Teaching Geography Workshop 7: Europe – Part 2:  Strasbourg
JIM BINKO:
Located on the border of France and Germany, Strasbourg has endured centuries of conflict between these two nations. But today as one seat of the European Union, Strasbourg now symbolizes a united Europe at the dawn of a new age. The European Union is an example of supernationalism, the voluntary association of three or more countries. The key factor in supernationalism is a country’s willingness to give up some of its sovereignty. 


Strasbourg and the European Union provides a perfect example of how the forces of cooperation and conflict influence the division and control of Earth’s surface. As you watch this case study, look for evidence of the social, political and economic impact of the emerging European Union. 


In our classroom segment, we will see an A.P. Human Geography class engage in heady debate over the effects of such organizations in Europe and the Americas. 


One impact of supranationalism is that political boundaries become more permeable, allowing fluid movement between places once strictly divided. Such a border takes on a new meaning to the people who cross it and live nearby. And it’s not just perceptions of places that change, but deeper, more personal meanings of national identity. When state boundaries become porous, what does it mean to be French or German or European? 


Such ideas are considered in Standard 6: How culture and experience influence people’s perceptions of places and regions. What we are about to see in Strasbourg can help us understand why places and regions are important-- to individual human identity, and to society as a whole. 

NARRATOR:
Strasbourg serves as one of three centers for the European Union. This medium-sized city of 250,000 is not a major player in Europe’s financial or industrial arenas. So why is it playing such an important role in Europe’s political future? The answer can be found in Strasbourg’s cultural history, a product of its unique borderland location. 


Strasbourg literally means "city of the roads that cross." These roads lead west to Atlantic Europe, east to Central Europe, north to Great Britain, and south to the Mediterranean world. Most crucial of all, Strasbourg sits on the Rhine River between two of Europe’s strongest historical rivals-- France and Germany. 

ALEC MURPHY:
Strasbourg really occupies a very special kind of position. Of course, it’s bounced back and forth a bit between German and French influence, and, in fact, 500 or 600 years ago, it was really falling within the influence of the German empire. And then as the French empire was expanding and in conflict with the German empire along the Rhine, it came under French influence. The Franco-Prussian War in the 1870s, however, was partly driven by German efforts to expand to the west bank of the Rhine--that’s where Strasbourg sits. So it became formally a part of Germany at that time. And then in the 20th century, it’s fallen back under French control. Those original cultural and linguistic ties with Germany are still there, so you have a dialect that is a Germanic dialect, but it’s now, of course, formally a part of France. And this particular and special situation gives it a bifurcated identity, which is really sort of special for a city of its sort. 

NARRATOR:
As the capital of France’s Alsace region, Strasbourg’s combination of cultures is one of its strengths. 

(\speaking French\) 

TRANSLATOR:
We are fortunate, some would say, to be the fruit of a mixed marriage-- a marriage between a so-called "Germanic" culture and a Latin culture. This is Alsace. 

NARRATOR:
You can see this dual history in the architecture here. Strasbourg is German in its 16th-century timber-frame houses. Strasbourg is French in the ordered lines of the 18th-century Rohan Palace. Strasbourg is German in the neoclassical architecture of Emperor Wilhelm II's Rhine Palace. And Strasbourg is French in its walls fortified by Vauban in the time of Louis XIV. In today’s Strasbourg, though, the walls that once existed between the city’s two cultures are breaking down. When you cross from Germany into Strasbourg, you notice something unusual at the border between two countries-- no one is stopping at customs. 

(\speaking French\) 

TRANSLATOR:
The 1st of January, 1993, marked the setting up of the European internal market, freeing circulation between the countries of the European Community. Border crossings are no longer subject to customs controls at the point of entry to a country. All such controls take place within the borders, and are supervised by mobile units. 

NARRATOR:
30 kilometers south of Strasbourg on the Rhine River is a district called Rhinau. Most of Rhinau is in France, but part is in Germany. This is a very unusual situation, left over from medieval times, but it shows how the meaning of borders is changing today. 

(\speaking French\) 

TRANSLATOR:
I go to Germany to reap the corn on my land-- a thousand hectares-- which is in the district of Rhinau. When the borders were closed, I had to stop here and the customs officers would ask what I was doing. So I would explain that I owned some land here. 

