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‘That’s a really good question.’ Isn’t it rewarding 
when you can say that to a student in your 
lesson? A good question can tell us so much about 
what the student knows. An important question 
can show us what they understand. Allowing 
time and space for students to frame important 
questions creates the capacity for curiosity and 
critical understanding that we all seek to foster 
in our geographers. Allowing students to play a 
part in setting the agenda with their questions 
creates the opportunity for informed independent 
learning. With careful prior preparation, making 
questions the heart of the lesson can foster the 
very best learning.

Getting started
The starter activity provides a range of resources 
in a range of media to get students engaged and 
talking. I am a big fan of hot topic bags – physical 
bags containing a range of objects to stimulate 
discussion and engage with the topic.

Objects in my 2012 hot topic bag included:

• newspaper articles from both tabloid and 
broadsheet press on stories such as ‘Public 
treated unfairly in games ticketing fiasco, say 
Londoners’ and ‘ Counting the cost of the 
games’

• items purchased from one of the London 2012 
shops, including Mandeville the Paralympics 
mascot, key fob and lanyard; also the branded 
paper bag and receipt for the items

• foreign currency

• medals and cups

• an advert from a London local paper 
advertising for houses to let in the summer of 
2012 and for the opening of the new Stratford 
Westfield centre

• items from my toy chest, including a black cab, 
a red London bus and a Union Jack flag.

Images and videos could also be used as a 
stimulus (see Figure 2).

Students work in groups with their topic bag and 
suggest ideas which are sparked by the objects. 
Ask the students to record these ideas in the form 
of questions on sticky notes or pieces of paper, so 
they will be able to sort their questions into tiers 
for the next activity. Figure 4 shows a selection 
of the questions that were suggested by one class.
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Figure 1: A 2012 hot topic 
bag. Photo: Kate Amis.

Sources of images and videos on 
the London 2012 Olympic and 
Paralympic Games.
•  London 2012 website: www.london2012.com 

•  BBC London website: www.bbc.co.uk/2012

•  The fieldwork section of the RGS website 
www.rgs.org/OurWork/Schools 

•  ‘East London Lives 2012’: films featuring a range 
of local people, including school students from the 
Stratford area, available on You Tube.

Figure 2: Images or videos can be used as an alternative stimulus 
to this activity.

Figure 3: PGCE students with the hot topic bags. 
Photo: Mel Norman.

Questions sparked by the hot  
topic bag 
What will be the long-term impact?

How will all the people get to the Olympics?

Who will visit the Olympics?

How many jobs will be created for summer of 2012?

What is ‘brand London 2012’?

Why do some countries win more medals than others?

How do British people feel about the Olympics now?

What will be the effect of the 2012 Games on the local 
economy of east London?

How many people can fit into the park?

Are the 2012 games good value for money?

Where else apart from Stratford is involved in delivering 
the Games?

What are the differences between the countries that 
compete?

What is the Olympic Park going to be used for 
afterwards?

Figure 4: Questions suggested by one class using the hot topic bag.
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• dividing up the tasks within their group 

• selecting their resources

• deciding on the best way of presenting the 
results of their enquiry

• considering how they will judge/evaluate 
whether their enquiry has succeeded.

With a robust sub-question in place, research 
becomes focussed and purposeful. If they find 
useful information better suited to another sub-
question I encourage them to share that with 
another group – the common goal is ultimately to 
address one big important question. 

Depending on how it is organised groups report 
back and upload their report to a shared folder 
or present their findings to the whole class. 
Alternatively, after a series of whole-class lessons 
each with a sub-question as the main theme, we 
are ready to address our big question and, most 
importantly, evaluate whether we asked the best, 
most important question in the first place.

I usually finish with some examples of how 
geographers in employment would use the skills 
we have built on in the enquiry: research, team 
work, data collection and analysis. It is worth 
drawing their attention to career and progression 
opportunities for people with a background in 
geography in the areas of event and leisure 
management, sustainable communities and 
urban planning, local and national government 
policy-making and resource allocation, transport 
and logistics, and location analysis, especially 
using GIS skills. | TG

Finding the big question
The students now sort and share their questions
into sub-questions and big questions, and then
agree on one big important question to research
as a whole class. As preparation for this, the
students should be reminded about the purpose
of geography and what good geographers should
understand. Geographers should be making 
sense of the changes to the physical and economic 
landscape, and the social fabric of east London, as a
consequence of the Olympic and Paralympic Games.

The big question is likely to be tightly worded – 
an open question which demands the weighing 
up of different arguments or perspectives on 
the evidence. In our activity we chose the big 
question: ‘Are the 2012 Games good value?’ 
Don’t settle for a sub-question as your over-
arching important question, because then you will 
only be looking at one side of things. With the big 
question in place, the group can select and devise 
the sub questions that will give the structure and 
the stretch and challenge to the task. The sub-
questions then become either group activities or 
individual lessons within a scheme of work. Figure 
5 shows an example of the sub-questions we 
selected in our Olympic session. 

This is how the process works in full:
• sorting and sharing the questions. 
• selecting the important or big question
• selecting the sub-questions 
• selecting the facts and knowledge they will 

need to drill down and make their enquiry 
effective 

Sub questions  What do I need to find out?  Where will I get this information?

How do we evaluate 
good value?

How do we measure How much will the Games cost? 
economic value?  Who pays for the Games? 

What will be the economic gain?  
Which groups gain from the Games? 
Employment and economic growth 
Stakeholders and sponsors

How do we measure social value? How do different groups in society benefit and lose? 
 What is the effect on communities?

How do we measure health value? What were the promises made and how effective have they been?

Is the money spent on the Transport, housing, sports facilities, environmental upgrading,  
infrastructure of east London retail and service regeneration 
good value?  Comparing the past, present and projections for the future  

How appropriate is this infrastructure for the long term and how  
well will it cope for the summer of 2012?  
What are the legacy plans for east London and other UK 2012  
Games sites?

Is the games good value for the Effect of the Games on other regions 
whole of Britain? Tourism growth

Over what period of time do we What can we learn from looking at previous Olympic projects such 
need to judge good value? as Athens or Sydney in terms of the legacy for their cities/country?

Should we judge this as a 
huge sporting event or a  
regeneration project?

The big question: ‘Are the 2012 Games good value?’

Figure 5: An example of how 
the enquiry can be structured. 
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