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Abstract 
In this article, we review literature on curriculum changes to school Geography 

in post-apartheid South Africa. We note the gains and losses with each iteration 

of the national curriculum for school Geography over the past two decades or 

so. We argue that although the latest version, the CAPS has been strengthened 

in terms of continuity and progression it still has shortcomings: integration in 

the curriculum is weak, Indigenous Knowledge is not valued and its reliance 

on textbooks is likely to foster behaviourist pedagogical practices. We propose 

place-based education as a conceptual framework and approach to address 

current weaknesses in school Geography in South Africa so as to imagine the 

practice differently.  

 

Keywords: CAPS, curriculum reform, curriculum integration, Indigenous 

knowledge, place-based education, school Geography 

 

 

Introduction 
There is a growing body of literature that has been produced on school 

Geography in post-apartheid South Africa. Our interest in this article is on the 

broader curriculum debates captured in this literature and in particular on those 

relating to the different iterations of the national curriculum, since the 

introduction of Curriculum 2005 in 1997, up to and including the Curriculum 

Assessment and Policy Statement (CAPS) published in 2011. We shall show 
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that although the integrity of Geography has been strengthened over time, and 

so too continuity and progression across grades in the most recent version, the 

CAPS, there might still be several shortcomings such as that:  

 

 the content of the curriculum is compartmentalised, thwarting efforts 

to integrate learning;  

 the curriculum is textbook-based limiting possibilities for promoting 

constructivist learning;  

 the inclusion of indigenous knowledge systems has been weakened 

(compared to some earlier iterations); and  

 the term place has been constructed in mainly technical terms, as a 

natural construct rather than a social construct.  

 

We explore the potential that place-based education as an approach could have 

in addressing shortcomings in the CAPS for Geography, were the approach to 

be understood and implemented by Geography curriculum makers, teacher 

educators and teachers. 

A critical assessment of the CAPS for Geography has to, however, be 

contextualised within curriculum reform that has occurred in post-apartheid 

South Africa. Moreover, curriculum reform that occurs over time inevitably 

leads to gains and losses as curriculum changes occur with each new iteration 

of a national curriculum. Therefore, by way of background we shall review key 

changes that occurred to the national curriculum for school Geography over 

the past two decades or so, noting the key losses and gains with each version 

of the curriculum. 

 
 

National Curriculum Change and School Geography  
The first post-apartheid national curriculum framework was called Curriculum 

2005, which indicated the final year that the new curriculum was intended to 

be implemented in all school grades (Le Grange 2000). In some senses the 

curriculum marked a radical departure from the apartheid curriculum and its 

post-apartheid modification, NATED 5501. Other than its most contested 

                                                           
1 NATED 550 was an interim syllabus (1995 - 1997) that was a modification 

of the apartheid syllabus. The modifications involved removing offensive 

content from syllabi such as racial content. 
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element outcomes-based education (OBE) (Le Grange 2010), Curriculum 2005 

proposed a shift from a subject-centred approach to a more holistic learner-

centred approach organised around integrated learning areas. This shift 

proposed the relinquishing of a primary reliance of textbooks as curriculum 

resource to the use of a range of curriculum resource materials of which 

textbooks could be one. Geography, had its ‘home’ in an integrated learning 

area called, Human and Social Sciences. This new arrangement elicited 

differing views from geography educators in South Africa at the time. Nel and 

Binns (1999) argued that this new arrangement placed school Geography in a 

precarious position in the sense that geographers were struggling to define 

Geography’s identity within the newly established learning area in the General 

Education and Training (GET) band. They further expressed a concern about 

uncertainty as to whether Geography would be a separate subject in the Further 

Education and Training (FET) band. Curriculum 2005 was, however, aborted 

before it was implemented in the FET band, thus removing the latter concern. 

Ballantyne (1999) raised a concern about the implementation of the integrated 

learning area, arguing that teachers with a History background would 

foreground History in the classroom and those with a background in 

Geography would foreground Geography, potentially resulting in the dilution 

of either subject in specific classrooms. In relation to this concern, Binns 

(1999) points out that where integrated learning areas have been introduced in 

countries such as Australia and the United States of America (USA), 

Geography educators struggled to regain the subject’s identity. In contrast, Van 

Harmelen (1999) took a more positive stance towards the changes that 

Curriculum 2005 introduced. She argued that Curriculum 2005 provided 

radical opportunities to rethink Geography education in South Africa by 

breaking away from textbook-based behaviourist approaches to school 

Geography. Van Harmelen averred that Curriculum 2005 opened up 

possibilities for social constructivist approaches to Geography education. 

About the FET Geography curriculum (NATED 550) that was still in place 

when Curriculum 2005 was implemented in the GET, Nel and Binns (1999) 

argued that this syllabus was dominated by thinking of western academic 

Geography, with a strong Eurocentric focus, reflecting the traditional values of 

‘White’ South Africa.  

