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World Heritage and Geography Education: a retrospective view 
Coralie Acheson  

 
 
As one of the Editors of Furnace, I was particularly interested in the theme of World 
Heritage and Education, being the daughter of a Geography teacher who, I knew, had 
led a huge number of trips to sites around the world, including many World Heritage 
sites. My Dad (David) was generous enough to allow me to interview him, and this is 
our conversation. 
 
 
Coralie: So, Dad, tell me about your career in Geography teaching 
 
David: First of all Northern Ireland for six years, and then I went to Zimbabwe for six 
years, and taught there: Waddilove High School. And then I returned to the UK, did a 
Master’s Degree in Geography in Education at the Institute of Education, then one 
year at Dame Alice Owen’s School in Potters Bar, then 22 years in Boston High School, 
in Boston, Lincolnshire. 
 
Coralie: That was a lot of years 
 
David: 35 years 
 
Coralie: 35 years! And for how many of those were you on trips?  
 
David: Well, of the 22 years at Boston High School, I reckoned there was at least one 
year, a year and a third, taking students out of school on trips.  
 
Coralie: What is the reason to take students on trips, particularly in Geography, but 
also in other subjects? 
 
David: It’s about bringing the world into the classroom. It’s about giving the students 
an experience of the real world, and of the human landscape, the physical landscape, 
so that they can see and feel and touch it for themselves.  
 
Coralie: I know you went to quite a lot of different places, could you tell me where 
you went, on field trips? 
 
David: Well, for Year 7 we used Castle Acre and its Priory for a number of years. We 
also went to Lincoln. Year 8 most recently has been the East London, the Olympic Park 
and Greenwich. Previous to that we did Blakeney Point in Norfolk. Year 9, for a lot of 
years, a visit to Cadbury World in Birmingham. GCSE, most recently a 2 day trip to 
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Castleton in the Peak District, which is a National Park. Before that we did city center 
in Lincoln and we did a country park - we looked at a river, a river flowing through the 
Snipedales Country Park in Lincolnshire. We’ve also done trips to Italy, I think eight or 
nine trips to Italy in the last ten years. These were mostly trips to Rome and Sorrento. 
In Sorrento we’d have visits to the Isle of Capri, to Pompeii. On our last visit, which 
didn’t include Rome we took in Amalfi and we went to Herculaneum. We went up to 
Vesuvius, walked round the top of Vesuvius. 
 
Coralie: Very exciting. And I know A-levels was the Lake District, for a week? 
 
David: A-levels… most recently 5 days in the Lake District.  Previous to that we’d been 
going to the Yorkshire Dales, York and the Holderness Coast. There were two to 
Greece, classical sites in Greece, and two to Italy, which was essentially the same 
places as the Italy Geography trip, but from a different perspective.  
 
Coralie: Where did you go in Greece? 
 
David: Greece was everywhere. 
 
Coralie: Everywhere?! 
 
David: Everywhere that you can think of. In other words the Parthenon, Aegina, 
Epidaurus, Delphi, Ithaca…  
 
Coralie: What about Japan? 
 
David: Oh yes, Japan. Three trips to Japan. These were cultural exchanges, very heavily 
with a cultural emphasis: tea ceremonies, visits to Shinto temples and shrines. I was 
able to visit Kyoto, although that wasn’t part of the group experience that was with 
the host family. We also went to Tokyo. 
 
Coralie: I know that quite a lot of those places are World Heritage Sites, but how 
much were you aware of World Heritage status, or not, of some of the places you’ve 
visited? 
 
David: I don’t think I knew the term World Heritage status until about six or seven 
years ago when I was teaching GCSE, and there was actually a section on the 
specification about tourism. 
 
Coralie: So it was in a tourism context that that first appeared? 
 
David: Yes, there was a page in the text book and there was a section requiring us to 
look at heritage, and heritage tourism was the phrase that was used, and obviously 
that included World Heritage Sites.  
 
