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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 

In the US, educators and policy-makers (both federal and state) view the 
College Board’s Advanced Placement (AP) programme as a measure of  edu-
cational excellence. State and federal subsidies to the programme and use of  
AP examinations scores as admissions criteria by universities have aided the 
programme’s growth. However, growing scepticism and questions regarding 
the integrity of  the programme, suggest that much of  the AP experience 
maybe superficial, lacking in both depth and scope.  

In Advanced Placement Human Geography (APHG), teaching and learn-
ing covers definitions of  terms, the vocabulary of  different topics and case 
studies. My research focuses on a portrayal of  APHG and in particular at-
tempts to understand the knowledge constructed and produced by teachers 
and students. Through this study, teaching and learning in three APHG class-
rooms are revealed. It sheds light on the classroom experiences of  three 
teachers and their students in their contextual situations. This study addresses 
the research questions, what and how is knowledge constructed and pro-
duced in APHG lessons? The data, obtained using qualitative-interpretive 
approaches, is based on interviews, lesson observations, video recorded les-
sons, questionnaire completion and journal entries.  

The data strongly suggests that a single textbook defines the scope of  
geographical knowledge transacted for much of  the APHG experience. Addi-
tionally, the textbook supersedes the experiential knowledge of  the students 
and the impact of  their teachers, who rely heavily on the authorised 
knowledge presented in the textbook. My research data, interpreted through 
the lens of  critical pedagogy, revisits the debate on power and knowledge. My 
study takes a fresh look at the authentic classroom experience and provides a 
new and deeper understanding of  APHG. 
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CHAPTER  

INTRODUCTION 


 
 
 
. Background 

 
My research, a form of  ethnographic study, attempts to come to an under-
standing of  how knowledge is constructed and produced in Advanced 
Placement Human Geography (APHG) classrooms (College Board’s Ad-
vanced Placement). This study, conducted in selected suburban schools in 
the State of  Georgia, USA, draws on the conceptual framework of  critical 
pedagogy theory as espoused by Giroux (, , , , ), and 
McLaren (). Critical pedagogy is used as leverage to further understand 
and bring to the fore the data on knowledge constructed and produced in the 
moment-to-moment interactions of  teachers and students in APHG lessons. 
Critical pedagogy is an educational version of  postmodern critical theory. 
McLaren (, -) states that, 

“From the perspective of  critical educational theorists, the curriculum 
represents much more than a programme of  study, a classroom text, or a 
course syllabus. Rather, it represents the introduction to a particular form of  
life; it serves in part to prepare students for dominant or subordinate posi-
tions in the existing society. The curriculum favours certain forms of  
knowledge over others and affirms the dreams, desires, and values of  select 
groups of  students over other groups, often discriminating on the basis of  
race, class, and gender.”  

In part, the research is informed by the “many advocates of  the AP pro-
gramme making sweeping claims about its broad impact on students” (Sadler 
, ) and my own academic interest in unpacking the truth about the 
AP experience. More recently, there is disagreement about whether the Col-

                                                 
 The College Board is a mission-driven, not-for-profit organization that connects 
students to college success and opportunity. Founded in , the College Board was 
created to expand access to higher education. Today, the membership association is 
made up of  more than , of  the world’s leading educational institutions and is 
dedicated to promoting excellence and equity in education. Each year, the College 
Board helps more than seven million students prepare for a successful transition to 
college through programmes and services in college readiness and college success- 
including the SAT and the Advanced Placement Programme. The organization also 
serves the education community through research and advocacy on behalf  of  
students, educators and schools (The College Board, ).    
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lege Board’s AP programme has become an economic concern focused on 
growing school and student numbers while perpetuating limited commitment 
to the rigours and demands of  university courses (Klopfenstein and Thomas 
; Klopfenstein ; Lichten ; Gray et al., ). On a theoretical 
level, disagreement about the AP programme raises questions about the pur-
pose of  knowledge and its function in addressing and preparing students for 
the challenging issues of  our time. Tai (, ), taking a leaf  from Lichten 
(), shares similar concerns about the AP by noting that “until very re-
cently, the AP programme has been above reproach; it has enjoyed a strong 
reputation as the most rigorous means of  accelerating the learning of  preco-
cious high school students. Over the past decade, however, the explosive  
percent annual growth in the number of  students participating in the pro-
gramme has raised questions about its role in education.”  

