, the introduction, the researcher has argued that the concept of ‘place’ is one of 

the foundational and important concepts of the four (Figure 5). In addition, other concepts; 

namely space, physical earth, and human-environment interaction are all interdependent on the 

concept of place. 

 

 

Figure 5: The interdependence of other concepts to that of place 

 

5.4.2.1 Place vs Space 

Bjelland et al. (2013) refer to space as an area in and around which all humans exist. 

Furthermore, space is a location, a location without a meaning, in other words a physical 

geographical space (The Cultural Courier 2019). Place, on the other hand, provides a space 

with a meaning well as a link to local cultures or social identity. Therefore, space is a location 

without a meaning, while a place is a location with a meaning.  

 

For example, describing Durban as space; 

Durban is one of South Africa’s largest cities, located on the country’s east coast in the province 

of Kwa-Zulu Natal. It is located on the Indian Ocean’s shore. During the majority of the year, 

it has a hot and humid environment. 

 

For example, describing Durban as a place; 

Shaped by Zulu and Indian cultures, Durban is home to the Durban July Handicap, and its 

shoreline stretches from uShaka Marine World to the contemporary Moses Mabhida Stadium. 
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Durban has a dynamic, happy, and resilient attitude. It is known for being a welcoming 

environment where everyone is kind and the celebration never stops. 

 

For these examples given above, the concept of place gives meaning to space. The researcher 

maintains that the concept of ‘place’ is a foundational and more important than space (Figure 

5).  

 

5.4.2.2 Place vs Physical Earth and Place vs Human-Environment Interaction 

In the current geography climate, the place has physical and human characteristics that define 

it (Rosenberg 2019). In addition, a place describes the human and physical characteristics of a 

location as well as framework information about the location (Rosenberg 2019). So, in this 

consistent context, both the physical Earth and human-environment interaction are largely 

dependent on the concept of place.  

  

The Earth is known to be the only place in the universe that sustains and supports life 

(Rosenberg 2019). In this case, the Earth is a location with a meaning, a place. In this way, 

human-environment interaction is the means by which humans interact with nature. For 

example, humans may set a farm next to the river to access water easier. This interaction and 

modification of the environment are place-based. As a result, human characteristics of places 

are derived from human thoughts and actions (Rosenberg 2019). As a result, there are 

interrelationships between people and their environment.  Hence, humans rely on the natural 

surroundings for basic necessities such as water, food and shelter (Rosenberg 2019). For these 

reasons, the place gives meaning to both physical and human characteristics.  

 

5.4.3 Overview of Geography Topic per Term 

In this section, the researcher describes the extent to which the five sections make a secondary 

reference to the concept of place.  These sections are from Grades 10-12, namely (Table 7);  

1. The Atmosphere/Weather and Climate 

2. Geomorphology 

3. Population/Development Geography/Settlements 

4. Water Resources/Resources and Sustainability/Economic Geography of South 

Africa 

5. Geographical Skills and Techniques 
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The researcher maintains that all the above-mentioned sections make a secondary reference to 

the concept of place. Sections 1 and 2 are physical geography, while sections 3 and 4 are human 

geography. This demonstrates that secondary reference to the concept of place is covered in 

both physical and human geographies. This is attesting that place is a central concept to link 

the interrelationship between the physical and human processes. Therefore, this is in 

accordance with the researcher’s argument that place is a ‘big’ and the most important concept. 

To balance this account, it is necessary to examine each section per grade. Each account was 

examined through the key aspects of the concept of place, showing that place can be applied to 

very large areas, such as countries, or very small areas such as cities (Fletcher 2019). 

 

5.4.3.1 Grade 10  

5.4.3.1.1 The Atmosphere 

The direct reference to ‘place’ is evidenced under the topic Heating of Atmosphere, “factors 

that affect the temperature of different places around the world: latitude, altitude, ocean 

currents and distance from the oceans” (DBE 2011: 21a). This also implies the secondary 

reference to ‘place’.  

Moreover, the researcher has earlier maintained that place is what gives a space meaning. Space 

is a location without a meaning, while a place is a location with a meaning. The section of the 

atmosphere is more of a space. However, units are giving the atmosphere a meaning or 

secondary reference to place. For example, the heating of the atmosphere by the Earth, the 

greenhouse effect, the greenhouse’s impact on people and the environment, factors influencing 

global temperature, global warming, and the impact of climate and climate change on Africa's 

environment and people (Dilley et al. 2019a). From the unit, heating of the atmosphere by the 

Earth, it is evidence that the sun’s energy warms the Earth’s surface. However, the heating of 

the Earth or insolation is unequally distributed as some places receive more heat energy 

(equatorial region), while others receive less (polar region). The above articulation further 

supports the secondary reference to the concept of ‘place’.  

 

Reading and interpreting synoptic weather maps strongly validates the secondary reference to 

the concept of place. According to Dilley et al. (2019a), meteorologists take daily weather 

measurements at the same time every day all over South Africa. Therefore, the concept place 

fits well as the measurements are taken all over South Africa, in different places. Dilley et al. 

(2019a) further add that synoptic weather maps are maps that display weather conditions for a 

particular place, time, and day. 
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5.4.3.1.2 Geomorphology  

The geomorphology section in Grade 10 makes a solid secondary reference to the concept of 

‘place’. All the units, namely, the Earth’s formation, oceanic crust, folding and faulting, natural 

disaster such as earthquakes, tsunami and volcanoes are all central to the concept of ‘place’. 

For example, South Africa’s geology is a sub-unit under the structure of the Earth. This sub-

unit outlines that South Africa as a place has a variety of rocks that were formed over 3500 

million years ago (Dilley et al. 2019a). For instance, Karoo sediment, Karoo sediment covered 

by Drakensberg basalt, and Cape Fold Mountains are the main rock types that occur over the 

surface (Dilley et al. 2019a). In that case, these main types of rocks influence the geology of 

different places within South Africa. Therefore, landforms associated with different types of 

rocks make a secondary reference to the concept of ‘place’.  

 

The unit on plate tectonics also makes a solid secondary reference to the concept of place. The 

sub-unit “the position of tectonic plates” outlines global tectonic plates and tectonic plate 

boundaries (Dilley et al. 2019a). This, in turn, demonstrates that there are different tectonic 

plates in different places. Other places such as South Africa are located far from tectonic 

boundaries, and in the same way, this makes a secondary reference to the concept of place. 

Lastly, the unit on the world’s volcanic and earthquake zones (places) also makes a secondary 

reference to the concept of place. Hence, zones have a similar meaning to that of place. 

 

5.4.3.1.3 Population 

The researcher believes that the nature of human geography is strongly linked to the concept 

of place. To balance this account, it is necessary to examine five major sub-units under 

population, namely: population density and distribution, population dynamics, demographic 

change, migrations, and HIV and AIDS. The population section discusses the world’s 

population, particularly comparing populations in various countries (Dilley et al. 2019a). The 

researcher articulated that place can be applied to very large areas, such as a country (The 

Cultural Courier 2019). For this reason, this section focuses on the number of people in various 

parts of the world, or rather, in several places. For example, Dilley et al. (2019a) postulate that 

most people live along the coastal areas and mainly in the North Hemisphere. Again, this makes 

a secondary reference to the concept of place.  

Population structure focuses on population indicators such as the number of births, number of 

deaths, life span, and literacy rate. (Dilley et al. 2019a). The population indicators are used to 

compare the level of development in various countries or places. Population indicators vary 
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among countries. For these reasons, population structure also demonstrates secondary 

reference to the concept of place. 

 

5.4.3.1.4 Water Resources 

Similarly, to the population section, the water resource section makes a solid secondary 

reference to the concept of place. The sub-unit on ocean currents and their importance is a good 

example to demonstrate this. For example, consider the impact of ocean currents on South 

Africa’s east and west coasts (Dilley et al. 2019a). The warm Agulhas and Mozambique 

currents have an impact on places along the east coast. Whereas, the cold Benguela current 

influences the west coast (Dilley et al. 2019a). As a result, these ocean currents influence South 

African climate, and coastal communities benefit from ocean resources such as fishing. For 

these reasons, a secondary reference to the concept of ‘place’ is clearly evident.  

 

The unit on water management in South Africa also makes a secondary reference to the concept 

of place, hence South Africa is a place. The unit on floods is another good example because 

they occur anywhere and in different places. Furthermore, the impact of floods varies from 

place to place. 

 

5.4.3.2 Grade 11 

5.4.3.2.1 The Atmosphere 

Firstly, under Grade 10 Atmosphere, the researcher has already articulated that reading and 

interpreting synoptic weather maps make a secondary reference to the concept of place. In this 

section, the researcher used three sub-topics, namely The weather and climate of Africa, El 

Niño and La Niña events as well as drought and desertification (Dilley et al. 2019b). These 

three sub-topics validate secondary reference to the concept of place. The researcher has 

already articulated that place is applied to large areas, such as countries, or very small areas 

such as a city (The Cultural Courier 2019). In this case, Africa is a place. Therefore, the unit 

of Africa’s weather and climate makes a secondary reference to the concept of ‘place’ as it 

focuses on Africa. The El Niño and La Niña events and their impacts on Africa’s climate also 

validate the secondary reference to the concept of place, hence Africa is place. In addition, the 

effects of El Niño and La Niña happenings affect several places within Africa. 

The unit on drought and desertification also makes a secondary reference to the concept of 

place. A sub-unit on “areas (places) in Africa at risk of drought and desertification” clearly 

demonstrates this, hence Africa is a place. For example, the causes of drought and 
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desertification in different places are covered by various case studies. These case studies are 

place-based, for instance, a case study on the Rendille of Northern Kenya (Dilley et al. 2019b). 

 

5.4.3.2.2 Geomorphology  

The first unit is that of “characteristics and processes associated with the development of hilly 

landscapes and basaltic plateaus” (Dilley et al. 2019b). Hilly landscapes are layers of horizontal 

sedimentary rock with uniform resistance to erosion (Dilley et al. 2019b). As a result, the 

climate of an area influences the nature of the slopes in hilly landscapes (Dilley et al. 2019b). 

In different places, these hilly landscapes are used for settlement. For example, the Valley of a 

Thousand Hills near Durban (Dilley et al. 2019b). This example demonstrates how landscapes 

make a secondary reference to the concept of place.  

 

The unit on slopes, mainly the overview of South Africa’s topography also makes a secondary 

reference to the concept of place, hence South Africa is a place (Dilley et al. 2019b). The 

significance of slopes for human activities in various places is another good example to 

demonstrate secondary reference to the concept of place. In different places, people use slopes 

for settlement (build homes on slopes), agriculture (orchards and vineyards are found on 

slopes), recreation (slopes are popular activities for activities such as hiking), and 

communication (Dilley et al. 2019b). The above-mentioned human activities occur on various 

slopes, so they occur in various places.  

 

The sub-unit on the effect of mass movements on humans, societies and the environment is 

another example, hence several case studies are place-based. For example, a mudslide in 

Taiwan and Rockslide in Cairo. Hence, Taiwan and Cairo are place examples. 

 

5.4.3.2.3 Development Geography 

Similarly, with the Grade 10 population, development geography strongly makes a secondary 

reference to the concept of place. This section begins by emphasising that countries are 

classified according to the level of development (Dilley et al. 2019b). In other words, countries 

are classified as developed or developing countries. The researcher has articulated that a 

country can be classified as a place. Therefore, this section classifies different places according 

to their level of economic development.  
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The use of Brandt’s report in classifying the world into north and south is another example of 

a unit that makes a secondary reference to the concept of place. This implies that wealthy and 

industrialised places are mainly in North America and Europe (Dilley et al. 2019b). While, the 

south is referred as having fewer wealthy places, such as places in South America and Africa 

(Dilley et al. 2019b). Therefore, the classification of places by the Brandt report supports 

secondary reference to the concept of place. In addition, development indicators are used to 

compare the level of development between places.  

 

Lastly, development geography focuses mainly on comparing different places. For example, 

development models, community-based development, and trade and development. This unit is 

all about comparing countries, in other words about comparing places. Furthermore, the use of 

case studies across this section is based on comparing places. The gender inequality index is 

also used to indicate the degree of equality or inequality between men and women in a country, 

in other words, in a place. 

 

5.4.3.2.4 Resources and Sustainability  

This section begins by emphasising the relationship between resources and economic 

development, which emphasises that towns, cities, and infrastructure are often developed 

where resources were available (Dilley et al. 2019b). In other words, urban places are often 

developed where resources were available. For example, urbanisation and industrial 

development on the Witwatersrand (place) in South Africa is continuing even though most of 

the gold mines have been closed (Dilley et al. 2019b). The above articulation clearly illustrates 

a secondary reference to the concept of place.  

 

The section on soil and soil erosion also makes a secondary reference to the concept of place. 

An example of this is the causes of soil erosion in different places: ploughing downslopes 

where farmers damage their land by using land that is too steep (Dilley et al. 2019b). These 

types of soil erosion are place-based. The use of case studies on the effect of soil erosion is also 

place-based because it focuses on a particular place.  