In 1999 a committee was appointed by the Minister of Education to 

review Curriculum 2005, giving geographers and Geography teachers 

opportunities to forward submissions so as to strengthen the position of school 
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Geography (Le Grange & Beets 2005). The upshot of this was the buttressing 

of the distinctive character of Geography in the Revised National Curriculum 

Statement (RNCS) for the GET band and the reinforcing of Geography as one 

of 29 distinctive subjects of the National Curriculum Statement (NCS) in the 

FET band. However, although the distinctive identity of Geography was gained 

in the newly named GET Social Sciences learning area by having learning 

outcomes and knowledge foci separate from that of History, Physical 

Geography remained located in the Natural Sciences learning area and defined 

by the scope statement of the theme The Planet Earth and Beyond (Le Grange 

& Beets 2005). Concerning the FET, Le Grange and Beets (2005) pointed out 

that even though Geography was a distinct subject, it was located in the human 

and social studies learning field2. The implication of Geography’s location in 

only one learning field meant that even though the rules of combination 

allowed for it to be offered as both a core and elective subject, the probability 

of it being offered as a core subject in schools was reduced (for a more detailed 

discussion see Le Grange and Beets 2005). About Nel and Binns’s criticism 

that the NATED 550 Geography syllabus was Eurocentric, Le Grange and 

Beets (2005) point out that Indigenous Knowledge was included as one of the 

principles on which the NCS was based, registering the possibility for 

Geography teachers to include Indigenous Knowledge in the learning 

programmes they designed, and by so doing potentially decentering western 

approaches to school Geography. In short, the gains that the transition from 

Curriculum 2005 to the NCS brought about were the strengthening of 

Geography’s identity in both the GET and FET and in the case of the FET the 

inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge. However, the NCS for Geography in the 

GET and FET still had weaknesses; a discussion to which we now turn. 

In two articles Beets and Le Grange (2005, 2008) demonstrate that 

even though continuity and progression did improve in some respects in the 

transition from Curriculum 2005 to the RNCS and the NCS, there were still 

instances where these dimensions of curriculum design were weaker when 

compared to Curriculum 2005. Moreover, in areas where continuity and 

progression had been improved the documents provided insufficient 

information for teachers to design learning programmes that would ensure the 

incorporation of continuity and progression (Beets & Le Grange 2005). 

                                                           
2 The NCS of the FET band had six learning fields from which the 29 subjects 

were derived. 
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Continuity relates to the persistence of certain significant features of 

geographical education (in this instance) as a learner moves across grades in 

the schooling system. These significant features include: content, types of 

learning activity, common assumptions about the nature of the subject, 

geographical skills and use of certain resources (Beets & Le Grange 2008). 

Progression (also called sequencing) is concerned with the careful and 

deliberate sequencing of learning so that learners can build on their prior 

learning and prepare for their future learning. It is this dimension that depicts 

the deepening of learning as learners move across grades. Beets and Le Grange 

(2008) point out that this is not a simple exercise and requires careful planning 

and a valid understanding of learners’ actual and potential levels of 

performance. This brings us to the most recent iteration of the NCS, the CAPS. 

The Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) was produced in 2011 

and phased into schools in 2012. The CAPS saw the removal of outcomes-

based education (OBE), following sustained critiques of this approach to 

education (see Jansen 1998; Jansen & Christie 1999; Le Grange 2000; 2008; 

2010; Morrow 2007; Allais 2007; Shalem & Pendlebury 2010). Le Grange 

(2014), however, argues that outcomes were simply replaced by aims and that 

the CAPS and all other versions of post-apartheid national curriculum 

frameworks for schools are neo-Tylerian3.  

The CAPS for Geography in the GET and FET were clearly developed 

to strengthen continuity and progression (see DBE 2011). Evidence of this, in 

the case of the FET band, is found in a comprehensive demonstration of 

continuity and progression (in particular) in a recently published chapter by 

Golightly and Van der Westhuizen (2017). But, the CAPS also introduced 

some other elements. It is much more prescriptive than earlier iterations of the 

national curriculum for schools in the sense that it dictates when, how and for 

how long teachers must teach different topics (Le Grange 2014). The 

introduction of the CAPS also saw a return to a textbook-based curriculum that 

was last evidenced in the NATED 550 interim syllabi.  

Continuity and progression are issues of verticality. In other words, 

they are respectively concerned with the persistence of features and depth in 

learning as learners progress vertically through the schooling system (from 

grade R to 12). However, there is another curriculum development/design 

                                                           
3 Derived from the four principles of curriculum development produced by 

Tyler (1949). 
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dimension that is an issue of horizontality, called integration4. Integration as a 

curriculum design principle is a twentieth century phenomenon that might have 

some of its origins in progressivist education exemplified in the work of John 

Dewey who argued for the integration of school and society, and the integration 

of the curriculum with the life world of the child (Dewey 1902; 1915). Nsubuga 

(2009) argues that in South Africa, we first saw evidence of integration 

occurring with the People’s Education Movement, where attempts where made 

to integrate theory and practice, and head and manual work. In relation to 

curriculum design Le Grange and Reddy (2017) state that integration relates to 

how different curriculum components (including content) are associated 

with/to each other horizontally so as to give learners a unified rather than 

atomised sense of knowledge. The extent to which the CAPS for Geography 

promotes integration is a relatively unexplored area in the literature. For the 

purposes of this article, we shall focus on the integration of different 

components of the CAPS curriculum for FET Geography to provide learners 

with a sense of wholeness; and integration of schooling with the life world of 

the learner (the places learners inhabit and that inhabits them). 