The above claims were echoed  years ago and also in . The issues 
raised about the AP programme appear to suggest these concerns have re-
mained unchanged and unattended to as testified by Lacy (, ) who 
asserts, “The story of  the AP programme begins with high motives and high-
powered intellectual conference about excellence and general education. The 
programme came into being as a non-profit focused on smoothing the transi-
tion between high school and college for gifted students. Over time, the pro-
gramme became less concerned with keeping smart students from being 
bored and more involved—to its credit—in the democratic ideal of  increas-
ing access to high-level coursework for able, motivated students. The College 
Board democratized the notion of  advanced placement in the American edu-
cation system.”    

The question is whether the AP programme has become more geared 
towards revenue and market share rather than the ideal of  critical pedagogy 
concerned with rigour and democratization. Through this research, I assess 
the College Board’s ideological view of  knowledge construction and produc-
tion in APHG, primarily driven by these criteria: university placement, prepa-
ration for college level work and saving future university tuition fees (The 
College Board, ). The College Board’s goals are now aligned with Federal 
legislation, such as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB-) and the 
American and Reinvestment Act (ARRA-) (Paek et al. ). NCLB and 
ARRA have imposed additional school and teacher accountability. I am of  
the view that these goals and their resultant enactment in classrooms are 
contrary to training in the art of  ‘critical thinking and emancipation’ (Giroux 
) founded on critical pedagogy theory. My view finds legitimacy in the 
College Board’s definition of  success (AP Exam scores of   or higher), which 
has implications for teachers and students. It can be argued that defining 
success in this way restricts learning and limits opportunities for a truly trans-
formative and meaningful learning experience in these courses. Giroux (, 
) suggests that within the prevailing educational vision and philosophy in the 
US, “knowledge that can’t be measured is discarded as irrelevant and teachers 
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who refuse to implement a standardized curriculum and evaluate young peo-
ple through objective measures of  assessments are judged as incompetent or 
disrespectful.” Through this research, I have investigated what constitutes 
legitimate knowledge in APHG and show why the attainment of  high student 
AP scores drove the main activities in lessons. Gutierrez (, ) provides 
guidelines in regard to research of  this nature: “Classroom-based research 
that identifies what counts as knowledge in classrooms, and that describes 
how that knowledge is constructed, as well as whose knowledge gets con-
structed, is essential to transforming schools from bottom up and for under-
standing the social construction of  classroom culture, of  how gendered, 
classed and ‘racialized’ subjects are constructed.” 

In AP coursework, the College Board appears to claim broad and interre-
lated benefits for students, suggesting that the experience and results could 
lead to improvements in cognitive and technical skills. The College Board 
(, ) affirms this by asserting that, “students who take AP courses are 
more competitive in the college admissions process, receive college credit, 
and bypass lower-level college courses. The AP Human Geography course 
will prepare students to understand global issues and the interconnectedness 
of  the world’s countries; it will help them improve their writing, research, 
mathematical, and technical skills. Above all, AP Human Geography, like all 
AP courses, will encourage a desire for learning that far outstrips any of  its 
immediate advantages.” While these claims are plausible, the challenge for 
APHG remains how and what is enacted in lessons and how teachers and 
students translate these aims into geographical knowledge.   

In tandem with my research aims, I drew on the core tenets of  critical 
pedagogy theory to further understand the nature and character of  the 
knowledge produced in the classrooms, and my data is interpreted and under-
stood in that context. In critical theory, McLaren (, ) argues that “there 
is an opportunity to examine, dismantle, analyse, (de- and re-construct) peda-
gogical practices” with a view to understanding the power structures inherent 
in the classroom. I recognised the potential for conflict with the stated goals 
of  Advanced Placement Human Geography (APHG) in schools: “The pur-
pose of  the AP Human Geography course is to introduce students to the 
systematic study of  patterns and processes that have shaped human under-
standing, use, and alteration of  Earth’s surface. Students employ spatial con-
cepts and landscape analysis to examine human social organization and its 
environmental consequences. They also learn about the methods and tools 
geographers use in their science and practice” (The College Board , ). 

The preceding discussion invites questions about the function of  
knowledge (the curriculum) in AP classrooms and presents a challenge to the 
dominance of  knowledge in curriculum models in general-models that pri-
marily treat courses such as APHG as a subject consisting of  objective facts 
to be ‘covered’ in time for the May examinations. The Bulletin for AP Stu-
dents (-, ), published by the College Board outlines the benefits of  
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the experience: “Earn college credit and advanced placement - strong per-
formance on AP Exams is rewarded by colleges and universities worldwide 
that grant students credit, placement, or both on the basis of  successful AP 
Exam grades. By entering college with AP credits, you will have the time to 
move into upper level courses in your field of  interest, pursue a double ma-
jor, or study or travel abroad.”   

