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Adolescents’ knowledge of major international and national political figures and their 
skills in place location (judged by ability to locate places on a world map) in the 
United States (N:306) and Ireland (N:558) were compared. Irish adolescents, 
although somewhat younger than their American counterparts, were more successful 
in identifying both international and national figures. Irish students also performed 
better in identifying places (mostly countries) throughout the world. Males scored 
higher than females in each country on both tasks. In both countries, knowledge of 
international and local political figures correlated significantly.

W e liv e  in an interdependent w orld . E ven ts such as the W all Street C rash, the  
m iddle-E astern  crises, and the C hernobyl d isaster in w h ich  rad io-active  m aterial 
w as b low n  across E uropean borders, serve to h igh ligh t the fact that no nation  
has the pow er  to guarantee the safety , protection , or w elfare  o f  its c itizen s. 
Further, the grow th  o f  m ultinational corporations has been  a co n sp icu o u s feature  

o f  recent d ecades. T oday , nations around the p lanet are o ften  m ore c lo se ly  linked  
and interdependent through trade and financial arrangem ents than neighb ourin g  
states w ere le s s  than on e  hundred years ago  (N ational G o vern ors’ A sso c ia tio n , 
1989).

T he need for an international d im en sion  to education  scarce ly  needs to be  
em p h asized . D a ily  new spapers and te lev is io n  and radio n ew s bu lle tin s h igh ligh t  
the nam es and p laces that dom inate  the politica l arena. It is not un reasonable to  
su g g est that today an educated person should  be ab le to co n v erse  about the  
M id d le  E ast crisis  and the c o lla p se  o f  co m m u n ism . K n o w led g e  o f  po litica l 
affairs is not an end in itse lf. Su ch  k n o w led g e  has been associa ted  w ith  

m oderation  (N eum an , 1 986) and w ith  a lo w  to lerance for a narrow national 
persp ective  (B arnes &  C urlette, 1985). Furtherm ore, interest in p o litic s  is m ore  

c lo se ly  related to v o tin g  than is lev e l o f  education  or so c ia l c la ss  (E yler , 1982).
A ccord in g  to the N ational G o vern ors’ A sso c ia tio n  (1 9 8 9 ) , ‘the continued  

viab ility  o f  the dem ocratic  system  depend s on an inform ed c itizen ry ’ (p .8). In
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its absen ce, foreign  p o licy  issu es can be unduly in flu en ced  by rela tive ly  sm all 
pressure groups w h o se  g o a ls  m ay or m ay not reflect the v iew s  or the long-term  
interests o f  the e lectorate. P ow erfu l sp ec ia l interest lo b b ies m ay d ev e lo p . In the 
U n ited  States, for ex am p le, the inordinate pow er o f  the Israeli lobb y has m erited  
co m m en t by form er sen ior politica l figures (Fulbright &  T illm an , 1989; O ’N e ill  
&  N o v a k , 1987). W h ile  p o litic ian s m ay bem oan the present lack  o f  w orld  

k n o w led g e , they h ave  not a lw a y s provided us w ith g o o d  ex a m p les in th is area. 
P resident M cK in ley , to  c ite  but o n e  instance, after h avin g  d isp atch ed  the U S  
fo rces that led to the annexation  o f  the P h ilipp ines, co n fe sse d  to a friend that ‘he  
cou ld  not h ave told  w here those d am ned islands w ere w ithin  tw o  thousand m ile s ’ 
(K arnow , 1990 , p. 104).

In the U n ited  States, there appears to be a lo w  lev e l o f  po litica l k n o w led g e  
am ong the m ass e lectorate  (N eum an , 1986). T he G allup  O rgan ization  (1 9 8 8 )  
national survey  o f  A m erican  adults noted that o n ly  about h a lf  w ere ab le  to nam e  
the countries in w h ich  the Arabs and Jew s or the Sandin istas and C ontras had 
been in co n flic t, w h ile  16% (in c lu d in g  m ore than on e  in ten c o lle g e  graduates) 
w ere o f  the op in ion  that the form er U S S R  w as a m em ber o f  N A T O . A  survey  o f  
2 0 0  high sch o o l sen iors c o m m issio n ed  by A B C  reported that w h ile  v irtually  all 
reco gn ized  M ichael Jackson , M ichael J. F ox , and M adonna, le ss  than h a lf  kn ew  
N ic a r a g u a ’s D a n ie l O rteg a , the P h ilip p in e s ’ C o ra zo n  A q u in o , or Iran’s 
A y ata lloh  K hom ein i, three figures w h o  featured prom inently  in the international 
n ew s at that tim e (W alters, 1988). In B ritain, a study o f  7 - to  11-y ear-o ld s found  
that over  30%  o f  the sam p le  c la im ed  that G erm ans w ere n o n -w h ite  (Johnson , 
M id d leto n , &  T ajfe l, 1970). M any te le v is io n  v iew ers, e sp e c ia lly  children  
(C u llin g ford , 1984), are sim p ly  not interested in po litica l figures or issu es  
(H ym an &  S h eats ley , 1947) or their interest appears to be lim ited  to a num ber  
o f  sp ec if ic  issu es. Y ou n g  m ales tend to have greater interest in and k n o w led g e  
o f  p o litica l affairs than fem a les (H ahn, 1987; L a n geveld , 1979). A m o n g  12- to 
17-year-o lds, interest in p o litic s  tends to increase w ith age , w ith  the period o f  