 

The section on conventional sources of energy and their environmental impact, also 

demonstrates secondary reference to the concept of place. For example, the production of 

electricity in South Africa shows that electricity is generated in different parts or places of 

South Africa. Furthermore, case studies on energy production are place-based. For example, 
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Paluel nuclear power station in France (Dilley et al. 2019b). Lastly, the following units make 

as a secondary reference to the concept of place (Dilley et al. 2019b), hence South Africa is a 

place: 

 “South Africa’s potential to meet long-term energy needs using conventional resources 

 Solar energy: an example from South Africa and the world 

 Wind energy: an example from South Africa and the world 

 The future of non-conventional energy in South Africa 

 Energy management in South Africa” 

 

5.4.3.3 Grade 12  

5.4.3.3.1 Weather and Climate  

Accordingly, the concept of place applies to small areas. Secondly, the effect of mid-latitude 

cyclones and tropical cyclones focuses on a particular place. For example, the impact of 

tropical cyclones on human activities such as drowning, loss of homes, and disease outbreaks.  

According to the BBC (2019), the death toll from tropical cyclone Idai in Mozambique could 

be as high as 1000, with at least 122 deaths in Malawi. More than 1500 people were injured in 

Beira as a result of falling trees and debris from buildings, including zinc roofing. The above 

articulation on the impact of tropical cyclone Idai in a particular place namely; Mozambique, 

Malawi, and Beira demonstrate the secondary referencing to the concept of place.  

 

The section on the impact of berg winds on human activities also makes secondary reference 

to the concept of place. For example, berg winds are associated with dry conditions, which 

means that veld fires affect both humans and animals (Esterhuysen et al. 2020). However, berg 

winds only affect areas or places that are on the western side or west coast of South Africa. 

Therefore, they only affect certain places, thus make a secondary reference to the concept of 

place. 

 

5.4.3.3.2 Geomorphology 

This section of geomorphology focuses on fluvial processes. Fluvial processes are related to 

rivers and streams as well as the deposits and landforms created by them (Esterhuysen et al. 

2020). To demonstrate the secondary reference to place, the researcher used the sub-topic 

drainage basins and catchment management. Firstly, as the world’s population grows, 

agriculture and industry expand, and cities become more densely populated, as a result, more 

freshwater is required (Esterhuysen et al. 2020). South Africa as a place, does not have a great 
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deal of water and is regarded as a water-scarce country (place). With a growing population in 

South Africa, agriculture and industry are expanding which means more and more water is 

needed. As a result, human activities affect the water that flows through a drainage basin. The 

higher the population, the higher the demand for the water resources of a country. The 

researcher has argued that place is applicable to large areas, for example country. The 

articulation above on water challenges in South Africa (as a place) demonstrates the secondary 

reference to the concept of place. 

 

5.4.3.3.3 Settlements 

The concept of place applies to a very small area such as the city or village (The Cultural 

Courier 2019), consequently, this particular section focuses on urban and rural settlements. 

Therefore, the researcher maintains that urban and rural settlements are places, rather than 

unique places. Furthermore, the settlement has two meanings; namely, a place where a group 

of people lives together and a process which is the action of settling (Esterhuysen et al. 2020). 

Without a doubt, this section strongly validates the secondary reference to the concept of place. 

Furthermore, a settlement is a place where a group of people lives, buildings are found, 

moreover where social and economic activities take place. This supports the researcher’s earlier 

contention that a place is a location with a meaning. Lastly, this section is centred around the 

concept of place, the following sections sustain secondary reference to ‘place’: 

 “Site and situation of a settlement 

 Classification of settlements in size, pattern, and function 

 Classification of rural settlements 

 Rural-urban migration 

 Rural development strategies 

 Social justice issues rural areas, such as land reform 

 Classification of urban settlements 

 Functions of urban settlements 

 Types of urban settlements 

 Urban hierarchy 

 Lower and higher-order centres 

 Urban structure and patterns 

 Urban morphology 

 Models of urban structure 

 Changing urban patterns and land use 
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 Urban settlement issues” 

 

5.4.3.3.4 Economic Geography of South Africa 

This particular section focuses on the Economic Geography of South Africa, the emphases are 

on South Africa as a place. Therefore, the concept of place applies to large areas, such as a 

country. Without a doubt, this section strongly validates the secondary reference to the concept 

of place. 

 

5.4.3.4 Geographical Skills and Techniques (Grades 10 -12) 

Geography is the study of places, and the dominant place-based teaching method is 

geographical skills and techniques. The following are place driven geographical skills and 

techniques topics (Table 1): 

 “Using atlases 

 Fieldwork and practical work 

 Mapwork skills and techniques 

 1:50 000 Topographic map 

 Aerial photographs and Orthophoto maps 

 Geographical Information Systems” 

 

Geographical skills and techniques as a place-based teaching method, teach and promote the 

language of maps so that a map reader understands what maps say as well as giving us 

information on how people relate to their home places (Dilley et al. 2019a). As a result, maps 

are used to locate places that could be small or large. They point at which line of latitude and 

longitude crosses each other on a map grid (Dilley et al. 2019a), allowing the users to locate 

different places. For instance, topographic maps, are maps at a scale large enough to show 

details surface features of a place (Dilley et al. 2019a): either physical features such as rivers 

and lakes, and cultural features such as roads. Photographs such as orthophoto maps, oblique 

photographs, and vertical aerial photographs also promote the place-based teaching method, 

since they show more detailed information about places (Dilley et al. 2019a). Accordingly, 

maps and photographs are graphic teaching methods of places.  

 

Geographical Information Systems (GIS) is a computer program that also promotes a place-

based teaching method. GIS data focuses on any information about things that exist and events 

that take place anywhere on Earth (Dilley et al. 2019a), meaning in different places. Dilley et 
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al. (2019a) outline that GIS layers contain data on the attributes of specific entities such as 

roads, population, contours, and rainfall. All these attributes exist in real places, which can be 

distinct geographically through locating their exact latitude and longitude (Dilley et al. 2019a). 

Lastly, using atlases covers all the aspects of the place-based teaching method. They contain 

maps, photographs, graphs, and notes about specific places (Dilley et al. 2019a). Without a 

doubt, geographical skills and techniques strongly make a secondary reference to the concept 

of place. 

 

5.4.3.5 Discussion  

The researcher concludes that the secondary reference to the concept of place is presented in a 

conformed manner. This is based on the detailed and justified analysis of the Geography FET 

CAPS document. A further instance of this is in the Aims of Geography, there is 77.8% solid 

secondary referencing to the concept place. Secondly, in the Overview of Geography Topics 

per Term, all topics (100%), either physical geography, human geography, and geographical 

skills and techniques; have a strong authentication of secondary referencing to the concept 

place (Table 7). The topics on human geography and geographical skills and techniques, as 

compared to physical geography, were the more substantial topics in validating secondary 

references to the concept of place.  

 

5.5 Official Document Overview 

The official document (CAPS for Geography in the Further Education and Training Phase) was 

used to investigate the nature of ‘place’ in geography. The nature of ‘place’ in school geography 

was investigated through Explicit Theory (a direct reference to the place concept), and Implicit 

Theory (indirect/secondary reference to the place concept). It should be noted that the nature 

of ‘place’ in geography is strongly validated by the secondary reference to the concept of place, 

as compared to direct reference to the concept of place. For example, in the Aims of Geography, 

there is 77.8% firm secondary referencing to the concept place, as compared to 11.1% scant 

direct referencing to the concept place. Furthermore, in the Overview of Geography Topics per 

Term, there is 100% solid validation secondary referencing to the concept place (Table 7), as 

compared to 4.8% scant direct referencing to the concept of place.  

 

With concept formation, this is not surprising because concepts such as place are not clearly 

outlined. In other words, concepts are delineated in an implicit manner or a secondary mode.  

A potential threat is that school geography teachers may conceptualise concepts differently.  In 
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this case, school geography teachers may have a dissimilar conceptualisation of ‘place’ in 

school geography. On the other hand, school geography teachers may not be able to implement 

geographic learning of ‘place’. In researcher’s view, foundational concepts such as place 

should be clearly outlined in curriculum documents, as well as clear configurations as to how 

they should be implemented. The next section is on the card sorting instrument, attempting to 

explore teachers’ understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography. 

  

5.6 Conclusion  

In this chapter, data was gathered through the official document the CAPS for Geography in 

the FET Band. The CAPS for the FET Geography Band document was analysed in relation to 

the direct and secondary reference to the concept of ‘place’ in geography. The CAPS for 

Geography in the FET Band document was used to address one secondary question posed by 

this study. This provided the necessary analysis on the nature of ‘place’ in school geography. 

The overall analyses put forward the notion that the nature of ‘place’ in geography is strongly 

confirmed through secondary referencing. The next chapter continues with data analyses, with 

the use of card sorting and interviews.  
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Table 7: An adapted Overview of Geography Content in the FET Band (DBE 2011:13). 

Showing topics and sub-topics from Grade 10 to 12 

 

   (Source: Adapted from DBE 2011:13)  
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CHAPTER 6: TEACHER’S UNDERSTANDING, DESCRIPTION AND 

IMPLEMENTATION OF ‘PLACE’ IN SCHOOL GEOGRAPHY 
 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses data analysis, interpretation, and findings presentation for card sorting 

and interviews. Similarly, to chapter five, this chapter, analyses, interprets, summaries, and 

presents data in a manner that answers the followings research questions: 

 What are teachers’ understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography? (card sorting) 

 How do teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography? (interview) 

 How do teachers implement geographic learning of ‘place’? (interview and 

examination papers) 

 

6.2 Profiles of the Teacher Participants  

This research study’s sample included eight participants: four state school teachers and four 

independent school teachers. In relation to gender, two of the state school teachers were male 

and two were female, while three of the independent school teachers were male and one was 

female. In terms of race, two of the state school teachers were black, one was coloured, and 

one was white, while the independent school teachers included three white teachers and one 

black teacher. Two of the independent school teachers were originally from Zimbabwe, while 

the third was from Cyprus. All of the teachers were qualified geography teachers who complied 

with all SACE requirements. Teachers have received varying levels of teacher education and 

have had a wide range of teaching experiences. The study’s teacher participants were referred 

to as Teachers A to H, and their identities were known only to the researcher. The following 

paragraphs depict the profile of each teacher participant based on the interview data. 

 

6.2.1 Teacher A 

Teacher A is a black male, teaches at a state school, and has 26 years of teaching experience. 

He studied at Mokapone College of Education, between 1991 and 1993, and at Pretoria 

Technical College (TUT) in 2004. He grew up in Limpopo and migrated to Gauteng for job 

opportunities. Teacher A has not travelled much. He has only travelled between the provinces 

of Limpopo, Gauteng, and Kwa-Zulu Natal. It emerged from the interview that Teacher A 

considers the concept of ‘place’ in school geography to be the biggest of the geography’s core 

four concepts.  
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6.2.2 Teacher B 

Teacher B is a black male, who teaches at a state school, and has 3 years of teaching experience. 

He studied BEd at the University of Pretoria between 2012 and 2015. He grew up in Gauteng, 

East Rand in Daveyton. Teacher B has not travelled much. He has only travelled between the 

provinces of KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng, and North West. It emerged from the interview that 

Teacher B considers the concept of ‘place’ in school geography be the biggest concept of the 

four. 

 

6.2.3 Teacher C 

Teacher C is a coloured female, who was a teacher at a state school for 8 years and has spent 

10 years as a school geography facilitator. Overall, teacher C has 18 years’ experience within 

school geography sector. She studied at the teaching college (didn’t name the teaching college). 

She grew up in Gauteng, around Johannesburg.  Teacher C is well-travelled. She has been to 

all provinces in South Africa.  It emerged from the interview that Teacher C considers the 

concept of ‘place’ in school geography to be the biggest concept of the four. 

 

6.2.4 Teacher D 

Teacher D is a white female, who teaches at a state school, and has 35 years of teaching 

experience. She studied at the teaching college (didn’t name the teaching college). She grew 

up in Gauteng, West Rand in the Roodepoort area. Teacher D is well-travelled. She has been 

to all provinces in South Africa, Asia, and SADC counties such as Zimbabwe, Malawi, 

Mozambique, and Namibia.  It emerged from the interview that Teacher D considers the 

concept of ‘place’ in school geography as the is the big concept of the four. 

 

6.2.5 Teacher E 

Teacher E is a white male, who teaches at an independent school, and has 21 years of teaching 

experience. He studied at one of the universities in Johannesburg (didn’t name the university). 

He grew up in Europe, in Cyprus, then migrated to South Africa, Gauteng Province. Teacher 

E is well-travelled. He has been to all provinces in South Africa, African countries, Europe and 

Asia. It emerged from the interview that Teacher E considers the concept of ‘place’ in school 

geography to be the biggest concept of the four. 
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6.2.6 Teacher F 

Teacher F is a black male, teaches at an independent school, and has 14 years of teaching 

experience. He studied at one of the colleges in Zimbabwe (didn’t name the college). He grew 

up in Zimbabwe’s, Bulawayo Province then migrated to South Africa’s, Gauteng Province. 

Teacher F has travelled to most provinces in South Africa and Zimbabwe. It emerged from the 

interview that Teacher F considers the concept of ‘place’ and space in school geography as the 

two joint biggest concepts of the four. 

