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The activities featured in this issue of the Geography Bulletin are based on the Things That Matter poster series published by AGTA in 2007. Each poster deals with an important, contemporary geographical issue. 

Introduction: Geographers use a variety of visual text (cartoons, maps, photographs, illustrations, flow charts, diagrams, maps, graphs and web pages) to engage the interest of students, communicate information and enhance student understanding. 'Reading' such visual texts requires students to move beyond simple descriptions of the images or representations to critically engage critically with the issue being addressed. It also requires them to analyse the ways in which such images are constructed and their intended purpose. 

To be visually literate students need to understand the signs and symbols that are used to construct meaning, and that these symbols make us understand things and react in particular ways. To analyse the meaning or meanings embedded within images, we need a shared, technical language that enables the reader/viewer to discuss the different choices that have been made in the construction of the image. For a more detailed account of the role of cartoons in the Geography classroom see Kleeman, G. (2006). Not just for fun: Using cartoons to investigate geographical issues. New Zealand Geographer (62), pp. 144-151. 

Cartoon analysis is an effective tool for developing students’ critical thinking skills. The term ‘critical thinking’, as used in this particular context, refers to the processes by which individuals use reflective thinking to gather, interpret and evaluate information in order to formulate an informed opinion or judgment. By analysing the ways in which visual texts, including cartoons, manipulate a person’s feelings, attitudes and values, we enhance the individual’s ability to identify, and perhaps challenge, dominant discourses. It also builds their capacity to evaluate various alternatives. Empowered by these understandings, we are better placed to act as an agent of social change working towards the removal of inequalities and injustices. 

The following activities assist students to develop their critical cartoon interpretation skills as well as enhancing their knowledge and understanding of specific geographical issues.

The posters on which these activities are based can be purchased from your state-based AGTA affiliate. 
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