m ost rapid acqu isition  o f  political k n o w led g e  ly in g  betw een  15 and 17 years 

(L a n geveld , 1979).
A  basic  k n o w led g e  o f  w orld  geograp hy w ou ld  seem  to be a prerequisite  for  

understanding current p o litica l p o lic ie s  and even ts (G illm or, 1980). M any  
current seriou s p o litica l confrontations have to be v iew ed  against a geograp h ica l 

persp ective  in order to be understood. For ex am p le, geograp h ica l factors can  
help  exp la in  the U n ited  S ta tes’ concern w ith even ts in El Salvador, N icaragua, 
and Cuba, the form er U S S R ’s in v o lv em en t in A fgh an istan , C h in a’s am bitions  
for H ong  K ong and, m ore recen tly , Saudi A rabia’s reactions to ev en ts  in K uw ait 
and Iraq. It w ou ld  be v irtually  im p o ssib le  to m ake any sen se  o f  the n ew  politica l
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align m en ts em erg in g  from  the break-up o f  the S o v ie t  U n ion  w ithou t so m e  
k n o w led g e  o f  the geograp hy o f  the region.

T here is a con sid erab le  body o f  ev id en ce  to su g g est that stu d en ts’ and a d u lts’ 
k n o w led g e  o f  geograp hy, in particular the ab ility  to  loca te  im portant p la ces on  
the w orld  m ap, lea v es m uch to be desired . In a sm a ll-sca le  international study  
o f  13-year-o ld s, P o lish  students scored  h igh est, correctly  answ ering  41%  o f  
item s. Irish (28 .3% ) and U S  students (24 .7% ) scored  lo w er  (S avelan d , 1980). A  
1987  survey o f  5 ,0 0 0  h igh sch o o l sen iors in e ig h t m ajor U S  c it ie s  sh o w ed  that 
48%  o f  H artford students cou ld  not nam e three countries in A frica , w h ile  in 
D a llas 25%  w ere unable to nam e the country that borders the U n ited  States to  
the south (B rad ley , 1987). Separate U S  stu d ies h ave sh ow n  that a lm ost 70%  o f  
un iversity  students cou ld  not nam e on e  A frican  country south o f  the Sahara 
(B rad ley , 1 9 87), that p lace-lo ca tio n  sk ills  am ong c o lle g e  students had fa llen  
(K en n ed y , 19 8 7 ), and that few er  than 40%  o f  p reserv ice  teachers w ere  ab le to  

lo ca te  E ngland, France, or Japan (H erm an, H aw kin s, &  B errym an, 1985). 
S im ilar stu d ies in the U n ited  K in gdom  have revea led  rela tive ly  lo w  lev e ls  o f  

k n o w led g e  o f  geograp hy (H ad fie ld , 1989; Johnson , M id d leton , &  T ajfel, 1970).
In a la rge-sca le  n in e-nation  study condu cted  by the G allup  O rgan ization  for  

the N ational G eograph ic  S o c ie ty , adults (N: 10 ,8 2 0 ) w ere asked  to id en tify  16 
p laces (1 4  countries and tw o  b o d ies o f  w ater). S w ed es  (1 1 .6 )  and W est G erm ans
(1 1 .2 )  scored  h igh est, fo llo w e d  in turn by Japan (9 .7 ) , F rance (9 .3 ) , and C anada
(9 .2 ). A d u lts in the U n ited  States (8 .6 )  and the U n ited  K in gdom  (8 .5 )  identified  
sligh tly  m ore than h a lf o f  the p laces. R esp ond en ts in Italy (7 .6 )  and M ex ico  (7 .4 )  

