Why did Mr Johnston visit the Athabasca glacier in British Colombia, Canada 

every year for over 40 years?

The statements, on a separate sheet, are a Mystery.  It is suggested that they are cut up as a card sort.  The location of the Athabasca glacier is a case study for the Edexcel GCSE Geography specification ‘A’.  This does not preclude it being used by any other GCSE specifications and/or ‘A’ Level specifications and/or as a KS3 assessment/teaching and learning strategy. The audience for this Mystery, we are aware is mixed.  There will be colleagues and students very familiar with this Thinking Skill strategy and also colleagues and students who may well be seeing this approach for the first time.

I have summarised the key points from ‘Thinking through Geography’ (David Leat, publisher – Chris Kingston Publishing – ISBN 1899857990 – pages 51, 74, 75).

The students are given the cards to work in pairs/small group in order to produce an answer to a central question.  A Mystery is designed to encourage students to deal with ambiguity through addressing a question which has no single correct answer and where they are not even sure what information is relevant – rather like real life in fact.  In the process they have to practice and develop some crucial skills:

· Sorting relevant information from irrelevant information

· Interesting information

· Making links between disparate pieces of information

· Speculating to form hypotheses

· Checking and refining

· Explaining

It ultimately allows students to write detailed and thoughtful explanations in relation to the central question.  This approach depends on co-operative group work in which productive learning and social relationships are fostered.  It enhances Speaking and Listening skills as well as group work approaches.  The module of ‘The Management of Group Talk’ (number 7) from the large ‘Literacy across the Curriculum’ (LAC) is a short but most relevant source.

Mysteries do not require a huge amount of factual information, but a good understanding of the issues is required for planning.  It is essential to have people in the data to personalise the events and to provide a narrative thread.  The people make the Mystery accessible to low achieving students and interesting to everyone else.

There could/should be some ambiguous, misleading or irrelevant statements.  Additional resources such as maps, photos and graphs may be helpful to put some flesh on the bones.  The vast majority of students engage well and are motivated by Mysteries.  It is striking that, by the time a class does a second Mystery, they are much better at it and have more confidence.  This Thinking Skill strategy challenges and extends students to become better learners.

The Athabasca Glacier Mystery was devised by Sarah Barnacle, Neatherd High School, Dereham; Peter Coote, The Park High School, King’s Lynn; Kirsty Lansdale, Aylsham High School; Rob Lodge, Secondary Strategy, Advisory Services, Children’s Services and Trevor Potter, Lynn Grove High School, Gorleston.  We look forward to receiving and sharing other geographical Mysteries.