 

6.2.7 Teacher G 

Teacher G, a white male, teaches at an independent school, and has 21 years of teaching 

experience. He studied at the University of Natal, now known as the University of KwaZulu-

Natal (UKZN). He grew up in Kwa-Zulu Natal, Durban then migrated to Gauteng Province. 

Teacher G is well-travelled. He has been to almost all provinces in South Africa, to England 

and Germany. It emerged from the interview that Teacher G considers the concept of ‘place’ 

in school geography as the biggest concept of the four. 

 

6.2.8 Teacher H 

Teacher H, a white female, teaches at an independent school, and has 29 years of teaching 

experience. She studied at Rhodes University. She grew up in Zimbabwe then migrated to 

South Africa, Gauteng Province. Teacher H is well-travelled. She has been to almost all 

provinces in South Africa, to several continents namely: Africa, Asia, Europe, and North 

America. It emerged from the interview that Teacher G considers the concept of ‘place’ in 

school geography as the biggest concept of the four. 

 

6.2.9 Overview of the Teacher Participants 

Purposeful sampling was used in this study. Eight geography teachers from Gauteng Province 

schools who teach geography at the FET level were chosen. To obtain more complex and 

multifaceted knowledge, the selected teachers come from a variety of educational, social, and 

teaching experiential backgrounds. From the information given, it is clear that the participant 

teachers were well qualified FET school geography teachers and had a diversity of educational 

and social experiential background.  There were a variety of teaching experiences. Most have 

many years of teaching experience, and only one teacher was new to the teaching field, with 3 

years of experience.  
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Most of the school geography teachers are well-travelled, either around South Africa, within 

Africa, or globally. With five of the participants indicating that they have travelled outside 

South Africa, particularly teachers from independent schools. This is significant in this study, 

as it focuses on the concept of ‘place’. Moving from one place to another or travelling between 

places enables a traveller to see different places and also to understand why places are different. 

This understanding is not automatic, but it is influenced by the fact that places differ from one 

another. Regarding this study, which focuses on the importance of ‘place’ in school geography, 

and particularly as a big concept.  The study found that seven participants were of the view that 

the concept of ‘place’ is ‘big’ and the ‘most’ important concept in school geography. While 

one participant considers ‘place’ and space as both ‘big’ and important concepts in school 

geography. These findings are similar to the researcher’s view that the concept of ‘place’ is 

‘big’ and the most important concept in school geography. Most importantly, the findings are 

also similar to the literature that the researcher presented in chapter two. 

  

6.3 Card Sorting 

The researcher clarified in chapter four, that he issued participants with nine cards to sort, as 

well as three blank cards in case they wanted to add other ideas. This was to explore teachers’ 

understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography, guided by the Theory Sketch (Figures 1 and 

2). In addition to card sorting technique, the diamond 9 method was used. It is a strategy that 

priorities nine ideas or pieces of information into what each participant considers highest to 

lowest importance. However, all eight participants opted only to use the nine cards that the 

researcher issued.  The nine cards contained content from the literature on the conceptualisation 

of the concept of ‘place’ in school geography.  As mentioned in chapter four, a pilot study was 

also conducted prior, to trial the card’s content. Card sorting content was an important segment 

for the card sorting method. Each card content was assigned a card number for easy analysis 

using excel. In no particular order of importance, the following card’s content was as follows 

(Table 8): 
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Table 8: Card sorting content 

Card No. Card content 

1.  School Geography is deliberately or unintentionally dependant on PLACE. Human, Physical and Environmental 

Geography are all centred around the CONCEPT OF PLACE. 

2.  The CONCEPT OF PLACE enables students to understand and evaluate how past human actions affect the present world 

and influence the future. 

3.  The significance of PLACE/CONCEPT OF PLACE is an important aspect of School Geography (as a specialised subject 

knowledge). For example, mapwork has always been a common method for students to locate and identify PLACES. The 

introduction of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in Geography Education also makes PLACE an important concept. 

4.  PLACE is a priority for the discipline of Geography, especially in the midst of a changing and globalising world. The 

CONCEPT OF PLACE encourages new ways of questioning and being in the world, and therefore in School Geography, 

PLACE matters the most. 

5.  The CONCEPT OF PLACE promotes geographical thinking, important values and attitudes such as sustainable/fair use 

of resources for the benefit of all, respect for the rights of all people, a sense of fairness and equality. 

6.  Generally, Geography is the study of PLACES and Geography is about PLACES. Geography topics namely 

Atmosphere/Climatology, Geomorphology, Settlements, Development and Resources/Sustainability and Map-work are 

all centred around the CONCEPT OF PLACE. 

7.  The CONCEPT OF PLACE encourages diversity and uniqueness. People have multiple identities which relate to 

PLACES and that each PLACE can be seen in accordance with its particular uniqueness. 

8.  PLACE is a foundation for Geography Education and Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as space, the physical 

Earth and human-environment interaction are all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF PLACE. 

9.  PLACE is a critical concept because it focuses attention on analysing how economic and political decisions impact a 

particular PLACE. Place-based learning serves as a transformative educational tool to address the legacies of apartheid. 

Place-based education is also vital in dealing with current spatial and political challenges facing a democratic South Africa. 

 

Participants were asked to rank cards in order of importance from most important to least 

important (Figure 5). Following each ranking order, participants were required to explain their 

ranking order through the use of interviews. To facilitate analysis, the researcher divided their 

rankings into five categories: “very high priority, high priority, middling priority, low priority, 

and very low priority” (Figure 6). This means that, in the case of nine ranked views, each 

category had to be assigned points. Very high priority, for example, was assigned 5 points as 

the most important, while very low priority was assigned 1 point as the least important. Table 

9 shows the points for each category: 
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Table 9: Points per category 

Category Points Card No. 

Very high priority (1) 5  

High priority (2) 4  

Middling priority (3) 3  

Low priority (2) 2  

Very low priority (1) 1  

 

 

Figure 6: Diamond 9 with five categories (Source: Visual Paradigm Online: 2021) 

 

The section that follows indicates how the participants ranked their points of view. Participants 

were asked to rank cards, from the most important to the least important (Figure 4). Following 

each ranking order, participants were required to explain their ranking order through the use of 

interviews. The researcher issued all participants with nine cards to sort, from the most 

important to the least important. The researcher explained and asked the participants to use the 

diamond 9 method (Figure 4 and 6). Thereafter, Teacher A was able to read, sort, and rank the 

cards in the order of importance (Figure 7). 

 

6.3.1 Card Sorting by Teacher A 

Teacher A’s card sorting revealed that card no. 3 was the most important card. Therefore, 

Teacher A posited that “The significance of PLACE/CONCEPT OF PLACE is an important 

aspect of School Geography (as a specialised subject knowledge). For example, mapwork 
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has always been a common method for students to locate and identify PLACES. The 

introduction of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in Geography Education also makes 

PLACE an important concept” as the most important content on understanding the role of 

‘place’ in school geography (Table 10 and Figure 7).   

 

In addition, Teacher A placed cards nos. 8 and 7 as a joint high priority on the understanding 

role of ‘place’ in school geography (Table 10 and Figure 7). Implying that, “PLACE is a 

foundation for Geography Education and Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as 

space, the physical Earth, and human-environment interaction are all interconnected with 

the CONCEPT OF PLACE”, as well as “The CONCEPT OF PLACE encourages diversity 

and uniqueness. People have multiple identities which relate to PLACES and that each 

PLACE can be seen in accordance with its particular uniqueness”. 

 

 

Figure 7: Teacher A’s card sorting 

 

Table 10: Teacher A’s ranking views 

Category Points Card Number 

Very high priority (1) 5 Card No. 3 

High priority (2) 4 Card No. 8 

Card No. 7 

Middling priority (3) 3 Card No. 4 
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Card No. 6 

Card No 5 

Low priority (2) 2 Card No. 2 

Card No. 1 

Very low priority (1) 1 Card No. 9 

 

 

Figure 8: Teacher A’s ranking views 

 

Table 10 and Figure 8 shows how Teacher A understands the role of ‘place’ in school 

geography. In chapter one, the researcher pointed out that it is not clear to what extent teachers 

understand the concept of ‘place’. Furthermore, the researcher also argued that teachers may 

conceptualise the concept of place differently. This was the first attempt by the researcher to 

understand the extent to which teachers understand the concept of ‘place’. Also, to explore the 

earlier claim by the researcher that teachers have a dissimilar understanding of the concept of 

‘place’. The next section by other teachers will provide an insight on understanding the role of 

‘place’ in school geography, mainly on similarities and differences. 

 

6.3.2 Card Sorting by Teacher B 

Teacher B placed card no. 8 as the most important content on understanding the role of ‘place’ 

in school geography. Card no. 8 states that “PLACE is a foundation for Geography Education 

and Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as space, the physical Earth, and human-

environment interaction are all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF PLACE” (Table 11 

and Figure 9). 
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Furthermore, Teacher B placed cards nos. 6 and 3 as a high priority on understanding the role 

of ‘place’ in school geography (Table 11 and Figure 11). Card no. 6 states that “Generally, 

Geography is the study of PLACES and Geography is about PLACES. Geography topics 

namely Atmosphere/Climatology, Geomorphology, Settlements, Development and 

Resources/Sustainability, and Map-work are all centred around the CONCEPT OF 

PLACE”.  Card no. 3 states that ‘The significance of PLACE/CONCEPT OF PLACE is an 

important aspect of School Geography (as a specialised subject knowledge). For example, 

mapwork has always been a common method for students to locate and identify PLACES. 

The introduction of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in Geography Education also 

makes PLACE an important concept”.  

 

 

Figure 9: Teacher B’s card sorting 

 

Table 11: Teacher B’s ranking views 

Category Points Card Number 

Very high priority (1) 5 Card No. 8 

High priority (2) 4 Card No. 6 

Card No. 3 

Middling priority (3) 3 Card No. 5 

Card No. 9 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

95 

 

Card No. 4 

Low priority (2) 2 Card No. 1 

Card No. 7 

Very low priority (1) 1 Card No. 2 

 

 

Figure 10: Teacher B's ranking views 

 

Table 11 and Figure 10 illustrate how Teacher B understands the role of ‘place’ in school 

geography.  There were connections and variances between Teacher A and Teacher B.  Card 

nos. 8 and 3 both appear in Teacher A’s and Teacher B’s high ranking order, as either very 

high priority and high priority (Tables 10 and 11). In terms of variances, Teacher A had card 

no. 7 as a high priority, while Teacher had card no. 6 as a high priority. This may suggest that 

teachers have a dissimilar understanding of the role of ‘place’ in school geography. Overall, 

Teacher B’s strongly support the researcher’s earlier claim that PLACE is a foundation for 

Geography Education and Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as space, the physical 

Earth, and human-environment interaction are all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF 

PLACE. 

  

6.3.3 Card Sorting by Teacher C 

After the researcher gave Teacher C the same instructions as Teacher A and Teacher B, she 

then ranked the cards in the order of importance (Figure 11). Similarly, with Teacher B, 
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Teacher C placed card no. 8 as the most important content on understanding the role of ‘place’ 

in school geography. Card no. 8 states that “PLACE is a foundation for Geography Education 

and Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as space, the physical Earth, and human-

environment interaction are all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF PLACE” (Table 12 

and Figure 11).  

In addition, Teacher C placed cards nos. 4 and 6 as a joint high priority on the understanding 

role of ‘place’ in school geography (Table 12 and Figure 11). Indicating that, “PLACE is a 

priority for the discipline of Geography, especially in the midst of a changing and globalising 

world. The CONCEPT OF PLACE encourages new ways of questioning and being in the 

world, and therefore in School Geography, PLACE matters the most.”, as well 

as “Generally, Geography is the study of PLACES and Geography is about PLACES. 

Geography topics namely Atmosphere/Climatology, Geomorphology, Settlements, 

Development and Resources/Sustainability, and Map-work are all centred around the 

CONCEPT OF PLACE”. 

 

 

Figure 11: Teacher C’s card sorting 

 

Table 12: Teacher C’s ranking views 

Category Points Card Number 

Very high priority (1) 5 Card No. 8 

High priority (2) 4 Card No. 4 
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Card No. 6 

Middling priority (3) 3 Card No. 2 

Card No. 7 

Card No. 5 

Low priority (2) 2 Card No. 3 

Card No. 1 

Very low priority (1) 1 Card No. 9 

 

 

Figure 12: Teacher C’s ranking views 

 

Table 12 and Figure 12 display the mode Teacher C sorted the cards that the researcher issued 

her. The most notable point is that she also placed card no. 8 as the most important card in 

understanding the role of ‘place’ in school geography. Moreover, there was a notable 

connection between Teacher B and Teacher C.  Card nos. 8 and 6 both appear in Teacher B’s 

and Teacher C’s high ranking order, as either very high priority and high priority (Tables 11 

and 12). In terms of variances, Teacher B had card no. 3 as a high priority, while Teacher C 

had card no. 4 as high priority. This may indicate that teachers’ perspectives on the role of 

‘place’ in school geography differ. Significantly, Teacher C’s ranking order backs up the 

researcher’s earlier assertion that PLACE is a foundation for Geography Education and 

Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as space, the physical Earth, and human-

environment interaction are all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF PLACE. 
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6.3.4 Card Sorting by Teacher D 

Teacher D was able to read the cards, arrange them, and rate them in order of importance 

(Figure 14). Similarly, with Teacher B and Teacher C, Teacher D positioned card no. 8 as the 

most important content on understanding the role of ‘place’ in school geography. Card no. 8 

states that “PLACE is a foundation for Geography Education and Geography as a whole. 