scored  lo w est. T he U n ited  States w as the o n ly  country w here the y o u n g est age  
group (1 8 - to  2 4 -y ea r-o ld s) scored  lo w er  (6 .9 )  than older respondents. A  later 
study revealed  that 1 ,500  S o v ie t  adults identified  an average o f  7 .4  o f  the sam e  
16 p laces (N ational G eograph ic  S o c ie ty , 1989). T h is p laced  them  at the bottom  
w ith M ex ico . A m o n g  18- to 24 -y ea r-o ld s , the S o v ie ts  scored  an average o f  9 .3 . 
T hus ind iv idu als in both o f  the superp ow ers ‘dem onstrated  an a ston ish in g  lack  
o f  aw aren ess o f  the w orld  around th em ’ (p .2).

S tu d en ts w h o  stu dy  g eo g ra p h y  appear, not u n ex p ec te d ly , to  h a v e  an 
advantage on p lace-lo ca tio n  tasks. For ex am p le, in C anada w here geograp hy has 
a longstan d ing  p resence as a separate d isc ip lin e , students in grades 7 to 12 tend  
to d o  fairly w e ll in lab ellin g  p laces on a w orld m ap (F ox , 1988)

T h e  presen t stu dy  con trasts Irish and A m erican  a d o le sc e n ts ’ lev e l o f  

k n o w led g e  o f  international po litica l figures and p la ce-lo ca tio n  (geograp h ica l 

k n o w led g e) sk ills . S eco n d ly , it ex a m in es the relationsh ip  betw een  p o litica l and 
g eo grap h ica l k n o w led g e . T hirdly, gender d ifferen ces in both p o litica l and 

g eograp h ica l k n o w led g e  are investigated .
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M ETHOD

Subjects
T he su bjects w ere 3 0 6  students drawn from  h igh  sc h o o ls  in s ix  o f  the U n ited  

States: C a liforn ia  (N :4 4 ) , F lorida (N :6 0 ), M a ssa ch u setts (N :4 8 ) , M issou ri 
(N :4 3 ), M ontana (N :5 6 ), and T ex a s (N :5 5 ) and 5 5 8  students drawn from  fiv e  (3  
urban and 2 rural) post-prim ary sc h o o ls  in Ireland. P upils enro lled  in accelerated  
or rem edial c la sse s  w ere om itted .

T he U S  sc h o o ls  w ere considered  to be reasonably  representative o f  A m erican  
high sc h o o ls  but w ere really  se lec ted  for co n v en ien ce . C o-op eratin g  teachers in 
the sc h o o ls  w ere asked to se lec t c la sse s  in w h ich  m ost o f  the pupils w ere 16 years 
old .

T he Irish sam p le  w as co n fin ed  to students w h o  had taken the Interm ediate  
C ertificate  E xam ination  in the p rev iou s year. T he sc h o o ls  w h ich  they attended  
w ere con sid ered  to be reasonably  representative o f  Irish post-prim ary sc h o o ls  
but no system atic  m ethod o f  se lec tio n  w as em p lo y ed . T he sc h o o ls  reflected  the  
Irish urban-rural m ix  and both sin g le -se x  and co -ed u cation a l sc h o o ls  w ere  
represented. T w o  o f  the sc h o o ls  w ere  s in g le  sex ; o n e  catered for b o y s , the other  
for g irls. T hree o f  the sc h o o ls  (o n e  in D u blin , o n e  in the w est and o n e  in the 
so u th -w est) catered in the m ain for students from  w o rk in g -c la ss  backgrounds  

w h ile  the m ajority in the rem aining tw o  D u blin -based  sc h o o ls  w ere from  
low er-m id d le - or m id d le -c la ss  backgrounds. D ifferen t students from  on e Irish  
sch o o l participated in both rounds o f  data co llectio n .

T he m ean age o f  the U S  sam ple w as 16.51 years (S D :0 .7 6 ), w h ile  that o f  the  
Irish sam p le  w as 15 .74  (S D :0 .5 9 ). There w ere 3 8 6  fem a les and 4 7 8  m ales in the  
total sam ple.

