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Buford Highway an odyssey for Georgia teachers 
   SHELIA M. POOLE

Staff 

Classrooms can be static places. 

But Wednesday Mary Carter Van Atta's classroom was filled with the smells of steaming bowls of Vietnamese soup, the sounds of Mexican music and the sight of rows of ripe mangos and fresh peppers.
Van Atta was part of a group of Georgia teachers who cruised Buford Highway to learn more about how migration has changed that slice of metro Atlanta. The group, mostly social studies and geography teachers from the metro area, are at Kennesaw State University for a 3 1/2-day summer institute sponsored by the Georgia Geographic Alliance and funded by the National Geographic Education Foundation.
The institute is designed to provide teachers with the tools to go back to their respective schools and better incorporate various aspects of geography in their classrooms. The focus this year is on migration.
"We get to try new things, and this helps me understand exactly how rich the cultures in Atlanta and North Georgia are becoming," said Van Atta, a geography and civics teacher at Grady High School. At one Asian-owned shop, Van Atta snatched up several Chinese lanterns, a box of paper jewelry and a paper cellphone.
She plans to take them back to Grady and display them in her classroom as a way to get her students interested in the topic of migration. The jewelry and cellphone, the clerk explained, are used in Asian funerals. Families of the deceased often buy and burn paper replicas of the items their loved ones cherished in life. They're also burned on the anniversary of that person's death.
"This will be a focal point for the kids," she said. "You can start them off with a conversation, then lead them to wherever you want to go."
The field trip included stops at Lutheran Services of Georgia, which resettles refugees; a multicultural shopping center on Buford Highway; lunch at a Vietnamese restaurant and the Latin American Association headquarters.
Garrett Smith, chairman of the Department of Geography and Anthropology at KSU and director of the alliance, said the focus is on professional development and to raise awareness about the importance of geography in Georgia schools.
According to a 2002 study by Roper ASW for the National Geographic Education Foundation, young adults in the United States lagged behind their European counterparts in geography skills.
Roper surveyed 18- to 24-year-olds in nine nations, including France, Germany, Japan, Sweden and the United States. Respondents in Sweden answered the greatest number of questions correctly, followed by Germany and Italy. The United States came in eighth.
Eighty-three percent of young U.S. adults could not identify Afghanistan on a world map.
Smith has seen it firsthand in class, where some of his U.S. students can only name three or four nations in Africa and some think Africa is a country, not a continent.
"If we're going to be competitive as a nation, we need to know more about other economic powerhouses of the world," he said. And even closer to home, he said, migration has changed the landscape of Georgia.
Harold Trendell, an associate professor of geography at KSU and public engagement coordinator for the MyWonderfulWorld.org campaign, thinks things may be changing.
"There's a new wind blowing in Georgia for geography," he said, fostered largely by the use of geographically based technology. Young people are so tech-savvy that they naturally see the possibility of using computers and geography to map data people can use.
For instance, real estate developers can use this technology, called Geographic Information Systems, to map land prices and uses, he said.
"It becomes problematic when our students go to compete in a global society and they are not geographically literate," Trendell said. 
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High school and college teachers studied geography via a field trip to Doraville's Buford Highway.
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