(\speaking French\) 

TRANSLATOR:
All along the Rhine there are dozens of people who work in Germany who are very happy that these openings still exist. And Germans also come here to do their shopping. 

MURPHY:
The formal transboundary cooperation agreements that have developed across the upper Rhine have facilitated the ability of Germans to come into the Strasbourg area and to buy up property. And what this means, of course, is that they are living now in a different context than the one they used to live in, and that makes them think about themselves and their place in different ways, and it certainly helps to break down the sense of "This is French, and this is German," which, of course, lay behind some of the animosities that characterized this region throughout much of the 20th century. 

(\man speaking French\) 

TRANSLATOR:
Now we have come to the point that every house for sale is bought by German buyers. They even buy building sites. One of them has built his house out here. You know, the price is so much lower here that they can buy a house and its site with the price they would pay for a site alone over there. 

MURPHY:
On the down side, however, of course, is they come in in growing numbers, buy up property-- this raises real estate prices. And, of course, that makes it more difficult then for locals, particularly locals of less... who are less well off, to get into the real estate market. And so there are potential resentments that can be fostered by this sort of activity as well. 

NARRATOR:
Strasbourg’s stature as an important center of European cooperation grew from a decision in 1949 to locate the Council of Europe here. 

(\speaking French\) 

TRANSLATOR:
The Council of Europe finally became, at least to some extent, \the\route to a democratic Europe, because all the democracies, one by one, became members. 

NARRATOR:
The Council of Europe was established in 1949 with ten countries. New members have continued to join and since the fall of the Iron Curtain, the entry of Russia and most of the Eastern European countries has brought the total to 41. Subsequently, the so-called European Communities were born. Firstly the Coal and Steel Community, then in Brussels, the European Community. These were the predecessors of the European Union. 

TRANSLATOR:
All the countries that joined the European Community were, first of all, members of the Council. So it could be considered as a sort of antechamber for the European Union. 

NARRATOR:
Today Strasbourg is also home to the European Union’s legislative branch, the European Parliament. But the capital of the European Union is, in a sense, split with major administrative centers in Brussels and Luxembourg City, as well as Strasbourg. 

MURPHY:
There’s a little bit of a struggle about where the future of this will go There’s an enormous expense right now associated with running back and forth between Brussels and Strasbourg. Indeed, many of the Parliamentary committees meet in Brussels, then they have to get on a train with their tons of documents and get on over to Strasbourg for their formal Parliamentary meetings. So it’s an issue before Europe of how much this is worth. But, of course, there are political and cultural interests vested in this. 

(\speaking French\) 

TRANSLATOR:
Strasbourg is on the border between Germany and France, and for centuries the city has been caught in the middle of conflicts between the two nations, and reconciliation between them has passed by Strasbourg. Since we have so few symbols in Europe, Strasbourg is surely an appropriate symbol of unification and peace. And the Parliament would be crazy not to take advantage of the possibilities of this town as its seat. Even if the European Union remains simply an economic union, it has already achieved a lot. But if it remains only economic, if it does not enter into the hearts of the people, if there is no common belief, it will run aground. 

NARRATOR:
These cultural foundations will be crucial to the success of the European Union. 

TRANSLATOR:
I am from Naples and I am completely, thoroughly Neapolitan. Yet I have decided to spend my life in Strasbourg. I will spend all my life here. It feels good here. I have a lot of friends here and this environment, the European atmosphere, which is so much a part of Strasbourg, suits me perfectly. 

NARRATOR:
Further economic unification continued in 2002 with the adoption of a common currency, the Euro. But, as economic, political, and cultural unification proceeds, will the Europeans be able to maintain their national and cultural identities? 

MURPHY:
Many still feel themselves to be French and many still feel themselves to be German on either side of the international boundary. Strasbourg, as we were talking about earlier, has always had a little bit of an in-between position with respect to that. But what this does is... the recent developments help to reinforce that in-between position. And I think, probably, although it’s difficult to get survey evidence to show this, it tends to make people think more in terms of, not even so much necessarily local Alsatian terms, but in terms of multiple levels of identity in which Europe is one of them. 

NARRATOR:
And how do these multiple levels of identity translate to a self-image for the people who live in border regions such as Alsace? 

TRANSLATOR:
We are Alsatian, and we are proud to be. But we are also proud to be French, and I hope we will soon be proud to be European. 