Moreover, the return to a textbook-based curriculum is likely to 

encourage behaviourist-teaching practices and thwart social constructivist 

pedagogies that Van Harmelen (1999) celebrated with the introduction of 

Curriculum 2005. Although Indigenous Knowledge continues to feature in the 

CAPS for Geography it is only mentioned twice in the FET document (DBE 

2011), which means that it could easily be ignored by teachers if not assessed 

in the national senior certificate examinations, for example. Nel and Binns’s 

(1999) concern of a Eurocentric Geography curriculum for South Africa might 

therefore not yet be allayed.  

In summary, curriculum reform in relation to school Geography has 

had both gains and losses. The CAPS for both the GET and FET show that 

continuity and progression has been strengthened and that the identity of 

Geography in both these curriculum statements has been solidified. Though, 

not without challenges (lack of resources and training of teachers in many 

schools), the inclusion of Geographical Information Systems (GIS) in the FET 

curriculum is viewed positively because it has proved to be a successful sphere 

                                                           
4 Not all curriculum scholars hold that curriculum integration is a matter of 

horizontality. For example, Muller (2000) views progression as a form of 

vertical integration. 
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of study and application (Manik 2016). However, there remains several 

shortcomings in the CAPS for Geography: the extent to which integration has 

been achieved remains largely unexplored; a return to a textbook-based 

curriculum could encourage behaviourist pedagogical approaches; and the 

weakening of the inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge systems when compared 

to earlier incarnations of the national curriculum, could reinforce a Eurocentric 

curriculum. Against this backdrop, in this article we shall investigate the extent 

to which integration is evident in the CAPS for FET Geography by focusing 

on the construct place, which is according to the CAPS document one of 

‘Geography’s four Big Ideas’ (DBE 2011: 7). We shall also explore the extent 

to which an integrated idea of place is evident in questions that appear in the 

national senior certificate (NCS) examination question papers. The latter will 

be done because we hold the view that what is assessed (particularly in high-

stakes examinations) is likely to determine teaching practices in classrooms. 

We shall also explore possibilities that place-based education might offer to 

strengthen integration in the FET Geography curriculum, strengthen the 

inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge systems in the curriculum and mitigate 

against behaviourist pedagogical practices. This brings us to a discussion on 

place and place-based education. 

 

 
Place and Place-based Education  
According to Cresswell (2004; 2008) the concept of place derived from 

Geography in the 1950s and gained prominence in the discipline during the 

late 1970s and 1980s. He asserts that, even though ‘place’ could be deemed a 

meaningful theoretical terrain, it remains a difficult term to conceptualise 

because of its multiple meanings in various contexts. However, a multiple or 

expanded notion of place could be celebrated. For example, Gruenewald 

(2003: 619) argues for a multidimensional view of place comprising the 

perceptual, ideological, sociological, ecological and political dimensions (for 

a more detailed discussion on this see Ontong & Le Grange 2015, 2016). Albeit 

that various geographers claim that place represents a sort of bounded space, 

Malpas (2016) argues, that its bounds do not take the form of dividing lines in 

space. According to him place is neither spatial nor temporal but encompasses 

both while refusing identification with either. He writes: ‘to suppose otherwise 

would be to suppose that place somehow came after space, as a modification 
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of it, whereas the reality is that it is place that comes first, and it is space that 

is the dependent phenomenon’ (Malpas 2016: 384). Furthermore, Cresswell 

(2004) provides three fundamental aspects of place to distinguish between the 

term’s technical meaning and daily usage, namely, place as area, locality and 

sense of place. In this article, we embrace an expanded notion of place instead 

of its representation in technical terms, i.e. as coordinates on a map. A technical 

view of place holds that it is synonymous with area and locality, and 

subordinate to space (Ontong & Le Grange 2016). 

 Contending for an expanded and nuanced understanding of place is the 

interest of a recent development called place-based education. However, this 

discussion is not new to the field of Geography. Human geographers have long 

ago challenged the privileging of place in terms of scale, stressing that 

place/scale too are not given, but contingent, contested social constructs that 

are continually being made and remade. For example, Buttimer and Seamon 

(1980), Ley (1983), Relph (1976) and Tuan (1977) have reminded geographers 

that people do not live in a framework of geometric relationships, but in a world 

of meaning. Tuan (1977) avowed that place has no particular scale associated 

with it, but is created and maintained through the ‘fields of care’ which results 

from people’s emotional attachment to it. Tuan (1977) specifically stressed the 

sensual, aesthetic and emotional dimensions of place. While, most (human) 

geographers have reached consensus that neither place nor scale is a fixed or 

given category, but socially constructed, fluid and contingent (Marston 2000), 

this understanding has not trickled down to the school curriculum. As Ontong 

and Le Grange (2016: 136) write: ‘Even though geography as a discipline has 

progressed over the years, at school level the subject geography predominantly 

continues to focus on developing map skills among students … while 

underemphasizing the other distinctions of place’. Gruenewald (2003) 

forcefully reminds us that if we fail to consider places as products of human 

decisions, we accept their existence as inevitable, like the falling of rain or the 

rise of the sun. Against the backdrop of our discussion of an expanded view of 

place, we turn to a discussion on place-based education. 