Variables
International Political Figures. A  list o f  27  po litica l figures w h o  had featured  

prom inently  in the international n ew s sec tio n s o f  U n ited  States new spapers  
during 1988 w as d ev e lo p ed . T he list included  w orld figures (e .g ., G orbachev, 

T hatcher, M itteran d), leaders o f  sm aller  countr ies (e .g ., N o r ieg a , O rtega, 
K adaffi), tw o  U S  Secretaries o f  State (S ch u ltz  and B aker) and prom inent 
politica l activ ists (M andela , Tutu, and W alesa). T w o  p olitica l figures in tw o  
large countries w h ich  did not feature prom inently  in the n ew s at the tim e (P en g  
and H aw k e) w ere a lso  included . Students w h o  w ere g iv en  a list o f  the nam es 
w ere instructed to w rite the nam e o f  the country associated  w ith the person as 
w ell as a br ief co m m en t to sh o w  w hat they k n ew  about the person. O n e mark  
w as awarded for each  correct nationality  or h om e country and on e  for each
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correct com m en t. N o  m arks for correct co m m en ts w ere aw arded in the ca ses  o f  
P resident Z ia, K in g  H u sse in , C o lo n e l K adaffi, A rch b ish op  T utu, G eneral 
P in o ch et, or P resident M ubarak sin c e  m any stu dents s im p ly  repeated the 
p erson ’s title  in the co m m en t section . Internal co n sisten cy  reliab ility  m easures  
w ere com puted  for the politica l k n o w led g e  test for the entire sam p le  and  
separately for the A m erican  and Irish su bsam ples. T h ese  y ie ld ed  reliab ility  
in d ices o f  .89 , .86 , and .91 resp ectiv e ly . T h e  in c lu sio n  o f  stu dents’ co m m en ts  
increased the reliab ility  in d ices by .05 , .07 , and .04  resp ectiv ely .

National Public Figures. Students w ere a lso  asked  to identify  sev en  current 
p ublic  figures w h o  w ere con sid ered  national rather than international. T h e  nam es  
in this group w ere random ly interspersed am ong the nam es o f  the international 
figures. U S  students w ere asked to identify  B id en , B ork, C arlucci, C u om o, 
Ferraro, (Sandra D a y ) O ’C onnor, and W ein berger w h ile  Irish students w ere  
presented w ith C o llin s, F itzgerald , H illery , L enihan , M cC u sk er, P a is ley , and  
Spring. Internal c o n sisten cy  reliab ility  in d ices o f  .81 and .71 w ere recorded for  
the U S  and Irish national figures sca les  resp ectiv ely .

Place Location. E ach student w as asked to co m p lete  a 2 8 -item  geograp h ica l 
p la ce-lo ca tio n  test by id en tify in g  p laces ca lled  aloud by the test adm inistrator. 
T h e first 16 item s taken from  the international G allup O rganization  (1 9 8 8 )  
survey  w ere U S A , U S S R , Central A m erica , F rance, Japan, Canada, Persian G ulf, 
M ex ico , Italy, S w ed en , U n ited  K in gdom , South A frica , W est G erm any, P a cific  
O cean, E gypt, and V ietnam . T o this list w ere added an additional tw e lv e  
countries m ost o f  w h ich  m ight be regarded as having been in the politica l n ew s  

in 1988: A fgh an istan , A n g o la , A rgentina, C h ile , E th iop ia , T he F alk lands, India, 
Ireland, Israel, L ibya, Poland , and N e w  Z ealand. T he m ap w as a b lack and w h ite  
oval projection  on an 11" x 6" sh eet on w h ich  national boundaries and lin es o f  
lo n g itu d e  and latitude w ere  the o n ly  g eo g ra p h ic  featu res. S tu dents w ere  
instructed to ind icate location  either by inserting a num ber or a num ber lin ked  
w ith a lin e  and arrow to the appropriate p lace  on the m ap. (For sm all countries, 
such  as Israel, it w ou ld  not have been p o ssib le  to w rite a correct num ber w ithin  
its national boundaries on the m ap.)

Failure to attempt to answer item s m ay reflect lack o f  kn ow ledge or a disinterest 
in the assigned task. W e accepted the latter interpretation. Students w h o attempted  

few er than four item s on the political kn ow led ge test and few er than three item s on  
the place-location task were elim inated from the analyses. In effect, this reduced the 
U S sam ple by 13.1%  to 2 6 6  and the Irish sam ple by 1.8% to 548.

S o m e o f  the nam es w h ich  w ere dom inant in the n ew s in 1988 w ere no longer  

as new sw orthy  in 1989 w hen  the seco n d  portion o f  the Irish data w as co llected . 