GIL LATZ:
As one of the capitals of a new, united Europe, Strasbourg symbolizes a novel 21st-century political concept: supranationalism-- an idea that transcends cultural and national definitions of state territory. The European Union is the world’s most advanced example of supranationalism, and it is evolving here for very geographic reasons. 


Europe is one of the world’s most urbanized regions. Over 70 percent of the people here live in cities. The great cities of Europe foster a cosmopolitan attitude and a shared European identity-- a precursor to unification. 


The European Union is an economic alliance aimed at making Europe more competitive in the world economy. But it is more than that. It is also Europe’s attempt to forge a community with common values, even as individual state identity is maintained. As this new supranational entity emerges, Europe’s underlying geographic organization endures. 


Europe has its core area, with Germany at its economic center, and its peripheral areas, such as Iceland and Andaluciá. Each of these places has distinctive physical and economic landscapes that reflect their resource endowments. In the final analysis, Europe’s supranationalism seeks to enhance how European places interact with each other, and how Europe as a region can most effectively-- politically, culturally, and economically-- interact with the world. 

SUSAN HARDWICK:
Two key geographic concepts in this case study on Strasbourg are nationalism and supranationalism. Around the world, the tension between nationalism and supranationalism increasingly shapes the political landscape. In North America, for example, we see a limited form of supranationalism in NAFTA, the North American Free Trade Association. This economic agreement removes many trade barriers, increasing the flow of goods and resources across country borders. But the tension between supranationalism and nationalism is also apparent here at the U.S. and Mexico border, where U.S. authorities have fortified the barriers to stop the flow of illegal migration into the U.S. 


We find a more political and cultural form of international cooperation in North Africa and Southwest Asia. There, Oman and Egypt are counted among the nearly two dozen members of the League of Arab States. Also known as the Arab League, it was formed in 1945 to work toward the common good of all Arab countries. Interestingly, in contrast to the EU and NAFTA, most of the Arab League countries do not have democratic governments. 


Another important example of international cooperation across regions is OPEC, the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries. Members are as far-flung as Venezuela and Indonesia. In this case, production and export of a common resource is motivation for countries to put some of their differences aside. 


Supranationalism may take many forms, from trade agreements to military alliances to coalitions built around a common culture. But in all cases, member countries need to strike a balance between their own sovereignty and the compromises necessary for collective benefit. 

BINKO:
To teach human geography to high school students, teachers find the standards and inquiry-based learning quite helpful. Here at Boulder High School in Colorado, classes push these approaches to the limit. Andy Aiken teaches an advanced placement course in human geography. It is designed to meet or exceed college-level standards and the stakes are high. Student performance will be graded and compared nationally through the College Board’s A.P. test. Around the country, many teachers are now preparing for this new course, often with little formal training. Aiken’s class provides a good model. The A.P. curriculum reflects the National Geography Standards, corresponding to the essential element on human systems. Here Aiken integrates political and economic geography, and because the A.P. curriculum is thematically based, he applies it to both the European Union and the North American Free Trade Agreement. 


Today’s lesson, on "supranationalism," clearly draws on Standard 11: the patterns and networks of economic interdependence on Earth’s surface. Notice how skillfully our teacher fulfills his role as the facilitator of student discussion and decision-making, resisting the temptation to rush in with his own solutions. Our learning objective here is to be able to explain how an inquiry approach can promote the critical thinking and problem-solving skills necessary for the A.P. curriculum. 


I think you will agree that Andy’s use of guided inquiry leads to a lively and informed discussion of the issues raised by the primary question. 

ANDY AIKEN:
Is NAFTA beneficial to Northern America, generally speaking, or not? Should NAFTA Expand? 

STUDENT:
Mexico, for sure, is just getting a really bad end of this deal. I don’t think their economy is improving-- maybe it's improving but their living conditions are still horrible. 

STUDENT:
The United States obviously has so much more economic stability, or whatever, than the other countries that they’re doing it. And they’re trying to get them so that they can use their resources and poor people to make a profit. 

STUDENT:
I don’t know about Mexico, I know that the GDP in the United States has increased dramatically since NAFTA. 

STUDENT:
In creating, like, a free trade in all the different countries, I think that it is helping those countries out. 

