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In looking for a way to address teachers’ concerns about
how to respond to Sept 11 and its aftermath in the
classroom, I turned my attention to the Development
Compass Rose (DCR) (Fig. 1). I have used this framework
successfully many times with groups of teachers to generate
questions around media photographs of disasters. 

The concept and the framework, which was developed by a
group of teachers working with Birmingham DEC in 1989,
has been published in its most accessible format in the
Development Compass Rose consultation pack (DEC
[Birmingham], 1995). The DCR is a framework of enquiry
that can be taken to any locality to investigate features,
processes and relationships operating in that location. It can
help reveal the underlying commonality between what
appear to be quite different situations. 

Questions are asked about a photograph positioned
centrally with Blu-tac on a large sheet of paper. After
Natural, Economic, Social and ‘Who decides?’ (political)
questions have been written on the paper in appropriate
positions around the photo, I ask participants to remove the
picture to reveal another image hidden underneath. I then ask
them to look at their original questions and to tick any that
apply to the new photograph. An example of how this has
been used successfully is using a photo of the floods in

Britain in November 2000 with an image of the floods in
Mozambique in February 2000 hidden beneath it (both
images were taken from the Guardian newsunlimited
website). Looking first at a situation which is close to home
and has been well covered by the local media really brings
out the detail. One question asked was ‘Why was planning
permission given for houses to be built on a flood plain?’ It
is unlikely that such a question would have been asked if the
image of flooding in Mozambique was on top; yet it might
provide a fresh insight into the situation.

Once the bombing of Afghanistan commenced in October
2001 in response to the September 11 atrocity, I began to
wonder if the DCR might be a helpful, if controversial, tool
to explore some of the issues and media coverage involved. I
identified some roughly parallel images and accompanying
text from a collection of tabloid headlines from September
12 and October 8 2001 and tested them with development
educators at a regional ‘From Charity to Justice’ project
meeting. Clearly the scale of the suffering, in terms of
numbers of civilian casualties, inflicted on September 11
was much greater than on the first day of the bombing of
Afghanistan. However at least one estimate now indicates a
greater number of civilian deaths resulting from the military
campaign in Afghanistan than from the attacks on September
11 (Herold, 2002).

The comparison worked, with most of the questions from
the first tabloid headline being relevant to the second (eg.
‘Who decided this should happen?’ ‘Why were these targets
chosen?’ ‘Who died?’). Applying a common set of questions
to both situations seemed to lead to a level of objectivity that
would not be found if the questions were asked separately of
each photograph. These questions could then be used as
starting points for an enquiry that is less influenced by
emotive responses to the individual events. 

Participants certainly found the exercise of value and I am
now interested in how the idea could be developed. Firstly, a
range of responses could be developed to frequently asked
questions and these could include a variety of different
perspectives, backed up with appropriate website references.
Secondly, there are ways of usefully expanding the DCR.
The consultation pack suggests using the diagonal points of
the compass for questions about the relationship between, for
example, the Natural and the Economic (where technology
might fit) and the Natural and the ‘Who decides?’ (where
environmental sustainability might fit). It would also be

Using a double-layered compass rose to explore
September 11 and its aftermath 

The events of September 11 had a strong emotional impact which made it hard for teachers to know how to
approach classroom discussions. Rob Unwin describes a technique he has used to help people to explore the
issues underlying disasters in a more objective way that can reveal underlying commonality between apparently
different situations.
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Figure 1



useful to step back and ask questions about the role of the
media in shaping perceptions and attitudes to such events
when media images or headlines are used. 

Further school activity ideas and websites relating to
September 11 and its aftermath, including the role of the
media, attitudes towards Islam and civil liberties, can be
found in Global Express no.28 ‘Beyond the Attacks’ (DEP,
2001).
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Making sense of September 11 – what children want

Alun Williams explains how a Year 6 class in the Channel Island of Guernsey tried to make sense of September 11.

The very fact that this work was undertaken states the
obvious – the events of September 11 had an immediate
global impact, as evidenced by the fact that a small island off
the coast of France was touched by it. It impacted on people
of all ages, not least children who struggled to make sense of
it. Out of all the confusion and tragedy an opportunity arose
for young people to reflect on the world in which we live and
to consider the world that children want.

The Education Council in Guernsey had already decided
it would organise a Family Learning Weekend in association
with the Campaign for Learning. The theme of the activities
was ‘Diversity Matters’, which was taken from the
Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting (CHOGM)
due to take place immediately before the weekend. (The
CHOGM was subsequently cancelled in the light of
September11.) Most of the activities were intended to bring
fun to families whilst celebrating world diversity. We had
organised workshops for artists and writers and even co-
opted a sumo wrestler to work with us but it was necessary
to bring in a more serious and reflective note following the
traumatic events of September 11. For that reason we
organised ‘The World We Want’ by Castel School Year 6
pupils.

The world we want
Castel is a primary school with a student population of 416.
Year 6 is divided into three classes. The topic ‘The World
We Want’ was devised following a meeting between Year 6
teacher, Jane Brock, and Alun Williams, Lifelong Learning
Education Officer. The meeting took place a few days after
September 11 and it became clear that there was an
opportunity to help the pupils to reflect on events and their
implications for themselves and all society. 

The project was dynamic and wove its way into many
other topics and themes. However some of the key elements
were:

1 Diaries: Pupils kept a diary which recorded their
feelings about September 11 and subsequent events.
These diaries demonstrate a range of emotions, from
anger to sorrow.

2 The world we want: From this idea there grew the
formation of the Children’s Revolutionary Party. The
pupils voted for a leader and other members of the
party. A local politician talked to students about his
work and how to present political beliefs. They drew up
a manifesto with ideas such as:

• an upper limit of £30,000 per annum for all salaries

• the abolition of the 11+ (Guernsey still has
selection at 11)

• the abolition of smoking – tobacco farmers would
receive compensation to enable them to grow food
instead

• increased resources for schools and hospitals

• pragmatically, they also wanted to have the gaps at
the top and bottom of toilet cubicles in schools
sealed off

3 The media: Pupils discussed the ways in which the
media relayed the story and considered different styles
of writing. They

• talked to a journalist about how to ask questions,
take notes and summarise information

• visited the offices of the local newspaper to see how
a newspaper is printed and to talk about the issues
behind editing a daily publication 