Coralie: So it didn’t come up in the natural context. It was specifically the cultural 
heritage? 
 
David: It was the cultural heritage. I mean I knew Giant’s Causeway, as I’d done 
fieldwork, Geology fieldwork, with students from Regent’s House, in my first teaching 
post 30 years ago, at the Giant’s Causeway, before it even had World Heritage status. 
Truth be told, most of us on the mainland [Great Britain] haven’t really known, haven’t 
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really been informed, about the status of places like the Giant’s Causeway until 
recently, with the growth of tourism in Northern Ireland.  
 
Coralie: If you were to ponder the value of World Heritage in educational terms, 
specifically geography, what would you say it is, and perhaps what could it be? 
 
David: The value of World Heritage… I suppose it’s a means of highlighting things 
which are of fundamental importance, and the importance of which goes beyond the 
purely academic, geographical importance at that particular point in time. So Pompeii 
is a World Heritage Site, and we were looking at it specifically from the eruption of a 
volcano and the impact of that, but it would be lunacy, for us not to look at that from 
the impact on the people, and the artefacts that result from that, and in fact on our 
last trip to Italy we went to the archaeological museum in Naples to look at the wall 
paintings, the frescos. So I would say that, for me, in educational trips, the importance 
goes beyond the pure geography, or history, to the culture of the area you’re going to. 
Get them to experience the food, in fact on our last trip we did pizza making when we 
were visiting a farm… 
 
Coralie: Intangible heritage? 
 
David: Yes. And heritage is, for me, much more than the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, 
which I’ve had students in. It’s much more than what you can touch, which of course 
at the Sistine Chapel you’re not allowed to touch. It’s much more than things you can 
see, because seeing is a very limited view in terms of the tourist experience. It’s about 
the people and their lifestyle and their culture, and hopefully some of that is conveyed 
to the young people as part of the experience.  
 
Discussion 
 
One thing that was particularly striking in this interview was the fact that my Dad, a 
man who had taken a considerable number of well researched school trips across the 
UK, Europe and beyond, had not even been aware of what World Heritage was until 
relatively recently. Communicating the value of World Heritage is part of the UK’s 
obligations as a State Party to the World Heritage Convention. While this can and 
does occur on site through education programmes, this is reliant on teachers opting 
to use schemes which may not always meet their practical and pedagogical 
requirements. Teachers are a phenomenal resource to World Heritage sites in terms 
of assisting their outreach, but they are perhaps underutilized. The interview 
emphasized the real enthusiasm that teachers like my Dad have for broadening the 
learning experience for their pupils. Dad’s insight that World Heritage status indicates 
that there are multi-levels of significance to a place was really interesting here. It 
would be really exciting to see education programmes at World Heritage sites 
embracing the opportunities in this: a group may have come to learn one thing but 
that doesn’t mean they cannot also learn much more! Ultimately, school trips are a 
wonderful environment for encouraging young people to engage with our world’s 
incredible cultural and natural heritage, and this is something they can take with 
them beyond the learning setting.  
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David Acheson: Biography 
David Acheson recently retired after 35 years of teaching Geography. He taught in 
Newtownards (Northern Ireland), Marondera (Zimbabwe), Potter’s Bar 
(Hertfordshire, England), and, for the last 22 years, Boston (Lincolnshire, England). He 
has a BSc in Geography (Queen’s University Belfast), a PGCE (Queen’s University 
Belfast) and a MA in Geography in Education (Institute of Education).  
 
Over the course of his career he took field trips to a large number of World Heritage 
sites, including   Rome and the Vatican City, Pompeii and Herculaneum, Villa d’Este 
and Villa Adriana, the Amalfi Coast, Greenwich, Epidaurus, Delphi, the Acropolis, 
Olympia, Mycenae, Japan, and the Lake District, which is the UK’s nomination for 
2017.  
 
 
Coralie Acheson, PhD researcher, University of Birmingham 
 