STUDENT:
It’s under a million jobs that have been created in the maquiladora zone, so you have, like, 15 million desperate, displaced people who can no longer feed themselves who are going to be moving to the industrial north. 

NARRATOR:
It’s a high level of debate, and 70 percent of these students are freshmen. How does Andy Aiken encourage such critical thinking? He starts with a spatial inquiry into real-world problems. 

AIKEN:
Geographers and geography students ask geographic questions. The next step is gathering data. First of all, they read three long chapters out of their textbook over the course of two weeks. They did two computer labs on the location of steel mills from the Argus activities. Every day, I assign them articles from the newspaper so they’re up on current issues. 

NARRATOR:
They follow up by analyzing selected databases on the World Wide Web, comparing countries and looking for spatial trends. They map these trends to determine which newer, poorer countries should enter the European Union. 

AIKEN:
We wanted the students to be able to apply this information and understand how the European Union works and is that a model for an expansion of NAFTA? Once they’ve created the maps, then they look for patterns, which is what geography’s all about. 


Most people, when they think of the world, they think of it as being divided into 192 states. Okay? How many of you had a mental map of that, pretty much, when the class started? Do you think of the world as being divided into developed states in the north-- other than Australia and New Zealand-- and then the southern states that are mostly developing and underdeveloped states? Or do you see the world as being divided into trading blocs? Okay, the European Union, NAFTA... 

NARRATOR:
Aiken hands out a report graphing alternative futures. Is the world becoming one big company town? Or will the cyber revolution overcome corporate and state power? Will states form more supranational alliances or devolve into warfare and chaos? 

AIKEN:
So, here are the four questions. How does NAFTA, the WTO, UN, IMF, the World Bank and transnational corporations compare and contrast with the EU? So you want to be ready to discuss that, so in your small groups, see if you can come to consensus on that. Are these organizations generally more or less beneficial for the region of the world? Okay? Has the study of these organizations changed your mental map of the world, why or why not? 

NARRATOR:
To answer these questions, students work in groups representing the big players on the world stage: the World Bank, NAFTA, the WTO, IMF, the United Nations, and multinational corporations. 

AIKEN:
Okay, so why don’t you go ahead and get in your groups. Feel free to move around the room. See if you can come to some consensus. 


So which one are you guys working on? NAFTA. Well, what direction do you think? Do you think that tends to be moving in any one of those directions or do you think... 

STUDENT:
I don’t agree with this here. I do agree that we’re moving more towards corporation states. 

AIKEN:
See if all three of you agree with that or not. Yeah? 

STUDENT:
Like, there’s still a border between the United States and Mexico; there’s definitely, like, an economic border. 

STUDENT:
But there’s not going to be borders when you are talking about two neighboring countries which are part of a trade agreement. 

STUDENT:
Well, see, the thing about this is that only the... there's still the majority of the world that has never used a telephone. You know? And so it’s like... it’s pretty dumb to say that the whole world’s going, like, "cyber." 

STUDENT:
Well, that’s just, like, saying that it’s irrelevant, like, physical... 

STUDENT:
Yeah, I mean, in the first world, it might be looking like it’s going this way but for, like, the vast majority of the population, they don’t even see what the Internet is, so... 

STUDENT:
Well, I definitely don’t think it’s heading in the devolution direction because, if anything, it’s moving, like, completely opposite from that. Because especially, like, with the EU, like, that video we watched, they were talking about, like, "We don’t see each other... "We don't see ourselves as, like, French or, like, German"-- I guess French is probably not a good thing. (\chuckling\) But we, like, yeah, "We see ourselves as, like, European," you know? So I don’t think it’s going to move in that direction. 

AIKEN:
When you’re teaching the A.P. geography course, you have to decide, Do you want to teach the course in such a way that it prepares them specifically for the test? That’s one end of the spectrum. The other end of the spectrum would be to try and make it as active learning as possible, including a lot of application of geographic concepts to understand real-world issues with the debates and simulations. And I tend to be right in the middle, so I try to combine the type of tests and the type of reading assignments that help prepare the students for the A.P. exam but also include active learning and problem-solving. And some interesting research by Phil Gershmel, who’s a geographic education specialist, University of Minnesota, and created the Argus materials. His research indicates that the students are probably the most engaged, and certainly their brains are most engaged when they’re involved in debates, so I try and have lots of discussions and debates in class. 