Although the origin of placed-based education (PBE) could be traced 

back to the 17th century, the idea has gained prominence over the past two 

decades (Ontong & Le Grange 2016). Place-based education is an educational 

approach that embraces a multi-disciplinary approach to place (Gruenewald & 

Smith 2008) and (re)connects humans with land (Knapp 2005). Woodhouse 

and Knapp (2000) aver that PBE embodies specific attributes of place, namely, 
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that it is inherently multidisciplinary, inherently experiential, reflects an 

educational philosophy that exceeds learning to learn, and connects place with 

the self and the community. According to Gruenewald and Smith (2008), the 

purpose of PBE is both to increase student engagement and achievement and 

to promote democratic participation in local community processes. 

Gruenewald (2003) states that place-based pedagogies are needed so that 

education of citizens might have some direct influence on the well-being of the 

social and ecological places that people inhabit.   

The distinguishing feature of PBE, however, is not its specific methods 

(it draws from various pedagogic traditions), but rather its animating social 

purpose (Israel 2012). Through outdoor activities that engage learners with 

their community and natural environment, learners in place-based educational 

programmes learn about their place and learn to care for it: gaining knowledge 

and skills are inextricably connected with feeling and acting in new ways. With 

this connection between cognitive, affective, and ethical impacts upon learners, 

PBE provides a framework for making connections between content and 

pedagogy for socially engaged Geography teachers, offering a specifically 

geographic vision of ethically and politically engaged pedagogy (Greenwood 

2013; Gruenewald 2003; Israel 2012; McInerney, Smyth & Down 2011). Such 

learning cannot be textbook-based and occurs socially as learners engage with 

one another, communities and the natural environment. Through such engage-

ment, new meanings are constructed in/about the places that leaners inhabit 

and that inhabit them. Moreover, PBE fosters an understanding of the oneness 

of people and places, a oneness between social and the natural (ecological) so 

that places are not studied as objects from a distant human gaze but that human 

knowledge (including learners’ learning) are inextricably bound up with/in 

places. In short, place-based education does not only embrace a multidiscipli-

nary perspective on place but also an integrated understanding of the concept. 

Due to its emphasis on ‘localness’, PBE is inherently grounded in 

Indigenous Knowledge. Each place (incorporating people) has stories to tell or 

a dominant story to tell. As Tuck and Yang (2012) assert that Indigenous 

people have deep-rooted creation stories to share, not the ones told by 

colonisers. Yet, Greenwood (2013: 98) cautions that we need to devote 

attention not only to the dominant narratives, but also to ‘all the stories at risk 

of being silenced or erased, including the voice of the land itself’. In the 

following section, we shall briefly describe the methodological framing of the 

empirical component of this article. 
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Methodological Approaches 
We shall use two research methods: a quantitative survey of documents and a 

qualitative content analysis of documents. The documents that will be surveyed 

and analysed quantitatively will be the CAPS for FET Geography (DBE 2011) 

and selected national senior certificate examination question papers for 

Geography. The survey of the CAPS will quantify the allocation of time per 

annum to the concept of place in the document. The qualitative content analysis 

will identify different units of meaning on place in the CAPS document to 

establish whether any units of meaning convey an integrated view of the 

concept. National senior certificate Geography question papers will be 

surveyed to quantify the percentage of the questions in the papers, which focus 

on the concept place. The qualitative content analysis of the examination 

question papers will identify whether the questions on place view place in 

atomistic terms or in an integrated manner. 

The quantitative survey analysis comprises the following steps: 

 

 An electronic search of the CAPS for FET Geography document to 

identify all references made to the word ‘place’; 

 Highlighting references to the word ‘place’ in the following sections 

of the CAPS document: Overview of the Content in the FET band; 

Overview of the Geographical Skills and Techniques in Grades 10, 

11, 12; and Geographical Knowledge; 

 Calculating the teaching/learning time allocated to sections of the 

CAPS that make direct reference to the concept ‘place’; 

 Determining the sum total of all questions in each of the NCS Paper 

1 examinations for the years 2013 - 2017; 

 Calculating the percentage of questions that are related to the concept 

‘place’ for each of the NCS Paper 1 examinations for the mentioned 

years. 

 

The qualitative content analysis comprises the following steps: 

 

 Identifying units of meaning related to the concept ‘place’ in the 

CAPS document and the selected NCS Paper 1 examination papers; 

 Interpreting units of meaning in relation to different understandings/ 

dimensions of place. 
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The November National Senior Certificate (NSC) examination papers (2013 -

2017) for grade 12 will be selected for this study. These papers will be selected 

to not only get a general sense of the geographical knowledge that learners 

need to know at the end of their schooling career, but also to view how 

integration occurs and how place is represented.  

 
 

Analysis of Curriculum and FET Examination Papers 

CAPS Document 
In this section, we describe the extent to which the CAPS for Geography in the 

FET band makes reference to the concept place. Firstly, one of the nine aims 

of the CAPS Geography for the FET band makes direct reference to the concept 

place and reads as follows: ‘developing knowledge about where places are, and 

the nature of a range of different places at different scales’ (DBE 2011:9). 