Other concepts: such as space, the physical Earth, and human-environment interaction are 

all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF PLACE” (Table 13 and Figure 13). 

 

In addition, Teacher D placed cards nos. 4 and 5 as a joint high priority on the understanding 

role of ‘place’ in school geography (Table 13 and Figure 13). Implying that, “PLACE is a 

priority for the discipline of Geography, especially in the midst of a changing and globalising 

world. The CONCEPT OF PLACE encourages new ways of questioning and being in the 

world, and therefore in School Geography, PLACE matters the most”, as well as “The 

CONCEPT OF PLACE promotes geographical thinking, important values, and attitudes 

such as sustainable/fair use of resources for the benefit of all, respect for the rights of all 

people, a sense of fairness and equality”. 

 

 

Figure 13: Teacher D’s card sorting 
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Table 13: Teacher D’s ranking views 

Category Points Card Number 

Very high priority (1) 5 Card No. 8 

High priority (2) 4 Card No. 4 

Card No. 5 

Middling priority (3) 3 Card No. 6 

Card No. 1 

Card No. 2 

Low priority (2) 2 Card No. 7 

Card No. 9 

Very low priority (1) 1 Card No. 3 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Teacher D’s ranking views 

 

Teacher D arranged the cards she received from the researcher, the model is shown in Table 

13 and Figure 14. The most noteworthy point is that she ranked card no. 8 as the most critical 

in understanding the role of ‘place’ in school geography. Furthermore, there was a clear 

connection between Teacher B, Teacher C, and Teacher D as they have all placed card no. 8 as 

a very high priority. Additionally, there was a notable link between Teacher C and Teacher D.  

Card nos. 8 and 4 both appear in Teacher C’s and Teacher D’s high ranking order, as either 

very high priority and high priority (Tables 12 and 13). In terms of variances, Teacher C had 

card no. 6 as a high priority, while Teacher D had card no. 5 as a high priority. This may mean 
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that teachers have different viewpoints on the role of ‘place' in school geography. Teacher D's 

rating order, in particular, supports the researcher’s earlier claim that PLACE is a foundation 

for Geography Education and Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as space, the 

physical Earth, and human-environment interaction are all interconnected with the CONCEPT 

OF PLACE. 

 

6.3.5 Card Sorting by Teacher E 

Unlike Teacher B, Teacher C, and Teacher D, Teacher E positioned card no. 5 as the most 

important content on understanding the role of ‘place’ in school geography.  Card no. 5 

postulates that “The CONCEPT OF PLACE promotes geographical thinking, important 

values, and attitudes such as sustainable/fair use of resources for the benefit of all, respect 

for the rights of all people, a sense of fairness and equality” (Table 14 and Figure 15). 

 

In addition, Teacher E placed cards nos. 9 and 4 as a joint high priority on the understanding 

role of ‘place’ in school geography (Table 14 and Figure 15). Indicating that, “PLACE is a 

critical concept because it focuses attention on analysing how economic and political 

decisions impact a particular PLACE. Place-based learning serves as transformative 

educational tool to address the legacies of apartheid. Place-based education is also vital in 

dealing with current spatial and political challenges facing a democratic South Africa”, as 

well as “PLACE is a priority for the discipline of Geography, especially in the midst of a 

changing and globalising world. The CONCEPT OF PLACE encourages new ways of 

questioning and being in the world, and therefore in School Geography, PLACE matters the 

most.”. 
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Figure 15: Teacher E’s card sorting 

 

Table 14: Teacher E’s ranking views 

Category Points Card Number 

Very high priority (1) 5 Card No. 5 

High priority (2) 4 Card No. 9 

Card No. 4 

Middling priority (3) 3 Card No. 7 

Card No. 3 

Card No. 2 

Low priority (2) 2 Card No. 8 

Card No. 6 

Very low priority (1) 1 Card No. 1 
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Figure 16: Teacher E’s ranking views 

 

Table 14 and Figure 16 demonstrate how Teacher E sorted the cards that the researcher issued 

him. The most notable point is that he placed card no. 5 as the most important card in 

understanding the role of ‘place’ in school geography. Other notable details are that; Teacher 

A’s ranking order was unique compared to the previous participants. For, example Teacher E 

placed card no. 9 as a high priority. Previous participants have constantly placed card no. 9, as 

either middling priority, low priority, or very low priority. Placing of both card nos. 5 and 9 

suggest that Teacher E has a different view on understanding the role of ‘place’ in school 

geography. It’s worth noting that Teacher E is the only participants that was born and raised in 

Europe, in Cyprus. The researcher believes that his conceptual differences in interpreting the 

role of ‘place’ in school geography are influenced by his birthplace. Overall, Teacher E’s 

ranking order backs up the researcher’s earlier assertion that teachers have varying perspectives 

on the role of ‘place’ in school geography. 

 

6.3.6 Card Sorting by Teacher F 

Teacher F was able to read the cards, arrange them, and rate them in order of importance 

(Figure 18). Interestingly, Teacher F placed card no. 6 as the most important card on 

understanding the role of ‘place’ in school geography. Accordingly, card no. 6 states 

that “Generally, Geography is the study of PLACES and Geography is about PLACES. 

Geography topics namely Atmosphere/Climatology, Geomorphology, Settlements, 

Development and Resources/Sustainability and Map-work are all centred around the 

CONCEPT OF PLACE” (Table 15 and Figure 17). 
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Additionally, Teacher F positioned cards nos. 9 and 5 as a high priority (Table 15 and Figure 

17). Card no. 9 states that “PLACE is a critical concept because it focuses attention on 

analysing how economic and political decisions impact a particular PLACE. Place-based 

learning serves as transformative educational tool to address the legacies of apartheid. 

Place-based education is also vital in dealing with current spatial and political challenges 

facing a democratic South Africa”. Whereas card no. 5 states that, “The CONCEPT OF 

PLACE promotes geographical thinking, important values, and attitudes such as 

sustainable/fair use of resources for the benefit of all, respect for the rights of all people, a 

sense of fairness and equality”. 

 

 

Figure 17: Teacher F’s card sorting 

 

Table 15: Teacher F’s ranking views 

Category Points Card Number 

Very high priority (1) 5 Card No. 6 

High priority (2) 4 Card No. 9 

Card No. 5 

Middling priority (3) 3 Card No. 8 

Card No. 2 

Card No. 3 
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Low priority (2) 2 Card No. 1 

Card No. 7 

Very low priority (1) 1 Card No. 4 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Teacher F’s ranking views 

 

Teacher F sorted the cards in the manner shown in Table 15 and Figure 18. He placed card no. 

6 as the most important card in understanding the role of ‘place’ in school geography: the first 

participant to place card no. 6 as a very high priority. However, Teacher B and Teacher C had 

previously placed card no. 6 as a high priority. This strongly suggests similar reasoning 

between Teacher F, Teacher B, and Teacher C. Furthermore, Teacher F’s ranking order was 

very similar to Teacher E’s ranking other. Both Teacher E and Teacher F places card nos. 5 

and 9, as either very high priority or high priority (Figures 16 and 18). This suggests that 

Teacher E and Teacher F share a similar viewpoint on the role of ‘place’ in school geography. 

Looking at Teacher B, Teacher C, and Teacher D ranking order, versus Teachers E and F 

ranking order, they equally support the researcher’s’ earlier statement that teachers have 

differing perspectives on the role of ‘place’ in school geography. 

 

6.3.7 Card Sorting by Teacher G 

The researcher gave Teacher G nine cards for sorting. Teacher G was able to read the cards 

and organise them in order of importance (Figure 19). Correspondingly, with Teacher A, 

Teacher G also put card no. 3 as the most important card on understanding the role of ‘place’ 
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in school geography. Card no. 3 postulate that “The significance of PLACE/CONCEPT OF 

PLACE is an important aspect of School Geography (as a specialised subject knowledge). 

For example, mapwork has always been a common method for students to locate and identify 

PLACES. The introduction of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in Geography 

Education also makes PLACE an important concept” (Table 16 and Figure 19).  

 

Moreover, Teacher G placed cards nos. 8 and 9 as a joint high priority on the understanding 

role of ‘place’ in school geography (Table 16 and Figure 19). Indicating that, “PLACE is a 

foundation for Geography Education and Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as 

space, the physical Earth, and human-environment interaction are all interconnected with 

the CONCEPT OF PLACE”, as well as “PLACE is a critical concept because it focuses 

attention on analysing how economic and political decisions impact a particular PLACE. 

Place-based learning serves as transformative educational tool to address the legacies of 

apartheid. Place-based education is also vital in dealing with current spatial and political 

challenges facing a democratic South Africa”. 

 

 

Figure 19: Teacher G’s card sorting 
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Table 16: Teacher G’s ranking views 

Category Points Card Number 

Very high priority (1) 5 Card No. 3 

High priority (2) 4 Card No. 8 

Card No. 9 

Middling priority (3) 3 Card No. 6 

Card No. 5 

Card No. 7 

Low priority (2) 2 Card No. 2 

Card No. 4 

Very low priority (1) 1 Card No. 1 

 

 

Figure 20: Teacher G’s ranking views 

 

Table 16 and Figure 20 display the mode Teacher G sorted the cards that the researcher issued 

him. Similarly, with Teacher A, Teacher G also placed card no. 3 as the most important card 

in understanding the role of ‘place’ in school geography. Furthermore, there was a clear 

connection between Teacher A and Teacher G. Teacher A and Teacher G both had card nos. 3 

and 8 in their high ranking order, as either very high priority and high priority (Tables 10 and 

16).  This strongly indicates that Teacher A and Teacher G have a similar perspective on the 

role of ‘place’ in school geography. 
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6.3.8 Card Sorting by Teacher H 

Teacher H rated the cards in order of importance after the researcher gave her the same 

directions as other participants (Figure 22). Teacher H, in turn, ranked card no. 8 as the most 

appropriate card for understanding the role of ‘place' in school geography. It should be noted 

that Teacher H’s very high priority ranking order, is similar to that of Teacher B, Teacher C, 

and Teacher D. Card no. 8 states that “PLACE is a foundation for Geography Education and 

Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as space, the physical Earth, and human-

environment interaction are all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF PLACE”. (Table 17 

and Figure 21). 

 

Furthermore, Teacher H placed cards nos. 1 and 6 as a high priority on understanding the role 

of ‘place’ in school geography (Table 17 and Figure 21). Card no. 1 states that “School 

Geography is deliberately or unintentionally dependant on PLACE. Human, Physical and 

Environmental Geography are all centred around the CONCEPT OF PLACE.”.  

 

Card no. 6 states that “Generally, Geography is the study of PLACES and Geography is about 

PLACES. Geography topics namely Atmosphere/Climatology, Geomorphology, Settlements, 

Development and Resources/Sustainability, and Map-work are all centred around the 

CONCEPT OF PLACE.”.  

 

Figure 21: Teacher H’s card sorting 
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Table 17: Teacher H’s ranking views 

Category Points Card Number 

Very high priority (1) 5 Card No. 8 

High priority (2) 4 Card No. 1 

Card No. 6 

Middling priority (3) 3 Card No. 4 

Card No. 3 

Card No. 5 

Low priority (2) 2 Card No. 7 

Card No. 2 

Very low priority (1) 1 Card No. 9 

 

 

Figure 22: Teacher H’s ranking views 

 

Table 17 and Figure 22 demonstrate how Teacher H arranged the cards she got from the 

researcher. The fact that Teacher H rated card no. 8 as the most important card is noteworthy. 

Hence, Teacher B, Teacher C, and Teacher D all placed card no. 8 as a very high priority. 

Furthermore, there was a strong connection between Teacher B, Teacher C, and Teacher H, as 

they all ranked card no. 6 as a high priority (Tables 11, 12, 13, and 17). This strongly suggests 

that Teacher B, Teacher C, Teacher D, and Teacher G share a common view of the role of 

‘place’ in school geography (Figures 11,13, 15, and 23). Most importantly, four out of eight 

participants (Teacher B, Teacher C, Teacher D, and Teacher H), strongly support the 

researcher’s claim that PLACE is a foundation for Geography Education and Geography as a 
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whole. Other concepts: such as space, the physical Earth, and human-environment interaction 

are all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF PLACE. 

 

6.3.9 Card Sorting Overview 

Firstly, it is evident that school geography teachers have a diverse understanding of the role of 

‘place’ in school geography. For example, Teacher E who was born and raised in Europe, had 

a different perspective on the role of ‘place’ in school geography than the other participants. 

Therefore, the researcher believes that a teacher’s (participant’s) background, such as where 

they grew up, where they received their teaching qualification, social status, whether they teach 

in a state or independent school, and their travel experience, influences how they conceptualise 

‘place’ and, consequently, how they understand the role of ‘place’ in school geography.  

