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There are some useful materials related to the idea of commodities and trade justice on the website of the Royal Geographical Society (with Institute of British Geographers).

The materials and supporting guidance were produced as part of the ‘Action Plan for Geography’, which ran from 2006-11, and funded the creation of a range of materials to support teachers as they developed their geographical thinking in this area a little further, along with lots of other activity. 

The Action Plan for Geography was responsible for the introduction of a range of new ‘geographies’, and it is interesting that the idea of commodities and their stories was one of those chosen for this phase of curriculum development and support.

The ‘Where does my stuff come from?’ materials were originally hosted on the ‘Geography Teaching Today’ website, but can now be accessed on the RGS-IBG website here.
The materials feature six resourced ‘sessions’. Resource sheets are provided, along with guidance for how to make use of Google Earth to identify global connections.

followthethings.com can be used to link with this unit, and some suggestions for how you might do that are outlined below. These would widen the scope of the unit a little, and enable the followthethings.com to be used in conjunction with the materials, to provide additional commentary, or suggestions for those who wish to take their investigations a little further.
	RGS Resource / Section
	Link to website
	Suggested use / opportunity for pairing

	Where does my stuff come from?
	Introduces idea of commodities, and also food miles.
	Browse the food following work in followthethings.com’s Grocery Department and check out its Google search map.

	Why can people buy more stuff than they used to?
	Connect with the falling cost of electrical items.
	Search the site for stories of the human impacts of finding the least-cost location for manufacture: for example, the 2013 Rana Plaza factory collapse in Bangladesh featured here.

	Where do we go to buy our stuff?
	Students could explore the impact of new retail patterns in divorcing consumers from the producers e.g. supermarkets or farmers’ markets comparison
	Connect with the idea of the online stores that have grown up, of which followthethings.com is a ‘parody’.

	Virtual stuff
	Adds to the difficulty of tracking items and ‘following the things’.
	The internet can help with researching the stories of items (as demonstrated in this short paper), but can also distance people from the producers.

Emerging developments in tracking technologies - referred to as the ‘internet of things’ - have been used to follow milk and shipping containers. GPS technology itself has also been followed.

	The kids who make our stuff
	Connect with child labour.
	· A useful enquiry starter - ‘How old is old enough to work?’ - can start discussions.

· Identify industries where child labour is seen as being a particular issue (enter ‘child labour’ in the followthethings.com homepage search bar and see what results you get).
· Create ‘alternative labels’ for clothing and other items.

	Global impacts and possible actions
	Connects with Christmas - a time of particular consumption 
	· Encourage a focus on the sourcing of items in the run up to Christmas to reinforce the impact of consumer choice.
· Enter ‘Christmas’ in the homepage search bar and see what results you get. 
· Ask students to watch, and read about, the ‘Santa’s workshop’ documentary featured on the site.
· Read this short BBC photo essay on toy car design, manufacture & supply for Christmas.

	Stuff: using Google Earth
	Links to lessons 1, 3 & 5
	Mapping and analysis of patterns. See how Google Earth was used to map the illegal trade in human organs, here.


You can also read interviews with Professor Ian Cook – founder of followthethings.com – talking about his research and website on the RGS(IBG) website and in the Geographical Magazine.
He talks about his early fieldwork in the Caribbean following some of the journeys made by commodities, and explains how the website grew out of this work.
He visited Jamaica in the 1990s and spent several months working in a packing house where women were preparing, grading and wrapping papaya fruit ready for export to the UK for sale in supermarket Grocery Departments. A paper about the work, and a followthethings.com page showing what went into that paper and what readers have done with it, is available here.
Additional ‘Follow the things’ teaching materials are available from the RGS via subscription to its ‘Geography in the news’ service.
Any questions?
If you have any questions how our site might help you to teach particular topics to particular groups of students, please get in touch via fttclassroom@yahoo.com or submit a comment on our website’s ‘Teaching resources’ page.

Alan Parkinson and Ian Cook
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