We can view the above statement through the lens of  critical theory, for 
example, with Giroux’s (, ) argument that, “Knowledge is now instru-
mentalized and the awe, magic and insight it might provide is stripped away 
as it is redefined through the mindless logic of  quantification and measure-
ment that now grips the culture of  schooling and drives the larger matrix of  
efficiency, productivity and consumption shaping the broader society.” It 
bears no surprise therefore that there are vocal critics of  the AP curriculum 
and its core objectives. Some cite its inherent inability, based on the curricu-
lum and styles of  testing, to develop critical thinking or the propensity for 
students to develop an understanding of  the complexities contained within 
issues. As Hammond (, ) suggests, “Few seasoned educators believe 
that teaching to [a] standardized test is the best way to promote meaningful 
learning, whether at secondary or college level.” This view of  schooling is 
grounded in what Giroux (, ) described as “the rationality that domi-
nates traditional views of  schooling and curriculum … rooted in narrow 
concerns for effectiveness, behavioural objectives, and principles of  learning 
that treat knowledge as something to be consumed and schools as merely 
institutional sites designed to pay onto students a ‘common’ culture and set 
of  skills that will enable them operate effectively in the wider society.” Draw-
ing from Giroux’s insight, I anchored the study in a research framework to 
better understand and interpret the data within a conceptual structure. 
Giroux’s (ibid) argument above will form a central plank in the discussion 
about what purpose the APHG is designed to serve (see Chapter ).  

 
. Research Focus 

 
This study, aims to understand the dominant sources of  knowledge used and 
constructed in APHG classrooms. It is an enquiry into the classroom pro-
cess: “Critical pedagogy goes beyond situating the learning experience within 
the experience of  the learner: it is a process, which takes the experiences of  
both the learner and the teacher and, through dialogue and negotiation, rec-
ognizes them both as problematic…. [It] allows, indeed encourages, students 
and teachers together to confront the real problems of  their existence and 
relationships” (Grundy , ). The curriculum prescribed by the College 
Board was the sole basis of  students’ and teachers’ geographical knowledge 
as transacted in the classrooms. In this chapter, I outline the core theory and 
conceptual framework guiding the study.  

In the study, I address the research questions:  
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 What is the nature of the geographical knowledge produced in 
APHG classrooms? 

 How is the knowledge constructed and produced?  
 
I begin by addressing why APs have become a measure of  educational at-

tainment in the American schooling system. 
 

. Growth in Advanced Placement 
 

According to the College Board (, ), AP is intended to provide, “A 
rigorous academic programme built on the commitment, passion and hard 
work of  students and educators from secondary schools and higher educa-
tion. With more than  courses in a wide variety of  subject areas, AP pro-
vides willing and academically prepared high school students with the oppor-
tunity to study and learn at the college level.” Berger () draws attention 
to the central role played by AP courses and examinations.  They have by 
default become a “litmus test for school and student quality” (Berger , 
).  

The AP programme is widespread in the United States; more than , 
schools, colleges, universities and other educational organisations offer AP 
courses and examinations administered by the College Board . In , ap-
proximately three million students took AP courses and examinations to meet 
college admissions and placement requirements (College Board, ).  As 
Kyburg et al., () note, the metropolitan areas in the US in particular have 
seen a dramatic growth in AP courses and also in enrolment in the Interna-
tional Baccalaureate (IB) programmes. APHG is also growing. According to 
Bailey (, ), “With over , students currently taking the course 
[APHG], and this number growing at more than  percent annually, APHG 
is a prominent route from school to college for many (potential) geography 
students in the United States. Yet, despite being one of  the fastest growing 
AP subjects, APHG has a low profile within the discipline of  geography.”  

My research was conducted as four trends converged at the beginning of  
the st Century in the US:  

(a) critical demographic shifts in metropolitan areas have resulted in mi-
nority-majority schools where student populations have become multiracial, 
multi-ethnic, multilingual, and multicultural (Frey and Fielding ; Na-
tionalatlas.gov ; US Department of  Education, National Centre for Ed-
ucation Statistics );  

(b) the numbers of  AP and International Baccalaureate (IB) courses and 
examinations are rapidly increasing and have in some cases even been used as 
indicators of  school quality with corresponding efforts to increase minority 
participation in AP and IB classes (College Board , , a, a, 
c; Mathews ); and, 
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(c) federal and state government initiatives, such as the No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB-), have commanded public attention and directed 
funding toward increasing minority participation in programmes such as AP 
and IB as means for closing the achievement gap and developing America’s 
talent (e.g., Massachusetts State Department of  Education ; US Depart-
ment of  Education Press Releases , , , , , ).  