 

Accordingly, the overall ranking of cards demonstrates this (Table 18 and Figure 23). Through 

card sorting analyses it was evident that a category ‘very high priority was inconsistent across 

participants. It should be noted that card nos. 3, 8, 5, and 6 all appeared as very high priority 

cards. Another example is that there was inconsistency among participants when it came to 

very low priority cards. Furthermore, it was notable that some participants had a similar ranking 

order, especially with the very high priority and high priority. Teacher A and Teacher G both 

had card no. 3 as a very high priority, as well as card no. 8 as high priority (Figures 7 and 19). 

On the other side, Teacher B, Teacher C, Teacher D, and Teacher H, all had card no. 8 as a 

very high priority (Tables 11, 12, 13, and 17). In addition, Teacher B, Teacher C, and Teacher 

H all had card no. 6 as a high priority card (Tables 11, 12, and 17). While Teacher E and 

Teacher F had a similar ranking order, hence card nos. 5 and 9 appeared to have either very 

high priority or high priority (Figures 16 and 18). This reflects that some participants had a 

similar view on the understanding of ‘place’ in school geography. The grouping is as follows: 

 Teacher A and Teacher G. 

 Teacher B, Teacher C, Teacher D, and Teacher H. 

 Teacher E and Teacher F. 

The information yielded, strongly supports the researcher’s earlier claim that school geography 

teachers have a different perspective on the role of ‘place’ in school geography. Overall, card 

nos. 8, 5 and 6 (Table 18 and Figure 23) were rated as high on understanding the role of ‘place’ 

in school geography. The next section is on the interviews, attempting to explore how do 

teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography, as well as probing how teachers 

implement geographic learning of ‘place’. 
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Table 18: Teacher’s overview ranking views 

Category Points Card Number Percentage % 

Very high priority (1) 33 Card No. 8 83% 

High priority (2) 28 

28 

Card No. 5 

Card No. 6 

70% 

70% 

Middling priority (3) 26 

24 

21 

Card No. 3 

Card No. 4 

Card No. 7 

65% 

60% 

53% 

Low priority (2) 20 

19 

Card No. 9 

Card No. 2 

50% 

48% 

Very low priority (1) 17 Card No. 1 42% 

 

 

 

Figure 23: Teacher’s overview ranking views 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

42
48

65
60

70 70

53

83

50

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Card No.
1

Card No.
2

Card No.
3

Card No.
4

Card No.
5

Card No.
6

Card No.
7

Card No.
8

Card No.
9

O
ve

ra
ll 

ra
n

ki
n

g 
vi

e
w

s 
(%

)

Card Numbers

Teacher's overview ranking views

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

111 

 

6.4 Interviews 

This section sought to explore how teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography as 

well as how teachers implement geographic learning of ‘place’. It presents and analyses the 

results obtained in this study from the semi-structured interviews against the background of the 

theoretical framework.  Therefore, interview analyses were guided by Theory Sketch, Implicit 

Theory, and Explicit Theory (Figure 2). Questions were probed in a completely open-ended 

format and in combination with follow-up questions such as why, how, and to provide 

examples. This study indicates that school geography teachers have a dissimilar 

conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school geography by factors that emerged as themes during the 

coding and the thematic analysis process. Four important themes that emerged in terms of the 

researcher’s judgment are indicated as follows: 

 ‘Place’ is ‘big’ and the most important concept of the four. 

 Justification on why ‘place’ is ‘big’ and the most important concept of the four. 

 The role of ‘place’ in school geography (sub-themes): 

            -What is ‘place’? 

            - What does ‘place’ mean to different people? 

            -Understanding the geographical meaning of the concept ‘place’. 

 Implementation of geographical teaching and learning of ‘place’. 

 

6.4.1 Theme 1: ‘Place’ is ‘big’ and the Most Important Concept of the Four 

The researcher raised a closed question to the school geography teachers. The question was 

“Do you agree or disagree that ‘place’ is the most or big concept of the four?”.  School 

geography teachers responded as follows: 

Teacher A: “Agree” 

Teacher B: “Agree” 

Teacher C: “Agree” 

Teacher D: “Agree” 

Teacher E: “Agree” 

Teacher F: “Agree” and “Disagree” (“consider both place and space as big concepts”) 

Teacher G: “Agree” 

Teacher H: “Agree” 
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Table 19: Theme 1 

Theme Categories 

‘Place’ is ‘big’ and the most important 

concept of the four. 

Place is number 1. 

Place and space are joint number 1. 

 

Figure 24: Theme 1 

 

 

The overall views from the school geography teachers suggested that the concept of place is 

‘big’ and the most important concept of the four in school geography. 87.5% participants 

supported the researcher’s notion that the concept of ‘place’ is ‘big’ the most important concept 

of the four, while 12.5% believed that both ‘place’ and space are both important (Table 19 and 

Figure 24). This is conforming to Castree's (2009) articulation that the concept of place is big 

and significant in geography as a discipline. In a similar manner, Major (2010) maintains that 

place is a concept that lies at the core of school geography and is the key concept in the school 

geography curriculum. It should be noted that this finding was similar to those of card sorting. 

Card 8 states that “PLACE is a foundation for Geography Education and Geography as a 

whole. Other concepts: such as space, the physical Earth, and human-environment interaction 

are all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF PLACE”. On the other hand, these findings 

differed from those of document analysis, in which the concept of ‘place’ is not listed as a  

‘big’ concept in the CAPS Geography in the FET Band document. The next theme looks at the 

main explanations given by the school geography teachers on why ‘place’ is ‘big’ and the most 

87,50%

12,50%

Theme 1: 'Place' is 'big' and the most important of the 
four.

Place is number 1 Place and Space are joint number 1
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important concept of the four, as well as the justification by teacher F on why he considers both 

place and space as ‘big’ and the most important concepts. 

 

6.4.2 Theme 2: Justification on why ‘place’ is ‘big’ and the Most Important Concept of 

the Four 

Theme 2 was established as a follow-up question or justification from theme 1. In other words, 

the researcher used an open-ended approach to probe why ‘place’ is the most concept of the 

four, as well as why both place and space are ‘big’ and the most important concepts. School 

geography teachers responded as follows: 

Teacher A: “Humans only interact in place, not in space.” 

“Place is very important, for example the Grade 11 topic on region Monsoons.”  

 

Teacher B: “Everything occurs in places.” 

Teacher C: "When you look at the geomorphological phenomenon, it always ‘where’, for 

example locating water bodies is always ‘where’. " 

 

Teacher D: "Place is central, when I teach Grade 8s, introducing geography in high school. 

I always emphases on the understanding of places. There is an interrelation between humans 

and the environment. We influence the environment and in return the environment also 

influence us." 

 

Teacher E: "If you want to understand human and physical environment interaction, you 

have to go microscale, meaning the entire Earth, in other words a place on Earth." 

“Example: the occurrence of tropical cyclones in different places.” 

 

Teacher F: "Geography goes beyond the place, for example, you can't locate the 

atmosphere." 

“Oceans are places; they have co-ordinates.” 

 

Teacher G: “Place focuses on the interaction between people and the environment.t” 

 

Teacher H: “Place is the starting point in geography. If I teach a section on less economically 

developed countries, I start by looking at the characteristics that determine why a country is 

less technologically developed, without realising that I go to place first." 
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"Place and time are closely linked. Place is not static. If I'm doing geological stuff, I will say 

go back millions of years, a place didn't look like it looks like now. If you go forward a 

million years, it going to have changed. What are the dynamics that change these places 

from what it was, to what is going to be? So I emphasise the continuously changing processes 

of places.” 

 

Based on the above justification on why ‘place’ is ‘big’ and the most important concept of the 

four, the researcher formulated categories for theme 2 (Table 20).  

Table 20: Theme 2 

Theme Categories 

Justification on why ‘place’ is ‘big’ and the 

most important concept of the four. 

Place is the starting point in geography. 

Place and time are closely linked. 

Geography is about understanding places on 

Earth. 

Place focuses on the interaction between 

people and the environment. 

Oceans can be regarded as places, example 

topic on Monsoons and occurrence of 

tropical cyclones in different places.  

Place interconnects other concepts.  

 

Firstly, it worth noting an important point that was raised by Teacher H that “place and time 

are closely linked”. This confirmed the uniqueness and relevance of school geography and that 

its contents continue to address contemporary mainly the continuously changing processes of 

places. However, it should be noted that most of the participants claimed that place is a very 

important concept in school geography. School geography teachers generally believed that 

without place there is no school geography and geography as a discipline. As teacher 

participants emphasised: 

Teacher H: “Place is the starting point in geography.” 

Teacher E: “Geography is about understanding places on Earth.” 

The above articulation is similar to the researcher’s argument in chapter one that geography is 

the study of places and in school geography, the concept of place matters the most. This is also 
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supported by various geography scholars. For example, Rusznyak (2017) also maintains that 

geography is broadly defined as a science that explicates the character of places. Other teacher 

participants were specific and single out that everything occurs on places. For example, in 

Grade 10 to 12 topics; geographical skills and techniques strongly validated that everything 

occurs in places. Furthermore, participants gave other notable examples such as the occurrence 

of tropical cyclones in different places (Grade 12 content), as well as the regional climate case 

study on India Monsoons (Grade 11 content). Lastly, in the same manner, as the researcher’s 

earlier argument in chapter one, two of the participants indicated that place interconnects other 

concepts. This is a vital statement in support of the concept of place as a big and the most 

important of the four concepts, and interconnects other concepts; namely space, the physical 

Earth, and human-environment interaction (DBE 2011). 

 

6.4.3 Theme 3: The Role of ‘place’ in School Geography 

One sub-theme what is ‘place’ (6.4.3.1) was identified that describes how school geography 

teachers describe ‘place’. Another sub-theme (6.4.3.2) addressing additional information on 

what ‘place’ means to different people. The last sub-theme (6.4.3.3) helped to understand the 

geographical meaning of the concept ‘place’ by school geography teachers. 

 

6.4.3.1 What is ‘place’? (sub-theme) 

In this sub-theme school geography teachers came up with similar ideas concerning the 

meaning of place. The researcher noted that most school geography teachers mentioned either 

the term “location” or “co-ordinates”.  However, two categories were identified; namely 

location with a meaning and physical location where people interact (Table 21).  

 

Table 21: Theme 3.1 

Theme Categories 

The role of ‘place’ in school geography: 

What is ‘place’? 

Location with a meaning. 

Physical location where people interact. 

 

As articulated above, school geography teachers suggested two ways of describing place, firstly 

as a “location with a meaning” and secondly as a “physical location where people interact”. 

75% of the participants supported the notion of place as a location with a meaning, while 25% 

of the participants supported the notion of place as a physical location where people interact 

(Figure 25). School geography teachers affirmed to what the researcher discussion in chapter 
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two, that a place is primarily a location with distinct features where people interact. Thus, it is 

possible to conclude that school geography teachers describe place as physical location with a 

meaning and where people interact. 

 

Figure 25: Representation of place by school geography teachers 

 

 

6.4.3.2 What does ‘place’ mean to different people? (sub-theme) 

Table 22: Theme 3.2 

Theme Categories 

The role of ‘place’ in school geography: 

What does ‘place’ mean to different people? 

People have different experiences to places. 

Place matter because it where people 

interact. 

Place determine people behaviour. 

 

The views of school geography teachers revealed that people have different experiences with 

places. In other words, our understanding of place is not the same. In the sub-theme above, 

school geography teachers referred to the place as a physical location with meaning and where 

people interact. Therefore, the interaction of people within a place is not the same, and those 

the meaning. An example is a school environment as a place. Students meaning of school would 

be of learning, while teachers meaning would be of teaching. Furthermore, Agnew (2011) also 

refers to a place as the terrestrial surface that is unique and cannot be exchanged. As teacher 

participants emphasised: 

75%

25%

Represenation of place by school geography 
teachers

Location with a meaning Physical location where people interact
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Teacher A, C and G: “People have different experiences to place.” 

Teacher B: “Our understanding of place is not the same because we view places differently, 

for example, others view place in a geographical manner.” 

Teacher D: "Everyone has their perception of places. You have your perception of places. It 

is influenced by your own experience, your history with the place.” 

In addition, school geography teachers affirmed that place matters because it where people 

interact, as a result, place determines people’s behaviour and shapes their characters. As teacher 

participants emphasised: 

Teacher E: “It a matter of interest, place matter because it where people interact.” 

Teacher F: “People have different meanings to places, as results place determine people’s 

behaviour.” 

Teacher F: “It based on how people interact with a particular place.” 

For example, the behaviour and characters of people from different land-use zones are unique. 

The behaviour and character of people from urban and rural areas are unique. Therefore, place 

plays an important role in social behaviour within various communities. It should be noted that 

the researcher believes that school geography teachers’ differing perceptions of ‘place’ 

influence how they implement geographical teaching and learning of ‘place’.  

 

6.4.3.3 Understanding the geographical meaning of the concept ‘place’ (sub-theme) 

Table 23: Theme 3.3 

Theme Categories 

The role of ‘place’ in school geography: 

Understanding the geographical meaning of 

the concept ‘place’. 

People and physical environment 

interaction. 

Geographical location. 

Include both human and physical features. 

Earth surface. 