Secondly, and most importantly the document states that any topic in 

Geography can be explored by applying a conceptual framework that embraces 

Geography’s four big ideas: place; spatial processes, spatial processes; spatial 

distribution patterns; and human and environmental interaction (DBE, 2011: 

9). The significance of the concept place is clearly emphasised in the CAPS for 

Geography in the FET band. 

However, in the sections Overview of Geography Content in the FET 

band, Overview of Geography skills and Techniques in Grades 10, 11 and 12 

and Geography knowledge (where time allocations are included) scant 

reference is made to the concept place. In the section Overview of Geography 

Content in the FET band there is not one direct reference made to the concept 

place under the listed topics. In the section Overview of Geography skills and 

Techniques in Grades 10, 11 and 12 there is only one direct reference made to 

place in grade 11, under the topic Using atlases (revision), ‘Locating places on 

different maps: degrees and minutes’ (DBE 2011: 16). In the part of the 

document Geographical Knowledge, where all the main topics and sub-topics 

for grades 10-12 are listed, with allocated times that should be spent, direct 

reference to place is only made five times. In grade 10, direct reference to place 

is made once under the heading, Heating of the Atmosphere. This topic is allo-

cated eight hours, with five sub-topics of which one sub-topic refers to place, 

‘factors that affect temperature of different places around the world: latitude, 

altitude, ocean currents and distance from oceans’ (DBE 2011: 21). If equal 

time were to be spent in classrooms on each of the five sub-topics then only 96  
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minutes per annum would be devoted to the sub-topic that refers to place.  

With reference to Grade 11 there are two direct references made to 

place, under the topic Using Atlases (revision), which is allocated two hours. 

This topic has three sub-topics of which one makes direct reference to the 

concept place, ‘locating places on different maps, using degrees and minutes’ 

(DBE 2011: 29). If each of the three topics were to be allocated equal time in 

classrooms, then the one that refers to place will presumably be allocated 40 

minutes per annum in classrooms. The same topic and sub-topics are included 

later in the document where one hour is allocated to the topic (DBE 2011:35). 

This means that an additional 20 minutes could be allocated to the sub-topic 

on place in Grade 11. Under Geographical Knowledge for Grade 12 there are 

two direct references made to the concept place. Under the topic Urban 

Settlements, to which four hours is allocated, there are three sub-topics and 

one refers to place, ‘classification of urban settlements according to function, 

such as central places, trade and transport, break of bulk points, specialized 

cities, junction towns and gateway towns or gap towns’ (DBE 2011: 45). If 

equal time were devoted to each of the sub-topics under Urban Settlements, 

then 80 minutes per annum of teaching/learning will be allocated to the sub-

topic, which refers to place. The last reference to the concept place in the part 

of the document that covers Geographical Knowledge is under the topic, 

Urban Hierarchies. This topic has three sub-topics and the one that refers to 

place reads as follows: ‘the concepts of urban hierarchy, central place, 

threshold population, sphere of influence and range of goods’. The topic Urban 

Hierarchies is allocated two hours per annum, meaning that the sub-topic that 

refers to place will presumably be allocated 40 minutes per annum. 

A few observations are worth noting. Firstly, direct reference to the 

concept place in the CAPS document is scant. Secondly, place appears to be 

treated in fragmented ways and there is no evidence of integration of place 

across topics or sections. Thirdly, in the document place is constructed in 

technical terms as coordinates on a map and as something that the human can 

study at a distance, as if detached from places. Fourthly, the rigid time 

allocation to topics and the compartmentalised structure of the topics in the 

document threatens to thwart efforts to integrate topics and their sub-topics. 

All of this is compounded by a curriculum that relies heavily on the use of 

prescribed textbooks. 

However, we also analysed examination question papers to ascertain 

the coverage that the concept place enjoys and to ascertain to what extent the 



Lesley le Grange & Krystle Ontong  
 

 

 

24 

concept place is integrated in questions asked. We focus our analysis on the 

national senior certificate examinations because these are the only ones that are 

standardised in South Africa. Our assumption is that the nature of the questions 

in the NSC examinations will influence how teachers teach and what is taught. 

Moreover, that the type of questions asked in the NCS examinations will not 

only affect teaching in grade 12, but that there will be a trickle-down effect to 

grades 10 and 11.   

 
 

Examination Papers 
The grade 12 National Senior Certificate (NCS) examination for Geography 

consists of two papers (Paper 1 and Paper 2) with each one accompanied by an 

annexure containing all graphs, maps and visual representations. Paper 1 deals 

with Physical and Human Geography and totals 225 marks. The second paper 

comprises map work and GIS components, totaling 75 marks. Paper 1 is 

divided into two sections: section A comprises climate, weather and 

geomorphology; and section B comprises rural and urban settlements and 

South African Economic Geography. Learners are expected to answer at least 

one question in both sections and have a choice on the other two questions that 

they have to answer. Table 1 below represents the structure of the NCS 

examination for Geography in the FET band. 
 