(d) In , Secretary Page (Federal Government) established the AP In-
centive Programme as a component of  the NCLB Act to make competitive 
grant awards to promising programmes that increased the number of  stu-
dents who take and succeed in advanced courses (Kyburg et al. ). 

Against this background, studies of  how teachers, students and schools 
are negotiating AP classes, particularly the work of  teachers and students in 
their respective classrooms, are crucial as are studies of  education in human 
geography. As Downs (, ) argues, research is needed to shed light on 
the skeleton- its structural foundation, of  geography education in the United 
States: 

We must develop a baseline understanding of  classroom practice in ge-
ography instruction; although curricula at all levels from state to school dis-
trict may mandate geography as a curriculum component, we need to under-
stand what teachers actually do with (and to) those mandates. What do teach-
ers understand geography to be? What do they actually teach? How do they 
teach it? What materials and resources do they use? How do they assess the 
results of  their teaching? This is just as essential as the need for a baseline 
understanding of  scope and sequences.  

This need has gone unheeded in the case of  APHG, now in its tenth year 
of  existence, despite evidence of  its growing importance. APs are routinely 
used to assess students’ readiness for university and undergraduate electives 
in geography. The College Board and other literature about the AP cite the 
volume of  student participation in AP courses as the most potent indication 
of  the programme’s “success” (College Board ). However, I could find 
no research that independently substantiated the College Board’s claims 
about the rigour, academic challenge or intellectual benefits of  AP courses. 
Rather, articles written independent of  the College Board tended to be scep-
tical about the quality of  AP programmes in American high schools. Case-
ment (, ) is one such example:  

While the College Board touts the AP programme as maintaining high 
quality and at the same time expanding access, the logic behind this notion is 
lacking. Without an external assessment - one with comprehensive and recent 
statistics to back it up - common sense should lead us to be suspicious. Selec-
tive colleges are already telling us about the students they admit whose AP 
backgrounds leave them under-prepared for the next level of  college work. 
Even without formal studies such as Harvard’s, many administrators and 
professors are aware of  students at their institutions who bear AP credit of  
questionable worth.  
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Casement is one of many (Klopfenstein ; Viadero  and Lacy 
) who question the quality of  AP programmes. To achieve my research 
goals, the research questions are situated in APHG and geographical 
knowledge construction and production.   
 
. The Meaning of  Geographical Knowledge  

 
There is no single conceptualization of  geographical knowledge. In fact, 
according to Morgan and Lambert (), different types of  geographic 
knowledge serve different educational purposes. In this study, we are refer-
ring to humanistic geographical knowledge, which, according to Morgan and 
Lambert (), “can help us realise our humanity, and have deeper understand-
ing of  others and ourselves and of  our relationships to the world.” It would 
be appropriate to suggest that the design and implementation of  APHG 
courses seek to achieve this goal.     

According to the College Board (, -), human geography, which is 
central to this research, is however, concerned with introducing students to, 
“the systematic study of  patterns that have shaped human understanding, use 
and alteration of  Earth’s surface. Students employ spatial concepts and land-
scape analysis to analyse human social organisation and its environmental 
consequences.” Implied in this statement about APHG is the expectation that 
students who take this course will develop the ability to “apply knowledge 
and conceptual understanding to new settings” (Geographical Association, 
UK , ).  

 
. The Advanced Placement (AP) 

 
The AP courses and examinations offered and administered by the College 
Board, a non-profit association based in New York City, states as its mission, 
“preparing, inspiring, and connecting students to college and opportunity” 
(College Entrance Examination Board, ). The College Board was found-
ed in , but it was not until  that the AP courses and examinations 
system were instituted (Bailey ). Recent data indicates that the College 
Board serves more than three million students and their parents, , high 
schools, and , colleges through programmes and services in college ad-
missions, guidance, assessment, financial aid, enrolment, and teaching and 
learning (College Board Publications ). Bailey (, ) also says that the 
organisation “champions - by means of  superior research, curriculum devel-
opment, assessment, guidance, placement and admission information, profes-
sional development, forums, policy analysis and public outreach-educational 
outreach for all students.” This data, while impressive, should be viewed with 
caution (given my research aims), as it is provided by the College Board’s 
promotional sources and produced by directly contracted researchers of  the 
College Board. It does, however, point to the progress made by the College 
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Board in meeting its goals and objectives while making significant contribu-
tions to American education at the high school level. This does not, however, 
explain the gap in independent research on the most fundamental component 
of  the programme, that of  teaching and learning in the respective subjects 
and courses.  