 

According to the participant school geography teachers, the geographical meaning of the 

concept ‘place’ includes both human and physical features. In other words, it includes both 

human and physical geography. For example, human geography includes topics such as 

settlement and the economic geography of South Africa, while physical geography comprises 
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topics such as climate and geomorphology. School geography teachers added that the 

geographical meaning of the concept ‘place’ embraces the interaction of people and the 

physical environment. For example, a Grade 11 topic on slopes, the significance of slopes for 

human activities namely settlement and agriculture. In Grade 12, a topic on site and situation 

of settlement link direct with people and physical environment interaction. Many factors 

influence the choice of a site, for example, the availability of resources such as water and fertile 

soil. Another example, a Grade 10 topic on volcanoes, the positive impact of volcanoes on 

people and the environment, such as volcanic ash act as a fertiliser for the soil.  

 

School geography teachers also described the geographical meaning of the concept ‘place’ as 

geographical location. This is relevant as it fits directly to the Grades 10 to 12 topic on 

geographical skills and techniques; namely using atlases, aerial photographs, orthophoto maps, 

topographic maps, and Geographical Information Systems (GIS). The geographical skills and 

techniques topics are all centred around a geographical or specific location. Moreover, school 

geography teachers also described the geographical meaning of the concept ‘place’ as earth 

surface. In other words, the study of earth features such as terrestrial surface, slopes, landforms, 

rivers, and oceans. For example, in Grade 12 a topic on tropical cyclones, mid-latitude 

cyclones, and valley climates. In Grade 10, topics on plate tectonics, South Africa’s geology, 

and earthquakes. In Grade 11, topics on the development of hilly landscape, basaltic plateaus, 

canyon, and Karoo landscapes. In addition, a topic on synoptic charts from Grades 10 to 12 is 

another good example of relating a geographical meaning of the concept ‘place’ as earth 

surface. All the above mentioned aspects by school geography teachers, have a solid 

relationship with the geographical meaning of the concept ‘place’. 

 

6.4.4 Implementation of Geographical Teaching and Learning of ‘place’ 

6.4.4.1 Implementation of Geographical Teaching and Learning of ‘place’ by Teachers 

 

Table 24: Theme 4 

Theme Category 

Implementation of geographical 

teaching and learning of ‘place’. 

Based on the topic during teaching and learning. 

Settlement. 

Fluvial geomorphology. 

Monsoons. 
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Microclimate: valley and urban heat islands climates 

Mapwork. 

Development. 

Climatology. 

Economic geography. 

Population. 

 

School geography teachers were questioned on how they implement geographical teaching and 

learning of ‘place’. According to school geography teachers, they implement geographical 

teaching and learning of ‘place’ according to the topic there are covering.  Most importantly, 

school geography teachers consider mapwork as the fundamental topic in implementing 

geographical teaching and learning of ‘place’. For example, in this topic school geography 

teachers can teach the technique of locating different places, scrutinise climate conditions 

within places, identify different landforms, examine different settlements and economic 

sectors. Therefore, through the teaching of mapwork, school geography teachers can cover the 

concept of place in all topics, in other words, in both human and physical geography. 

Furthermore, school geography teachers identified the topics mentioned in Table 25 as key in 

the implementation of geographical teaching and learning of ‘place’. Based on these findings, 

it was evidence that geographical teaching and learning of ‘place’ includes all three 

components of ‘place’, namely location, locale and sense of place. Another similar factor from 

the findings was that the suggested topics covered both human and physical geography, this is 

indicated in Table 25. 

Table 25: School geography topics 

Category Human/Physical Geography 

Settlement Human Geography 

Fluvial geomorphology Physical Geography 

Monsoons Physical Geography 

Microclimate: valley and urban heat islands climates Physical Geography 

Mapwork Human/Physical Geography 

Development Human Geography 

Climatology Physical Geography 

Economic geography Human Geography 

Population Human Geography 
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A notable factor was that most of the topics are in Grade 12 content as compared to Grades 10 

and 11 (Table 26). This was key as it led to the researcher scrutinising Grade 12 papers from 

different examination boards; namely DBE and IEB. DBE representing state schools, while 

IEB representing independent schools. The findings on the Grade 12 examination papers are 

discussed briefly in the next section and thus incorporated into the discussion of findings. 

 

Table 26: School geography topics by grades 

Category Grade 

Settlement Grade 12 

Fluvial geomorphology Grade 12 

Monsoons Grade 11 

Microclimate: valley and urban heat islands climates Grade 12 

Mapwork Grades 10, 11 and 12 

Development Grade 11 

Climatology Grade 12 

Economic geography Grade 12 

Population Grade 10 

 

6.4.4.2 Implementation of Geographical Learning of ‘place’ in Grade 12 Content  

The study further revealed that more implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ is 

mainly found in Grade 12 content, in topics such as settlement, microclimate, climatology and 

economic geography. This promoted the research to scrutinise the 2019 DBE Grade 12 

Geography NSC Examination Paper 1 and 2019 IEB Grade 12 Geography NSC Examination 

Paper 1, to further explore the implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’. 2019 

Examination papers were written before Covid-19, therefore the standard of both papers was 

not compromised. On the other hand, the researcher opted not to scrutinise either DBE and IEB 

Grade 12 Geography National Senior Certificate Examination Paper 2. By nature, Paper 2 

examination papers concentrate on geographical skills and techniques and therefore are in an 

explicit (location) manner. For example, DBE 2019 Paper 2 concentrated on an extract from 

map 2731BC Pongola and orthophoto map 2731 BC 13 Pongola. On the other hand, the IEB 

2019 Paper 2 concentrated from an extract from map 2929 CB, 2929CD, 2929DA and 2929DC 

Underberg and aerial photograph 2929CD Cobham. As a result, in analysing both DBE and 
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IEB Paper 1 Examination papers, the researcher opted to focus on the implicit manner (implicit 

= locale and sense of place) of place. 

 

6.4.4.2.1 Implementation of Geographical Learning of ‘place’ in DBE and IEB 

Examination Paper 1 

Similarly, to previous examination papers, the 2019 DBE Grade 12 Geography (NSC) 

Examination Paper 1 comprises both Physical and Human geography and consists of 225 

marks. The paper is divided into Sections A and B. Section A deals with Physical Geography, 

covering Weather, Climate and Geomorphology (Questions 1 and 2).  Section B deals with 

Human Geography, covering Rural and Urban Settlement and the Economic Geography of 

South Africa (Questions 3 and 4). Each section has two questions with a mark allocation of 75 

marks, and students are given a choice to answer three questions, which is equivalent to 225 

marks. In this study, the researcher opted to analyse all four questions, equivalent to 300 marks. 

Table 27 below represents the findings. 

 

Table 27: Question related to implicit manner of ‘place’ in DBE NSC Examination 

Paper 1 

 Question 1  

(75 marks) 

Question 2 

(75 marks) 

Question 3 

(75 marks) 

Question 4 

(75 marks) 

Number of questions related 

to implicit manner of ‘place’  

26 30 68 67 

% of questions related to 

implicit manner of ‘place’ 

35% 40% 91% 89% 

Total % of questions related to implicit manner of ‘place’= 64% 

 

The 2019 IEB Grade 12 Geography NSC Paper 1 also comprises both Physical and Human 

geography and but consists of 200 marks. The paper is divided into Question 1, Question 2 and 

Question 3. Question 1 deals with Integrated Questions, while Question 2 deals with Physical 

Geography, covering Weather, Climate and Geomorphology. Question 3 deals with Human 

Geography, covering Rural and Urban Settlement and the Economic Geography of South 

Africa. Question 1 has a mark allocation of 100 marks, while Questions 2 and 3 respectively 

have a mark allocation of 50 each. All three questions are compulsory. Table 28 below 

represents the findings. 
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Table 28: Questions related to implicit manner of ‘place’ in IEB Examination Paper 1 

 Question 1  

(100 marks) 

Question 2 

(50 marks) 

Question 3 

(50 marks) 

Number of questions related 

to implicit manner of ‘place’  

77 30 45 

% of questions related to 

implicit manner of ‘place’ 

77% 60% 90% 

Total % of questions related to implicit manner of ‘place’= 76% 

 

6.4.4.2.2 Contrast Implementation of Geographical Learning of ‘place’ in DBE and IEB 

Examination Paper 1 

The study reveals that indeed there is implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ in an 

implicit manner, or that rather in a locale and sense of location manner. This was evidence in 

both 2019 DBE (Table 27) and IEB (Table 28) Paper 1 Examination papers. For example, a 

total percentage of questions related to implicit manner of ‘place’ was 64% in DBE paper. In a 

similar manner in IEB paper, a total percentage of questions related to implicit manner of 

‘place’ was 76%. It should be noted that there is a greater implementation of geographical 

learning of ‘place’ in an implicit manner in IEB examination paper, when equated to DBE 

paper. This may further suggest that teachers in independent schools are better implementers 

of geographical learning of ‘place’ as compare to teachers in state schools. Although there is 

evidence on the implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ in both DBE and IEB, the 

researcher believes that questions relating to implicit manner of ‘place’ can be improved 

further. In chapter eight, the researcher makes a recommendation on how this can be improved.  

 

Concerning human and physical geography, teachers suggested that the implementation of 

geographical learning of ‘place’ in an implicit manner, hence it is covered in both human and 

physical geography. The findings from this study were similar, as there was evident of both 

human and physical geography in both DBE and IEB Examination papers (Table 29). 

Similarly, to what school geography teachers submitted, data from the DBE and IEB 

Examination papers also presented a greater geographical implementation of ‘place’ in human 

geography, as compared to physical geography (Table 29). An example of this in DBE 

examination paper is 56% of geographical implementation of ‘place’ in human geography, as 

equated to 26% in physical geography. Whereas an example of this in IEB examination paper 
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is 95% of geographical implementation of ‘place’ in human geography, as equated to 35% in 

physical geography.  

 

Table 29: Physical and Human Geography: % of questions related to implicit manner 

of ‘place’ in DBE and IEB NSC Examination Paper 1 

 DBE IEB 

Physical Geography: % of questions 

related to implicit manner of ‘place’ 

26% 35% 

Human Geography: % of questions 

related to implicit manner of ‘place’ 

56% 95% 

 

Based on the analyses of both DBE and IEB Paper 1 Examination papers, one may conclude 

that there is satisfactory implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ in an implicit 

manner, or rather in locale and sense of place manner. Additionally, based on the nature of both 

DBE and IEB Paper 2 Examination papers, the researcher believes that there is integrated 

implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ in an explicit manner, or location manner.  

It is worth noting that, when compared to DBE papers, IEB examination papers cover a greater 

implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’, particularly in human geography (Table 

29). However, in both DBE and IEB examination papers there is a very low implementation of 

geographical learning of ‘place’ in physical geography (Table 29). The researcher views the 

above aforementioned issues as underachievement. Hence, in chapter eight, the researcher 

makes a recommendation on how this low rating can be improved. 

 

6.4.5 Interview Overview 

The overall themes demonstrated that school geography teachers have a dissimilar 

conceptualisation of the role of ‘place’ in school geography. School geography teachers 

described the role of ‘place’ in school geography differently including how teachers implement 

geographic learning of ‘place’.  However, the researcher noted that there was an interrelation 

with how school geography teachers conceptualise the role of ‘place’ in school geography. An 

instance of this is the articulation by one participant that “place is the starting point in 

geography’, while another participant supports this narrative by maintaining that “geography 

is about understanding places on Earth”. The interview analyses further showed that there is a 

strong relationship between people and places, as participants pointed out that people have 
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different experiences with places. Lastly, there was consensus on the implementation of 

geographical learning of ‘place’ in Grade 12 content, particularly in human geography topics, 

as well as Grade 12 topics. However, it was also evidence from the DBE and IEB examination 

papers that implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ in Grade 12 content is 

dissimilar. The researcher discussed this in detail in the preceding section and further made 

several recommendations in chapter eight. 

 

6.5 Conclusion 

The card sorting and interview data were used to answer three secondary questions raised by 

this study. This provided the necessary analysis on teacher’s understanding, description and 

implementation of ‘place’ in school geography. This chapter started by providing profiles of 

the school geography participants, including whether they teach in a state or independent 

school, and their teaching experience. There was an apparent relationship between teachers 

understanding of ‘place’ and their prior education training and experience, social standing and 

school context in they teach. The overall response from the participants put forward the notion 

that the concept of ‘place’ is ‘big’ and is the most important concept in South Africa’s school 

geography curriculum. In other words, the concept of ‘place’ lies at the heart of school 

geography. Except for one teacher, who suggested that ‘place’ and space are both important 

concepts. In response to the aforementioned suggestion, Fletcher (2019) emphasises that 

teachers must be made aware that ‘place’ is what gives a space meaning or personality and 

more importantly is connected to cultural and personal identities, whereas space is the location, 

or physical space in geography. In accordance with the theoretical framework that was 

discussed in chapter three, the following chapter summaries the findings.  
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
 

7.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents a discussion of findings with the goal of addressing the research problem 

mentioned in the first chapter, the introduction. Most significantly, this chapter seeks to answer 

all of the research questions, while also comparing the findings to the issues raised in the 

literature review and the theoretical framework. The two previous chapters, chapters five and 

six are closely linked to this chapter. Both chapters five and six concentrated on analysing and 

interpreting the data for this research study which was designed to engage the primary research 

question: What are teachers’ conceptualisation(s) of ‘place’ in school geography? In chapter 

five, the researcher dealt with the first secondary research question (SRQ1): What is the nature 

of ‘place’ in school geography? The analysis was done by means of scrutinising the CAPS 

Geography in the FET Band document.  In chapter six, the researcher dealt with the three 

secondary research questions: 

SRQ2: What are teachers’ understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography? 