NARRATION:
With that in mind, Andy Aiken brings the whole class back together for debate. 

AIKEN:
If you have more free trade, that could be a guarantee, or a mechanism, to try and maintain democracy in the Western Hemisphere. So, do you think that’s just rhetoric? Yeah, Devon? 

DEVON:
It certainly appears that the majority of Latin Americans are opposed to neo-liberal policies and free trade. I mean, you don’t hear about it here but there’s, like, you know, tens of thousands of people protesting in any country down there all the time, frequently being killed by the military. I mean, that’s not very democratic. 

AIKEN:
Anybody disagree with that, or... 

STUDENT:
I think that there probably should be a balance struck because I think that there are definitely concerns over human rights abuses that need to be addressed. But I think that, overall, as we’ve seen by the European Union, free trade can be really beneficial to all members involved, if it’s done right. And I think that there are some concerns with NAFTA and the FTAA that there are environmental abuses and that should probably be fixed. But, overall, I think that free trade is pretty beneficial if it’s done in an appropriate manner. 

AIKEN:
So even thought they’re only making three, four, five dollars a day in some of these factories, that was a lot more than they were making before? So... you WTO folks, what do you think? Do you think the WTO has had a positive benefit? 

STUDENT:
Well, I think there’s both, like, good things and bad things about the WTO. Like, the WTO is so, like, transnational-corporate-run that it doesn’t really... It’s not trying to benefit the countries as much as it is the corporations that are running it. 

AIKEN:
The problem of trying to teach an A.P. human geography class in one semester is significant. So I think it’s important when you meet with the students ahead of time that you let them know that there’s probably going to be an average of an hour to an hour-and-a-half a night of homework. 


There’s just terms that you’ve really never heard of: "shatter belts" and "irredentism" and "distance decay" and all sorts of geographic models that are extremely important. So there needs to be a certain amount of memorization just because they need to be able to use these terms accurately and carefully; you just don’t want to stop there, you want to move on to a higher-level critical thinking and problem-solving. And I think the A.P. exam does a nice job of mixing the multiple-choice questions with the essays. 

NARRATOR:
To prepare his students for such essays, Aiken raises the level of dialogue again, asking them to look for emerging patterns. 

AIKEN:
How is your perception of the world changing? 

TIM:
We’re about to hit, I think, what’s going to be one of the largest, like... basically a power struggle that humanity has, like, ever seen and it’s kind of the struggle between classes; the struggle between different countries; the struggle between the environment and humans. And people have yet to grasp, exactly, you know, the dimensions of, like, the new... of the economic order that we’re in right now. 

AIKEN:
Catherine? 

CATHERINE:
Um, well, I think... I mean, I agree with you guys but, like, it’s too hard to tell, like, what will happen but I definitely don’t think that it will go towards, like, devolution of states. And like, I don’t think that the world will, like, break up even more into, like, separate states. Like, I think EU’s a good example of that. 

STUDENT:
Overall, economically and politically, I think we’re joining together for trade routes and economic unions such as the EU and NAFTA. 

AIKEN:
Pretty soon, you know, the borders between the United States and Mexico, it’s going to be easier and easier for Mexican goods to go back and forth, and... 

STUDENT:
Yeah, but I don’t think that, just because it’s easier and easier for goods to go back and forth it’s necessarily going to get rid of our, um... cultural... like... Like, we’re really proud of our culture... (\bell ringing\) so I don’t think it’s going to get rid of that. 

AIKEN:
Okay, that was a good discussion today. Thanks a lot, you guys. 

NARRATOR:
The class ends without a right or wrong answer. What’s important is how the students apply today’s conclusions tomorrow, when they publicly defend their analysis of future EU expansion. 

BINKO:
By the end of the class, Andy’s students have demonstrated a pretty solid understanding of the positive and negative implications of supranationalism. Certainly they are aware of the profound role played by changing perceptions of political boundaries in shaping the world’s economic future. 


In Andy’s classroom, we see evidence of his commitment to constructivist teaching. He uses the steps of inquiry to engage students in higher-level thinking and problem solving about real and engaging issues. Through the process the teacher serves as facilitator, coach, consultant stimulating student thinking and encouraging divergent ideas. And as a result, Andy’s students can not only name treaties, they can explain in their own words what they mean and their possible implications for adding to or resolving economic tensions in the future. 