 
.. The Advanced Placement Human Geography (APHG)  

 
The decision by the College Board to add geography to its Advanced Place-
ment programme was welcome news to many geography educators, and most 
especially the members of  the National Council of  Geographic Educators 
(NCGE) and the Association of  American Geographers (AAG). The inclu-
sion of  APHG into the US educational system [comprising of  forty five 
million students, from kindergarten through secondary school] (Clark and 
Stoltman ) was a historic event for this reason: “Geography as a separate 
subject had all but disappeared from the American schools by the beginning 
of  the s. The aspects of  the subject that were being taught were often 
delivered by teachers who themselves had little or no academic background in 
the discipline. Geography was subsumed mainly in the social studies curricu-
lum where it was ill defined without clear content or methodology, and had 
received scant attention for many decades” (). 

Therefore, the addition of  human geography to the AP programme 
made geographic learning in American education a spectacular option (Bed-
narz et al. ). It represented a serious attempt to revive geographical edu-
cation in the school curriculum. The College Board first offered the Ad-
vanced Placement Human Geography (APHG) course and examination in 
-. According to Bailey (, ) it enabled students in the US and 
around the world to study a college-level curriculum in human geography 
while still in high school. The APHG curriculum is based on five key themes 
and the learning objectives draw heavily on both the National Geographic 
Standards and more recently, the Benchmark Statement for Geography 
(Quality Assurance Agency ). APHG students are therefore expected to 
study seven topical areas (population, cultural, political, agricultural and rural 
land-use, industrialisation and economic development) and are both encour-
aged and expected to, “use and think about maps and spatial data sets; under-
stand and interpret the implications of  associations among patterns and pro-
cesses; recognise and interpret at different scales the relationships among 
patterns and processes; define regions and evaluate the regionalisation pro-
cess; characterise and analyse the changing interconnections among places” 
(College Board, a: -).  

The outlined APHG curriculum would suggest that by taking the course, 
students could develop knowledge and understanding of  these geographical 
issues, concepts and principles, but how teachers and students conceptualise 
and interpret them in their classrooms may represent philosophical positions 
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that were not known prior to this research. What influences students’ under-
standing and interpretations of  these topics in a postmodern world where, all 
knowledge is seen as uncertain and partial and students and teachers are 
faced with a media culture that reflects these trends - mixing cognitive and 
affective aspects of  understanding (Lambert and Balderstone ). At the 
same time, geography teachers are presented with a curriculum that claims to 
reflect the ‘truthful’ world. For some teachers, this representation of  a ‘simple 
world’ conveyed in language of  absolute certitude, could present a dilemma. 
There could be tensions and contradictions in how teachers and students 
understand and interpret APHG topics and ideas. According to Murphy 
() the inclusion of  AHPG in the AP course option is believed (by the 
Association of  American Geographers) to have ended the decades of  ‘mar-
ginalisation’ and led to the ‘rediscovery’ of  geography. Yet still, Bailey (, 
) informs that despite being one of  the fastest growing AP subjects, 
APHG is not ranked high on the curricula in US high schools. At the colle-
giate level the status of  geography is rather different. Murphy (, ), states 
that, “Despite the perceptions of  geography as a static and pedantic subject, 
yet, emerging data from the colleges and universities with geography depart-
ments were showing signs of  extending their undergraduate class enrolment.” 

These encouraging signs, however, cannot dispel concerns about the AP 
as a whole. Similar issues have been raised about the Advanced Subsidiary 
(AS-Level) and Advanced Level (A-Level) examinations in England. In the 
case of  geography A-level teaching and learning, it was critical for teachers of  
the courses to be aware that explanations are often partial and incomplete 
(Burtenshaw ).  

The subsequent sections place the study in the community where the re-
search was undertaken - the schools, APs in the suburban county schools, 
and relevant discussions about the families of  the teachers and students. Giv-
en that human geography is a subject informed by our experiences, this in-
formation is relevant background relating to how students construct and 
produce geographical knowledge.  

 
. The Empirical Context 
 
The empirical setting discusses the schools where data for this research was 
gathered. To protect the identity of  the county, schools and teachers have 
been changed to the fictional setting identifying the county as a “suburban 
county” in the state of  Georgia, (Figure . shows state geography and 
neighbouring states), the Schools as # , #  and # , and the teachers as 
Sharon of  School # , Peter of  School # , and John of  School # . As 
shown in the US map below, Georgia is located in the southeast and Atlanta 
is the state capital.   