SRQ3: How do teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography? 

SRQ4: How do teachers implement geographic learning of ‘place’? 

Teachers’ understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography (SRQ2) was completed through 

utilising card sorting, diamond 9 and ranking order. While teachers’ description and 

implementation of ‘place’ in school geography (SRQ3 and SRQ4) were done by means of open 

coding. 

 

7.2 Discussion of Findings in Relation to the Continuum of Theory Explicitness 

According to chapter three, the discussion of findings was steered by the theory of concept 

formation. Concept formation emphasises that concepts should be evaluated based on the 

Continuum of Theory Explicitness (Figure 1).  Continuum of Theory Explicitness makes 

provision of Implicit Theory, Theory Sketch and Explicit Theory (Figures 1 and 2). Therefore, 

in discussing the findings the researcher used all three elements of Continuum of Theory 

Explicitness (Figures 1 and 2). Furthermore, in discussing the findings, the researcher added 

three components of place: location, locale and a sense of place as discussed in chapter three. 

The researcher discussed the findings in the following manner:  
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(SRQ1): What is the nature of ‘place’ in school geography? 

The SRQ1 explores the nature of ‘place’ in school geography. The word ‘nature’, which 

connotes the character of ‘place’ was chosen. This implies that ‘place’ has a variety of 

distinguishing characteristics. Accordingly, the character of ‘place’ has multiple meanings, and 

its nature can be either direct or indirect. To put it another way, the nature of ‘place’ can be 

presented both explicitly and implicitly. 

 Implicit Theory = indirect/secondary referencing 

 Explicit Theory = direct referencing 

 

SRQ2: What are teachers’ understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography? 

The SRQ2 explores the understanding of ‘place’ by school geography teachers. The keyword 

‘understanding’ simply refers to the act of attempting to comprehend something. In this 

context, the ability of school geography teachers to comprehend the concept of ‘place’. 

Therefore, comprehending something cannot be direct and indirect, but rather rely on an 

individual’s entire understanding. Hence, a theory sketch is more suited in dealing with the 

understating of ‘place’ in school geography.  

 Theory Sketch = Epistemic and Constitutive Connections 

 

SRQ3: How do teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography? 

SRQ3 explores various ways in which teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography. 

In the literature review, the researcher emphasised three components of ‘place’, namely; 

location, locale and sense of place. Therefore, ‘place’ can be described as a location, locale or 

sense of place. Location is more precise as it concentrates on a particular location, in other 

words is more direct and in an explicit manner. On the other hand, locale and sense of place 

are concerned with the physical and social relationships that exist between people and places, 

and hence are more indirect and implicit. 

 Implicit Theory= locale and sense of place 

 Explicit Theory = location  

 

SRQ4: How do teachers implement geographic learning of ‘place’? 

SRQ 3 and 4, are similar, as they respectively focus on the description and implementation of 

‘place’ in school geography. As a results, the reasons provided in SRQ3, were also adopted in  
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SRQ4. 

 Implicit Theory = locale and sense of place 

 Explicit = location  

Furthermore, the analyses of 2019 DBE Grade 12 Geography National Senior Certificate 

Examination (NSC) Paper 1 and 2019 IEB Grade 12 Geography National Senior Certificate 

(NSC) Examination Paper 1 were used as additions in discussing findings concerning the 

secondary research question four (SRQ4). The secondary research question four (SRQ 4) 

probes how do teachers implement geographic learning of ‘place’. Therefore, it was vital for 

the researcher to use both state (DBE) and independent (IEB) examination bodies, hence 

teacher participants were both from state and independent schools. Lastly, as a deduction from 

all four secondary research questions, the researcher further added the secondary researcher 

question five (SRQ5): Why teachers have a dissimilar conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school 

geography? In line with this, this chapter discusses findings under the following headings: the 

nature of ‘place’ in school geography, teachers’ understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school 

geography, teachers’ description on the role of ‘place’ in school geography, implementation of 

geographic learning of ‘place’ and accounts on why teachers have a dissimilar 

conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school geography. 

 

7.3 The Nature of ‘place’ in School Geography  

The Geography CAPS for Geography in the FET Band provided a comprehensive analysis on 

the nature of ‘place’ in school geography. The most common example is on the Aims of 

Geography in the FET Band, the study found 11.1% direct reference (Explicit) to the concept 

of ‘place’, as compared to 77.8% secondary reference (Implicit) to the concept of ‘place’. In 

chapter two, the literature review, the researcher outlined that the concept of powerful 

knowledge doesn’t not provide a clear framework on how it should be implemented. In other 

words, there are no guidelines on how school geography teachers should teach it (Lambert et 

al. 2016). Similary, Maude (2018) further adds that there are no guidelines as to how the 

concept of powerful knowledge helps teachers in making decisions about what to teach.  

Interestingly, the findings of this study are similar those expressed by the researcher in chapters 

one and two, and they are also consistent with Maude’s (2018) study. The dominant secondary 

reference (Implicit) to the concept of ‘place’ clearly suggests that there is no clear framework 

on how it should be implemented. Accordingly, the researcher postulates that the nature of 

‘place’ in school does not guide school geography teachers on how to teach it.  
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The second most common reported example is on the Overview of Topics per Term. The study 

established a 4.8% direct reference (Explicit) to the concept of ‘place’, as compared to 77.8% 

secondary reference (Implicit) to the concept of ‘place’. With reference to Grade 11, an 

example of secondary referencing (Implicit) is made under the topic Africa’s Weather and 

Climate, “Africa’s climate regions” (DBE 2011: 30). On the other hand, amongst other scant 

direct referencing (Explicit) examples are made under the topic Using Atlases (revision), 

“locating places on different maps, using degrees and minutes” (DBE 2011: 29). 

 

This study found that the nature of ‘place’ in school geography is confirmed through secondary 

(indirect) referencing as compared to the direct fragmented manner. These findings were 

considered to be similar to the Aims of Geography in the FET Band. The researcher has already 

stated that the concept of powerful knowledge lacks a clear framework for implementation. 

The findings affirmed that secondary referencing is closely associated to the Implicit Theory, 

while direct referencing is fairly associated to the Explicit Theory. Therefore, data from this 

study suggests that the nature of ‘place’ in school geography is unquestionably in an Implicit 

Theory manner. In other words, the nature of ‘place’ in school geography is not clearly defined.  

 

To conclude, these findings are similar to what the researcher articulated in chapter two, that 

concepts such as ‘place’ are expressed in an implicit or indirect manner. Implying that the 

concept of ‘place’ is not clearly defined in the CAPS for FET Geography Band document. As 

a result of this, school geography teachers are likely to conceptualise the concept of ‘place’ in 

a dissimilar manner. The researcher recommends that the concept of ‘place’ needs to be 

unpacked in the CAPS for FET Geography Band document so that subsidiary concepts on 

which it rests and which give it form, are made visible. 

 

7.4 Teachers’ Understanding(s) of ‘place’ in School Geography 

Theory Sketch was used to examine teachers’ understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography. 

Theory Sketch stresses the Epistemic and Constitutive Connections (Figure 1). This means that 

knowledge or information provided by participants must be captured as it is.  Furthermore, in 

chapter three the theoretical framework, the researcher stated that concepts are subjects’ 

interpretation(s) or ways of thinking, implying that people conceptualise things differently 

(Fraser 2006). In the same vein, the researcher believes that school geography teachers 

understand or conceptualise the concept of ‘place’ differently. In chapter two, the researcher 

pointed out that there is no single explanation for the concept of ‘place’. Without a doubt, the 
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term ‘understanding teachers’ relate well with the Theory Sketch. The outcomes from the card 

sorting postulated card nos. 8, 5, and 6 as the most important cards on understanding the role 

of ‘place’ in school geography (Table 18 and Figure 24). These cards state: 

 Card no. 8 rated at 83% “PLACE is a foundation for Geography Education and 

Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as space, the physical Earth, and human-

environment interaction are all interconnected with the CONCEPT OF PLACE.” 

 Card no. 5 rated at 70% “The CONCEPT OF PLACE promotes geographical thinking, 

important values, and attitudes such as sustainable/fair use of resources for the benefit 

of all, respect for the rights of all people, a sense of fairness and equality.” 

 Card no. 6 rated at 70% “Generally, Geography is the study of PLACES and Geography 

is about PLACES. Geography topics namely Atmosphere/Climatology, 

Geomorphology, Settlements, Development and Resources/Sustainability, and Map-

work are all centred around the CONCEPT OF PLACE.” 

  

The same interaction regarding card no. 5, is supported by researcher’s earlier claim in chapter 

one, under motivation for this study. The researcher suggested that geography values contribute 

to the development of students, to think geographically, and apply fundamental geographic 

educational goals. While card no. 6 was strongly emphasised in the introduction, that 

geography is the study of places and geography is about places. 

 

Lastly, in chapter one and two, the researcher argued that the concept of ‘place’ is one of the 

foundational and important concepts in geography. After all, geography is the study of places 

and geography is all about places. Furthermore, the researcher stated that the concept of ‘place’ 

is a foundation of geography’s identity, and that educational geography and geography would 

not exist without it. Supported by the overall ranking views of card no. 8, at 83% “PLACE is 

a foundation for Geography Education and Geography as a whole. Other concepts: such as 

space, the physical Earth, and human-environment interaction are all interconnected with the 

CONCEPT OF PLACE” clearly supports the researcher’s earlier argument. Hence, the 

researcher maintains that ‘place’ is one of the foundational and most important concepts in 

geography.  

 

7.5 Teachers Description on the Role of ‘place’ in School Geography  

In describing the role of ‘place’ in school geography it was vital for the researcher to analyse 

teachers thoughtful on what is place. This study revealed that place is a location with a meaning 
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and importantly a physical location where people interact. What this suggests is that place was 

described in accordance with Explicit Theory and Implicit Theory, as well as three components 

of place, as cited below: 

 Location (Explicit) 

 Location with a meaning, or sense of place (Implicit) 

 Physical location where people interact, or locale (Implicit) 

 

Similarly, to the discussion above, this study indicates that geographical meaning of the 

concept of ‘place’ is both Implicit Theory and Explicit Theory manner, as mentioned below: 

 People and physical environment interaction (Implicit = sense of place). 

 Geographical location (Explicit = location). 

 Includes both human and physical features (Implicit = locale) 

 Earth surface (Implicit = locale and sense of place) 

The overall findings on the role of ‘place’ in school geography indicates the advancement of 

three components of place, namely: location, locale and sense of place. This is vital in 

answering important geographical place driven questions, such as where is it located, what is 

it like there and what is the relationship between human and their environment. Furthermore, 

the Implicit and Explicit nature of place is significant in geography and as this enables 

geographers to explore both physical and human features as well as the interrelation between 

these features. To conclude, the study found that school geography described the role of ‘place’ 

in school geography in relation to three components of ‘place’. As a result, maintaining ‘place’ 

as a:  

 Place as location (particular point on the earth surface). 

 Sense of place (people’s feelings about the place such as group identity). 

 Place as locale (scale for people’s daily activities). 

 

7.6 Implementation of Geographic Learning of ‘place’ 

7.6.1 Implementation of Geographic Learning of ‘place’ by School Geography Teachers  

The study found that implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ is covered in all key 

units of school geography, namely; human geography, physical geography and geographical 

skills and techniques, as well as across FET Band from Grades 10 to 12. Therefore, this 

suggests that implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ is both Explicit and Implicit 

manner. For example, geographical skills and techniques are explicit (location) manner. While 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

131 

 

topics such as development, settlement, economic geography and microclimate are implicit 

(locale and sense of place) manner. However, it is worth noting that geographical skills and 

techniques (mapwork) and various units in human geography are the dominant topics when it 

comes to geographical learning of ‘place’.  

 

7.7 The Main Findings of the Study 

The intention of this study was to explore teachers’ conceptualisation(s) of ‘place’ in school 

geography. The study suggested that the concept of ‘place’ is ‘big’ and the most important 

concept in South African’s school geography curriculum. However, the study gave an 

indication that teachers conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school in geography are ambiguous: 

primarily due the nature of ‘place’ in the CAPS for FET Geography Band that doesn’t provide 

a clear framework on how it should be implement. The researcher contends that foundational 

concepts such as place, must be unpacked clearly, particularly because they serve as connectors 

between key concepts. Additionally, big concepts serve as content containers and are at the 

heart of disciplines. In this case, the concept of ‘place’ is at the heart of geography as a 

discipline. 

 

Lastly, the articulation above by the researcher provided several reasons for teachers’ varying 

interpretations of ‘place’ in school geography. This study illustrates the apparent relationship 

between teachers’ conceptualisation of the concept of ‘place’ in school geography and their 

individual ideals, educational training, social standing, working environments and teaching 

experience. Another notable aspect is that school geography teachers implement geographical 

learning of ‘place’ in different ways, particular due to differences in the examination bodies. 