Table 1: Structure of the NCS examination for Geography in the  

FET band 

Geography  

National Senior Certificate 

Grade 12 Examination Papers 

(300 Marks) 

Paper 1 Paper 2 

Section A Section B 
 

Weather, 

Climate and 

Geomorphology 

Rural and 

urban 

settlements and 

South African 

Economic 

Geography 

Map 

calculations 

and 

techniques 

Application 

and 

interpretation 

GIS 

225 Marks 75 Marks 
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From the division into the two papers it is evident that Paper 2, which 

comprises 25% of the examination is solely based on the technical dimension 

of place (calculations, map interpretation, applications, etc.). Paper 2 is sub-

divided into map calculations and techniques, application and interpretation 

and GIS. Map calculations entail calculations of magnetic bearing, area and 

gradient among others. For example, a typical question in the 2016 November 

paper reads as follows, ‘Calculate the average gradient between spot height 

1306 (K) and trigonometrical station 101 (L). Show all calculations. Marks will 

be awarded for calculations’ (DBE 2016: 7). A similar example appears in the 

2017 Paper 2: ‘Calculate the vertical interval (VI) between M and spot height 

1395 in metres. Show all calculations. Marks will be awarded for calculations’ 

(DBE 2017b:7). Our analysis shows that this was the standard format and type 

of questions found in Paper 2 for the years 2014 and 2015 as well. The 

emphasis is largely placed on calculations in Paper 2. Further evidence of this 

is the fact that learners are awarded with marks should they present all their 

calculations. This highlights how the technical dimension of place is focused 

on at the cost of other dimensions of place such as the sensual, aesthetic and 

emotional. In cases where learners are not expected to do calculations, the 

reasoning that they need to apply in order to answer the questions, remains 

technical in nature. For example, this is apparent in the following question 

asked in Paper 1 where students are expected to: ‘describe one climatological 

disadvantage for people living in West End’ [and to] ‘give two points of 

evidence on the topographical map to substantiate the statement’ (DBE 2017b: 

12). Now, we turn to an analysis of Paper 1 to see to what extent the concept 

place is covered in the questions posed in the paper and to see whether place is 

presented in an integrated manner in the questions. Table 2 below represents 

the percentage of questions5 related to place asked in the NCS Paper 1 exami-

nation for the years 2013-2017 (DBE 2013; 2014; 2015; 2016; 2017a; 2017b). 

 

Table 2: Percentage of questions related in ‘place’ in the  

NCS examination Paper 1 

Year 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Number of 

questions 

121 153 139 147 146 

                                                           
5 Note that the questions here include all sub-questions which fall under the 

main questions learners have to choose from. 
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Number of 

questions related 

to ‘place’ 

46 57 72 68 81 

% of questions 

related to ‘place’ 

38.02 37.25 51.79 46.26 55.48 

 

The relatively high percentage of questions related to place in the 

Paper 1 examinations we analysed for the years 2013 to 2017 is encouraging, 

given the fact that direct reference to the concept place in the CAPS for FET 

Geography is scant. This gives some credence to the statement in the CAPS for 

FET Geography that place is one of the big ideas of Geography. It also 

indicates that assessments and by implication curriculum materials as well as 

teaching and learning can be interpreted more broadly/liberally than what the 

curriculum document appears to convey – that assessors, teachers and textbook 

writers have agency. However, given the structure of the examination papers 

and the way in which geographical knowledge in the CAPS document is 

divided into different sections/components, questions on place remain mostly 

compartmentalised, and many questions on place represent the concept in 

technical terms and as having fixity. For example, in Paper 1, questions related 

to place in the grade 12 November 2014 NCS paper required of learners to 

answer the following: ‘Define the term rural-urban migration. Give TWO push 

factors that result in rural-urban migration. Propose ONE way of preventing 

rural towns from becoming “ghost towns”. … There is a view that quality 

housing and employment opportunities are pull factors to urban areas. In a 

paragraph of approximately EIGHT lines, critically evaluate the extent to 

which this is true’ (DBE 2014: 12). Although these questions relate to place, 

they are chiefly based on memory recall and do not reflect the 

multidimensionality of the concept. Nowhere are learners asked to explain the 

human’s interaction/relationship to and the effects on the natural environment 

in these questions. People’s attachment to places are also not emphasised, for 

example, how people feel when they have to leave home due to pull or push 

factors related to migration. 

The seemingly disparate questions/themes discussed in the previous 

paragraph could, however, be integrated. The kind of calculations mentioned 

and the type of reasoning required in Paper 2 are important, but could be 

integrated with most of the themes in Paper 1. For example, some of the skills 

like calculating gradient, drawing cross sections, the notion of buffering in GIS 
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and so forth could be integrated with Paper 1 under rural and urban settlements 

where more preference is given to the ‘emplaced’ human being. This would 

not only provide learners with a multidimensional view on the concept of place, 

but would also foster a more holistic and nuanced understanding of the concept.  

Based on the current organization of content in the NSC grade 12 examination 

papers, it can be said that place is represented as something divorced from the 

human being and which can be studied objectively from a distance. Though 

traces of the human’s embeddedness in place can be seen in Paper 1, for 

example, ‘… evaluate how the inhabitants and their activities in informal 

settlements negatively affect the environment’ (DBE 2016: 9), the rest of paper 

mainly requires technical reasoning and answers. For example, under climate, 

weather and geomorphology, students are asked to give answers to questions 

such as, ‘state where the highest wind speed is recorded in the graph … in 

which area does the tropical cyclone experience the lowest pressure?’ (DBE 

2016: 3).  

