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Dear Diane:

Enclosed is my submission for the Ray Ryan Statistics Canada Prize for Curriculum Studies.  I have created a unit plan for a British Columbia Social Studies Grade 11 class examining Human Geography, and in doing so, drew heavily upon the Statistics Canada webpage, as well as information contained in the Canada at a Glance 2007 pamphlet published by Statistics Canada.

I have recently completed my teacher training year at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, specializing in secondary Sciences and alternative education.  Several years earlier I completed a Masters of Science degree in Environmental Education and have worked in the field of sustainability and ecological education, leadership development and wilderness education.  My background has greatly influenced not only the curriculum that I teach in our public school system but also the manner in which I do so.  
Education needs to be real and relevant for today’s youth.  They need to understand the philosophical underpinnings of what they are studying.  If we as teachers are not able to explain to our students why we are teaching a specific curriculum, than we are, in effect, doing them a disservice.  I believe critical thinking can be taught in all subject manners and the Social Studies curriculum lends itself naturally to creative, imaginative lesson and unit design.  

Statistics Canada provides a wealth of tools and resources that can be incorporated into the elementary and secondary classroom.  However, they cannot stand alone.  They must be used in a manner that will generate thought, discussion, and questioning.  I believe my unit plan uses the information available from Statistics Canada as a starting point, from which real and relevant education can progress.

Sincerely,


Antony Blaikie

enclosed: abstract

ABSTRACT
STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

As we enter the 21st century, more and more of our social, economic and political issues are being seen in an ecological context.  We are increasingly seeing the environmental roots of many of our modern problems, and we are beginning to realize that our daily actions, and in many ways, our culture, can have a profoundly positive and negative impact upon our world.  It is crucial for students to begin to understand how the landscapes of our world have shaped society over time, and perhaps more pressing, how we as a society are shaping the landscape.  Secondary level Social Studies provides many opportunities for imaginative teachers to examine social and political issues from an ecological perspective.   
In the British Columbia curriculum, there are few Prescribed Learning Outcomes (PLO’s) that deal specifically with the environmental and social issues that we as a nation and as a species are facing.  More often, it is the teacher that must incorporate their own interests and passions into the curriculum and with their students.  However, in the Social Studies 11 curriculum, the Human Geography Unit deals specifically with the connection between population issues, standard of living and environmental issues.  The specific PLO’s are repeated below.

	HUMAN GEOGRAPHY
It is expected that students will:

• explain the significance of changes in world population with reference to

− population pyramids

− distribution

− density

− demographic transition models

• compare Canada’s standard of living with those of developing countries, with reference to poverty 
and key indicators of human development

• assess environmental challenges facing Canadians, including

− global warming

− ozone layer depletion

− fresh water quality and supply




The Human Geography unit is an opportunity, within the government mandated curriculum, to expose students to an array of issues that are systemic in nature.  This unit examines population growth, different standards of living, as well as environmental issues.  All three themes are intricately connected and this unit must allow students to make those connections and to see their implication.  Overpopulation, overconsumption, global inequity, decreasing standards of living vs. technological progress, are just a few of the themes that can be developed in this unit.  
Interestingly, the Human Geography Unit is one of the only units that specifically addresses climate change.  According to a 2006 CBC poll, the environment is the second most important issue in Canada, according to citizens, behind health care.  The societal importance of this topic is not being addressed in our schools and with our youth.  There are dozens of other places where we are seeing an increased awareness and presence of environmental topics in our media.  However, these can be seriously misconstrued, and it is crucial that students learn more about these issues and more importantly, the critical thinking skills necessary to evaluate these issues as they grow older.  While an awareness of these issues exists in most adolescents, they are likely going to mix up the science and the myths of the issues, as well as the causes and effects.  I believe another crucial role of this unit it to create a feeling of connection to and responsibility for these same issues.  In my work with young adults, I have found a general lack of accountability for these systemic problems we as a society are coming to terms with.  Our students are active, living beings, and as such have a direct impact on our ecosystems as well as societies the world over.   Thus, ultimately, the goal of this unit is two-fold: to educate students about overpopulation, overconsumption and their effect on our planet, and perhaps more importantly, fostering a sense of accountability and responsibility between their actions and the environment they live in.

METHODOLOGY

The unit that I have created follows the government Learning Outcomes listed above and is designed to take roughly 15-16 lessons, or about 20 hours of instructional time.  The “Big Idea” or central statement that will be revisited throughout the unit is as follows:

“For the first time in our planet’s history, one species has the ability to affect change on a global level.  An understanding of overpopulation and overconsumption are crucial elements in understanding how we affect our planet, positively and negatively, and why there is such a disparity in the standard of living around the world.”
The lessons were created to appeal to and engage all learners, and as such a variety of teaching techniques and strategies are employed.  I have drawn from my training and background in Experiential Education, Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence Theory, William Glasser’s work on Choice Theory, and a variety of other tools and resources including Wild Ed, the Sea to Sky Outdoor School for Sustainability Education, and Statistics Canada.

The first of the three topics that students examine from an ecological perspective is overpopulation.  Using Statistics Canada data and tables, students will examine Canada’s population from a variety of perspectives and compare it to countries around the world.  Critical thinking will be applied to evaluate to benefits and costs of population growth on society and on our ecosystems, and to explain its causes.  
From this new knowledge of population changes over time, students will move into examining consumption patterns among developed and developing nations, and questioning how our relative affluence has affected our environment and our society.  Again, using information from Statistics Canada and other sources, we will examine standards of living around the world, and use the Human Development Index as a starting point.  
Ultimately, students will examine and study Canadian and global environmental issues from a social perspective.  They will question the true causes of these issues, the costs, and solutions for the future.   Multiple perspectives on issues will be presented such as comparing Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth with Channel 4’s documentary The Great Global Warming Swindle.  Students will then independently examine a Canadian environmental issue and create a project that explains this issue to their classmates in detail and with specific reference to how it affects our society and our population.  

In addition to an in-depth examination of population issues and standards of living, students will learn about resource scarcity, industrial and technological development, social and governmental responses to development.  A variety of assessment tools and strategies will be used in the classroom including self and group assessments, oral presentations, mind maps, jigsaw classrooms, quizzes, written reflections, role playing, and a significant individual project.

Kinesthetic activities that demonstrate resource scarcity, resource inequity, population growth, renewable and non renewable resources are integrated into the lesson plans, along with graphing exercises and other more mathematical ways of learning.  Ultimately, the classroom will become a place of active, engaged learning in material that is both real and relevant to students’ lives.
CONCLUSION

The British Columbia Minister of Education, Shirley Bond, recently wrote:

“We are actively involving our students in learning and practicing skills for making healthy decisions.”
The mandate of our public school system is to educate students to become lifelong learners, active community members and productive members of society.  To do so, the education we are providing our students must be real and it must be relevant.  Students can only make healthy decisions when they understand the causes and effects of those decisions.  Schools must be places where, in addition to teaching content, we must teach life skills, such as active listening, critical thinking, collaboration, problem solving and action planning.  I believe there are few more pressing issues facing not only our students, but our society, as climate change and the related environmental, social and political issues that stem from it.  Over the last two years, the world attention has focused on this issue, and this societal interest must be reflected in our schools.  With the help of organizations like Statistics Canada, and other governmental bodies, creating meaningful lessons for today’s youth is not only possible, but essential.   