With respect to existing literature, the findings of this study are similar to what the researcher 

raised in chapters one and two, and also aligns with other international research findings. The 

wider problem is that concepts are not well defined, and as a result, geography teachers lack a 

sufficient conceptual understanding of concepts 

 

To conclude, the concept of ‘place’ is a priority for the discipline of geography, especially in 

the changing and globalising world (Larsen & Harrington 2018). However, geographers face a 

dilemma as to how to conceptualise ‘place’ within the discipline. Primarily because concepts 

are open to more than one interpretation (Dumont & Wilson 1967),  just like the concept of 

‘place’ in geography. Problems also arise with public usage of the same term because the 

meaning may vary, which affects responses and understandings of a concept (Lane et al. 2019).  
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUDING THE STUDY 
 

8.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter presented findings on the conceptualisation of ‘place’ in geography, by 

school geography teachers. This final chapter presents a summary of the study, suggestions for 

future research as well as recommendations for the study, limitations of the study and lastly 

self-reflection by the researcher. 

 

8.2 Summary of the Study 

The main purpose of this research study was to explore teachers’ conceptualisation(s) of ‘place’ 

in geography. The study posed the following secondary research questions in order to address 

the primary research question: 

 What is the nature of ‘place’ in school geography? 

 What is the teachers’ understanding(s) of ‘place’ in school geography? 

 How do teachers describe the role of ‘place’ in school geography? 

 How do teachers implement geographic learning of ‘place’?  

 Why do teachers have a dissimilar conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school geography? 

 

After the data was analysed, the results revealed that school geography teachers have a 

dissimilar conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school geography. This is mainly owing to the nature 

of ‘place’ in school geography that is an implicitly manner, as well as dissimilar and contrasting 

understanding, description, and implementation in school geography, as either implicit and 

explicit means. The study revealed that place was mostly considered as a physical setting within 

which social, economic, cultural,  personal and political interactions take place. Moreover, with 

more implicit reference to place, little has been done to assist teachers in acquiring a thorough 

understanding of what entails the concept of ‘place’ in school geography. One can thus 

recommend ongoing professional developments that can assist teachers to acquire a deeper 

understanding of the concept of ‘place’.  

 

Overall, this study was divided into eight chapters. Chapter one introduced the study and gave 

an overview of the whole study, and therefore the issue to be investigated was explored. This 

was followed by the rationale and motivation, which then helped in stating the research 

questions. Chapter two reviewed relevant literature and provided a brief overview concerning 
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school geography concepts, mainly the concept of ‘place’ as well as detailed information on 

geography as a subject and discipline. 

 

Chapter three dealt with the theoretical framework, and this study was grounded in concept 

formation. The theoretical framework provided the basic approach that was used to analyse the 

data and to draw conclusions. The following chapter was chapter four, the research design and 

methodology. This chapter commenced with elaborating on the research paradigm, the 

interpretivist approach. The chapter further described the design and the approach of the study, 

namely, the qualitative approach and case study method. Population, sampling, and sampling 

techniques were explained; hence the study employed a purposeful sampling technique. 

Furthermore, this chapter directed various data-gathering instruments employed in the study, 

namely, document analysis (official documents), card sorting, interviews, and document 

analysis (summative assessments). The chapter also dealt with data presentation, analysis, 

trustworthiness, and ethical considerations. 

 

Chapters five and six presented data analysis, interpretation, and presentation of findings. 

Chapter five analysed the official document, CAPS for Geography FET Band, while chapter 

six analysed cards and interviews. The following chapter was seven, the discussion of findings. 

The chapter summarised the findings concerning the five secondary research questions and 

forwarded the main findings of the study. Finally, the last chapter, chapter eight, concluded the 

study. The chapter forwarded the suggestions and recommendations of the study. The chapter 

ended with the researcher’s presentation of the limitations as well as the researcher’s self-

reflection. 

 

8.3 Future Research 

There are possibilities for similar research to be conducted within school geography, 

particularly on subject understanding and conceptualisations of the other key concepts. To be 

more precise, the researcher suggests the following future researchers: 

 Understand teachers’ conceptualisations of key concepts in school geography. Among 

key concepts that can be investigated are space, the physical Earth, and human-

environment interaction. For example, the CAPS for Geography FET Band doesn’t 

provide a clear framework for how key concepts should be implemented and linked to 

one another. Hence, other studies may explore the interrelationship between ‘big’ 
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concepts such as place, and key concepts such as space, physical Earth, and human-

environment interaction. 

 

 Investigate teacher’s conceptualisation of three components of ‘place’ (location, locale 

and sense of place) in school geography. There is little, if any, study on the teachers’ 

understanding of three components of ‘place’ in school geography. Previous research 

has mostly concentrated on the significance of ‘place’ as a concept, rather than the 

essential ingredients of ‘place’. Therefore, school geography teachers must be well-

versed in these three components of ‘place’, including the ability to teach and 

incorporate them in formal assessments.  

 

 Further study might go on to examine teachers’ understanding of three categories of 

subject knowledge, namely, pure, school and pedagogic. Walshe (2007) states that it is 

important to outline the differences between these categories of subject knowledge 

clearly. As Walshe (2007:102) points out, “within the growing body of literature on the 

nature of pedagogical knowledge, there are many references to ‘subject knowledge,’ 

but there is often little commonality as to what this actually means”. 

 

 Investigate teachers’ strategies on geographical values and the techniques used to 

promote geographical thinking. In chapter two, the literature review, the researcher 

pointed out that, in comparison to concepts and subject knowledge, the geography of 

education at the classroom level has received less attention.  

 

 Investigate the geographical implementation of other key concepts or subject 

knowledge in examination bodies, namely DBE and IEB.  For example, this study 

found that there is a greater implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ in the 

IEB examination paper, as compared to DBE paper. Similarly, depending on the 

examination body, the implementation of other key concepts and subject knowledge 

may differ. As a result, the study could explore the implications that are associated with 

these differences.  
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8.4 Recommendations 

The study discovered that school geography teachers have a dissimilar conceptualisation of 

‘place’ in school geography.  The study further revealed that there is a dissimilarities 

implementation of geographical learning of ‘place’ by school geography teachers, including 

dissimilar in DBE and IEB examination papers. Therefore, the researcher recommends the 

following for Curriculum Developers and DBE, Teachers, Umalusi and Institutions of Higher 

Learning:  

 Curriculum Developers and DBE 

The study revealed that the concept ‘place’ is not clearly defined in CAPS for Geography in 

the FET Band, in other words by means of secondary referencing. As a result, school geography 

teachers have a dissimilar conceptualising of the concept ‘place’. Therefore, it is vital for the 

CAPS for Geography in the FET Band to link the concepts and curriculum topics, and to 

provide a solid method for how concepts should be implemented in teaching and assessments. 

The study also revealed that independent schools (IEB schools) have a better implementation 

of geographical learning of ‘place’. Platforms for them to share their experiences with state 

schools must be established. 

 

The Department of Basic Education should organise professional development seminars that 

are concept-driven. Importantly, a better understanding is needed by education authorities in 

order to equip teachers better.  Amongst issues that these professional development seminars 

should address, is the lack of place-driven questions in examination papers, particularly in 

fluvial geomorphology. There is a great need for case studies and source analysis questions 

within physical geography. Furthermore, blooms taxonomy should add a section on how big 

and key concepts are incorporated, including a detailed report from moderators. The 

Department of Basic Education can collaborate these professional development seminars with 

vibrant geography teachers’ associations, such as the Southern African Geography Teachers’ 

Association (SAGTA), which over the years have conducted informative and productive 

seminars. 

 

 Teachers 

In line with the articulation above the study recommends that school geography teachers be 

familiar with concepts, especially the concept of ‘place’. As mentioned in the previous chapter, 

the CAPS for Geography in the FET Band should itemise the concept ‘place’ big. In this way 
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school geography teachers will be mindful that the concept of ‘place’ is central in linking with 

other concepts and is the most important aspect of school geography. Secondly, the CAPS for 

Geography in the FET Band should establish a clear framework for implementing and teaching 

the concepts of ‘place’, as well as other key concepts. As a result, teaching-learning and 

assessments will promote place-based learning. 

 

 Umalusi  

Umalusi is the Council for Quality Assurance in General and Further Education and Training, 

meaning that it oversees both Grade 12 DBE and IEB examination papers. Therefore, Umalusi 

should ensure that there is adequate and even implementation of ‘place’ in Grade 12 DBE and 

IEB examination papers. 

 

 Institutions of Higher Learning 

The curriculum in the institutions of higher learning should promote geography teaching 

concepts, particularly the concept of ‘place’, and therefore adopt a place-based teaching 

approach. More attention should be placed on the Postgraduate Certificate in Education 

(PGCE), as it has turned to focus more on teaching skills and subject content.  

 

8.5 Limitations 

The challenge with concepts such as ‘place’ is that these are not clearly defined, and they have 

dissimilar interpretations. In school geography, there are no guidelines for how concepts should 

be taught and how they should be integrated into various school geography curricula. This 

study was based in Gauteng Province, with eight participants. With a broader population and 

sampling, the findings would have revealed a greater conceptualisation of ‘place’ in school 

geography. 

 

Obtaining ethics clearance was a challenge and affected the scheduled period for data 

collection. As a result, some participants were no longer interested in participating in this study. 

Some limitations to this study included that this study was conducted prior to and during the 

period of COVID-19, including lockdown restrictions.  Consequently, the implications were 

various challenges concerning collecting data and suitable interaction with participants. 

Although the researcher was able to collect data before the lockdown restrictions physically, 

follow-up interviews were not. As a result, follow-up interviews were done via emails as well 
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as using telephone discussions, which proved to be effective in the end. The MEd and PhD 

cohorts were of great benefit to the researcher, but there were also cancelled due to COVID-19 

restrictions. This further limited researcher’s interaction with other students and other lecturers. 

Virtual support sessions were organised but the researcher preferred physical interaction. 

Another limitation was to get newly qualified teachers as participants in this study. In most 

schools, newly qualified teachers are teaching lower grades. 

 

Lastly, the researcher has not been able to share the research findings with the participant 

teachers due to strictly COVID-19 regulations in several schools. The researcher will share key 

findings with participants once the study is completed. In addition, the researcher intends to 

publish papers summarising key findings, which will be shared with participants. 

 

8.6 Self-Reflection 

The researcher commenced this study by attending cohorts and support sessions offered by the 

university. These support sessions proved to be valuable, as they gave the researcher an 

opportunity to understand the research structure as well as to provide interaction with other 

students and lecturers. The interaction and support from the researcher’s co-supervisor was 

also valuable, as this provided a solid foundation for this study. Initially, the researcher wanted 

to investigate active learning as a teaching method, but after these interactions, the researcher 

opted to conduct this study, mainly because the researcher is a geographer and a school 

geography teacher. This study was more relevant since it concentrated on educational 

geography rather than the original topic, which was about a general teaching method. 

 

To begin with, chapter one was quite challenging, particularly in terms of writing technique 

and research terminology. It improved with chapters two and three. However, chapter three 

made less sense to the researcher at that moment, until the researcher began to analyse data and 

discussing findings. In comparison to chapters one, two, and three, the researcher enjoyed 

writing chapter four. Presenting and the feedback from the research proposal was positive and 

encouraging. As a result, the researcher was motivated. Furthermore, it was encouraging to see 

that the study was making progress, such as receiving ethics clearance and title registration. 

 

The researcher enjoyed collecting data, the interaction with participants, getting to know them, 

and moving from one school to another school was a great experience. Analysing data from 

one participant to another, comparing data from participants was relatively interesting. On the 
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other hand, the researcher observed the inequality that exists within the education system in 

South Africa. Some schools were established and had more advanced infrastructure compared 

to other schools. This was largely evidenced between state and independent schools. 

Independent schools were well advanced and had better infrastructure. The researcher is of the 

view that this has an impact on the teaching and conceptualisation of the concept of ‘place’, 

since independent school geography teachers are more likely to teach and conceptualise the 

concept of ‘place’ better. 

 

This research has fundamentally shaped the researcher’s professional and personal 

development. For example, the researcher may now effectively analyse students’ progression 

as well as key areas and topics in which they struggle. On a personal level, the researcher has 

strengthened his research and analysis skills, as well as his overall comprehension of 

information. When comparing the beginning of this study, with the conclusion of this study, 

indeed the researcher has grown academically. The researcher has enriched writing, analysing 

and overall research skills.  Moreover, the researcher has also improved his teaching and 

assessment skills. The emphasis has largely shifted towards placed-based teaching and 

assessing. Indeed, this has enriched the teaching and learning of ‘place’ in the researcher’s 

classroom. Given an opportunity to conduct this study again, the researcher would incorporate 

classroom observation as another data collection instrument. A further instance of this would 

be to observe how school geography teachers implement geographical learning of ‘place’. 

Another addition would be to interview students to explore their conceptualisation of ‘place’ 

in school geography.  Finally, the researcher is grateful to have conducted this study. The 

researcher has grown and benefited significantly from this research study. The researcher is 

looking forward to future researcher studies. 
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