There, are, however, questions in all of the NCS papers where some 

degree of integration can be observed in relation to the concept place. For 

example, the following questions asked in the 2013 NSC Paper 1 examination: 

‘Explain why people in KwaZulu-Natal would not have been prepared for the 

chaos created by tropical cyclone Irina. Give TWO reasons’; and ‘Write a 

paragraph (approximately 12 lines) explaining the impact that the flooding 

caused by Irina would have on the economy and environment of KwaZulu-

Natal’ (DBE 2013: 4). Here we see how the study of weather systems is 

integrated with the interests of people, the economy and the natural 

environment. Another example where an integrated notion of place might be 

evident is in the following questions asked in the NCS Paper 1 of 2014: ‘What 

initiated the Marikana strike? …’; ‘State TWO safety hazards that the miners 

are exposed to …’; ‘Besides industrial activities, discuss why the instability at 

Lonmin’s Marikana mine will impact negatively on the GDP ...’; How can the 

owners (Lonmin) of the Marikana mine improve working conditions at the 

mine? …’ (DBE 2014: 12). Here we see how mineral deposits in a certain 

geographical area of South Africa intersect with the economic activity of 

mining and with people’s safety and livelihoods. It integrates aspects of 

geomorphology with Economic Geography and Human Geography (in 

particular rural and urban settlements). The questions also embrace a more 

expanded notion of place than viewing place in purely technical terms. 

Notwithstanding this, much of work related to the content of the questions 
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would have been learned through use of textbooks, given that the CAPS is a 

textbook-based curriculum. The upshot of this is that learners view places as 

distant from themselves, their beliefs, interests and values. In other words, 

there is little room for leaners to engage with the places they know, the places 

they are attached to and which give meaning to their lives – the places they 

inhabit and that inhabit them. Innovative teachers, will of course find 

opportunities for learners to engage with/in local places and introduce 

pedagogies that will enable learners to understand place as multidimensional. 

Nevertheless, when a curriculum is as prescriptive that the CAPS is, then such 

opportunities might be rare.  

None of the questions in the five NCS examination papers surveyed 

referred to Indigenous Knowledge, confirming our earlier point that even 

though Indigenous Knowledge is stated as a key principle of the CAPS, the 

principle may not be observed in all school subjects. Moreover, a prescriptive 

and textbook-based curriculum is likely to be concerned with transmission 

modes of teaching rather than social constructivist approaches. We suggest that 

placed-based education is an approach/framework to/for education that could 

address some of the shortcomings of the current school curriculum for FET 

Geography.  

 
 

Discussion 
Based on the analyses of both the CAPS and NCS examination papers, one 

may conclude that place is (re)presented in a fragmented rather than integrated 

manner. Compartmentalisation into the four branches of school geography 

manifests in the examination papers and by association possibly in the 

pedagogical practices of teachers as well. This situation is an impediment to 

geographical understanding; given Hurry’s (2010) contention that holistic 

teaching and learning are key principles for fostering geographical 

understanding. Place-based education is an overarching approach that could 

integrate the different dimensions of place captured in the CAPS for FET 

Geography and the NCS examinations for the subject. This would require 

rethinking the pigeonholing of the different dimensions of place into particular 

divisions/sections of Geography and would give fuller credence to the view 

that place is one of the ‘Big ideas’ of Geography. The current way in which 

both the CAPS and the NCS is structured along specialist areas of the discipline 

Geography necessitates the raising of a critical question, what is school 
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Geography for? Should school Geography mirror the traditional specialist 

areas of the academic discipline Geography6 or focus on developing 

Geographical knowledge and skills needed for learners to function as critical 

citizens in society? Our preference is for the latter view of schooling through 

place-based education aimed at developing a critical consciousness in/on/with 

place or places. A place-based approach to school Geography would mean that 

artificial divisions between a Paper 1 and Paper 2, as is currently the case with 

formal examinations, should be done away with. It is instructive to note that 

Geography Paper 2 (practical work in Geography) was introduced as part of 

the matric examination in South Africa as far back as the 1960s at a time when 

positivism had a strong influence on the discipline, and there was a strong 

alignment between school Geography and the study of academic Geography at 

university (Wesso & Parnell 1992; Manik 2016). These reasons might not hold 

in a contemporary world that is faced with complex problems and that requires 

integrated and complex responses.  

Place-based education embraces a multidimensional view of place, 

holds that place is a concept that is socially constructed, that subjectivities are 

bound up in places, and that both subjectivities and places are fluid, complex 

and performative. Humans’ connections with places are ‘intra-actions’ (Barad 

2007: 33) – humans’ action in/on/with places are bound up in the places. Place-

based education therefore implies new ways of knowing that cannot be 

textbook-based and abstracted from the places studied. Law (2004) is helpful 

in outlining alternative ways of knowing. Law (2004: 3) identifies four 

alternative ways of knowing: knowing as embodiment, knowing as emotiona-

lity and apprehension, knowing through deliberate imprecision, and knowing 

as situated enquiry. Knowing as embodiment is to know through the hungers, 

tastes, discomforts, or pains of our bodies. Knowing as emotionality is about 

opening ourselves to worlds of sensibilities, passions, intuitions, fears and 

betrayals. Knowing through deliberate imprecision is about rethinking our 

ideas about clarity and rigour, and about finding ways of knowing the indistinct 

and slippery without trying to hold them tightly. Moreover, knowing as situa-

ted enquiry is about rethinking how far knowledge is able to travel and whether 

it still makes sense in other locations. The ways of knowing that Law (2004) 

                                                           
6 We refer here to traditional specialist areas of Geography typically taught in 

university courses, and not leading edge work done in the discipline of 

Geography on place, to which our ideas on place expressed in this article align. 
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open up are at the heart of place-based education, which emphasises people’s 

oneness with places, their attachment to places, and that their knowledges are 

located in places. Place-based pedagogies cannot therefore be circumscribed 

to knowledge transmitted through textbooks, but should be about learning in 

interaction/intra-action with others (both human and non-human). The 

situatedness of all knowledge suggests that all knowledges are Indigenous, 

even those knowledge systems such as western science, which has the appear-

ance of universal truth and whose cultural fingerprints might not be as conspi-

cuous as those commonly referred to as ‘indigenous knowledge’ (for a detailed 

argument, see Gough 2003). Place-based education therefore values Indig-

enous Knowledge, recognising that no knowledge exists separate from places.   

But, what might all of this mean for curriculum advisors, teacher 

educators and teachers in the field of Geography? We suggest that all involved 

in the Geography community might begin by familiarizing themselves with the 

multidimensionality of the notions of place and place-based education. 

Moreover, that these role players view place-based education as a potentially 

useful approach for overcoming the disintegration between the four branches 

of school geography, and concurrently promoting social constructivism. This 

could be achieved through embracing Marston, Jones and Woodward’s (2005) 

proposal of a ‘flat ontology’ that draws on actor-network theory (ANT) and 

focuses on specific social sites of interaction (Schatzki 2002). Flat ontology is 

in contrast with the vertical hierarchy of place/scales and supports sites 

(contextual milieus composed of human and non-human practices and order) 

as the basic spatial entities upon which socio-spatial theorizing should be built. 

A flat ontology assumes that ‘place’ is always emergent and that sites are 

continually transformed through unfolding network connections with more 

wide-ranging spaces. Marston, et al. (2005) argue, that only through flat 

ontology will all scalar conceptual baggage be discarded. The proposals made 

in this article are radical and are in conflict with a prescriptive textbook-based 

curriculum, but a necessary challenge to all those with a stake in school 

Geography. A starting point could be to identify opportunities that the current 

curriculum provides for enacting some of these proposals. One such 

opportunity is in the CAPS document itself, the view that place is one of four 

Big ideas that any conceptual framework in Geography can be based on (DBE 

2011: 8).  

Closer to the classroom, a possibility worth exploring is for both 

teachers and teacher educators as a means to overcome the ‘objectification’ of 
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place in the CAPS and examination papers could be through quick response 

(QR)7 codes. The generation and integration of QR codes when teaching any 

theme (especially place) in Geography will not only enhance ICT in teaching 

and learning processes but will also make information on maps, graphs and 

other themes a reality for learners. In this way, synoptic and topographical 

maps and other geographical phenomena like hurricanes, plate tectonics and 

so on come ‘alive’ in real time and makes content relevant and easy to 

understand. QR codes are especially useful in cases where teachers experience 

challenges with out-of-the-classroom learning experiences/activities. 

 

 

Conclusion 
In this article, we reviewed literature on curriculum reforms in school 

Geography that have occurred in post-apartheid South Africa. We noted the 

gains and losses of each curriculum change. We argued that although the most 

recent version of the school Geography curriculum (the CAPS) has addressed 

shortcomings of previous post-apartheid curricula, it still has shortcomings: 

integration is relatively weak; the inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge has been 

considerably weakened; and a return to a textbook-based curriculum may 

foster undesirable behaviourist pedagogical practices. 

We propose place-based education as an approach that can address 

these weaknesses in the current school curriculum. This approach holds the 

promise of integrating different components of Geography around one of 

Geography’s big ideas, the concept place. Place-based education gives 

credence to what has become clichéd, ‘all knowledge is socially constructed 

and situated’ and therefore values Indigenous Knowledge. Moreover, because 

knowledge is the product of human intra-action with places, it cannot preexist 

such intra-actions with places and therefore cannot be textbook-based. Place-

based education therefore provides a way of integrating schooling with the 

places learners inhabit and that inhabits them. 

Place-based education as a framework for school Geography, suggests 

a radical departure from the status quo. Its adoption would of course not mean 

change overnight but a process of change that does present challenges for all 

those with a vested interest in school Geography. Taking up these challenges 

                                                           
7 A quick response codes is a type of 2D code that is often used to provide 

information rapidly on a mobile phone.  
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will not be easy and will ‘inevitably involve sweat, personal risk, intellectual 

daring and inconvenience’ (Orr 1992: 166), which may run counter to the 

modes which currently dominate school Geography curriculum practice. 
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