For instance, leaders such as K h om ein i, M arcos, and Z ia had died  in the interim .
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T his raised the q u estion  o f  the appropriateness o f  groupin g  data from  the 1988  
and 1989 Irish sam p les. S in ce  w e  had data from  the sam e Irish sch o o l for 1988  
and again  for 1989  w e  w ere able to com pare scores for this sch o o l to  d eterm ine  
i f  there had been a s ig n ifica n t lo ss  o f  p o litica l k n o w led g e  over  the on e-year  
period. T he d ifferen ce  in m ean scores w as not s ign ifican t. A cco rd in g ly  w e  
grouped the data from  both Irish sam ples.

Geography. Letter grades aw arded on the Interm ediate C ertificate  geograp hy  
exam in ation  w ere transform ed into num erical rankings usin g  the fo llo w in g  
schem e: A = 7 ; B = 6; C = 5; D = 4; E =3; F =2; N G = 1 . T raditionally , letter grade  
distributions vary little  from  year to year.

Procedure
T eachers w ere sent c o p ie s  o f  the list o f  po litica l figures and p la ce-lo ca tio n  

in stru m en t, to g e th er  w ith  d e ta ile d  in str u c tio n s  for  a d m in is tr a tio n . T h e  
instrum ents w ere adm inistered to students in their c la ssro o m s. T h ey  w ere  
a llo w ed  15 m inutes for the p o litica l-fig u res recogn ition  task and 15 m inutes for  
the p la ce-loca tion  task.

Irish teachers provided in form ation on the grades obtained by students in the  
Interm ediate C ertificate  E xam ination .

D ata w ere co llected  in the U n ited  States early in 1989  and in Ireland in late  
1988  and again in late 1989.

RESULTS

Political Knowledge
T here w ere 4 8  item s on the po litica l k n o w led g e  test w h en  the s ix  item s in 

w h ich  students repeated a person’s title  in the co m m en t sec tio n  w ere exclu d ed . 
On this reduced test, scores ranged from  0  to 4 6 . T h e overa ll m ean score  w as  

1 8 .4 7  ( S D = 1 0 .6 0 ) .  T h e  m ean  r eco rd ed  by Ir ish  s tu d e n ts  ( 2 0 .2 1 )  w a s  
sig n ifica n tly  d ifferent from  that recorded by their U S  counterparts (1 4 .8 8 )  

(F = 4 7 .8 7 ; <#=1,812; pc.O O l). I f  w e  co n fin e  a n a lyses to  the identifica tion  o f  the  

country associated  w ith each  politica l leader (i.e ., om ittin g  the co m m en ts), w e  
find that U n ited  S ta tes’ students correctly  answ ered  an average o f  8 .7 5  o f  the 27  

item s w h ile  Irish students answ ered  1 1 .72  item s.
In the U S  sam p le, and a lso  in each  o f  the six  states, m ales scored  sig n ifica n tly  

higher than fem a les (overall m eans: m ales, 16.8; fem a les, 1 2 .96 ). S im ilar ly , in 
Ireland the overall score for m ales (2 3 .7 1 )  w as h igher than for fem a les (1 5 .0 3 ). 
M ales a lso  had h igher scores in each o f  three co -ed u cation a l sch o o ls .
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TABLE I

PERCENTAGES OF STUDENTS CORRECTLY IDENTIFYING INTERNATIONAL  
POLITICAL FIGURES

Percentage

Total Higher
Political figure Location Sam ple1 US Ireland P< Score

(N:266) (N:548)
1. Daniel Ortega Nicaragua 16.2 21.4 10.9 .001 US
2. Corazon Aquino Philippines 51.3 50.0 52.7
3. Lech W alesa Poland 26.1 12.0 40.1 .001 IRL
4. Bob Hawke Australia 20.4 2.3 38.1 .001 IRL
5. N elson Mandela South Africa 49.2 20.7 77.6 .001 IRL
6. Francois Mitterand France 48.2 19.2 77.6 .001 IRL
7. President Mubarak Egypt 5.5 4.5 6.4
8. Brian Mulroney Canada 12.6 13.2 12.0
9. P.W. Botha South Africa 35.1 12.4 57.8 .001 IRL

10. George Shultz USA 71.9 82.0 61.7 .001 US
11. Li Peng China 49.8 40.2 59.3 .001 IRL
12. General Zia Pakistan 6.3 2.6 9.9 .001 IRL
13. King Hussein Jordan 11.9 7.9 15.9 .001 IRL
14. Colonel Kaddafi Libya 56.5 59.0 54.0
15. Archbishop Tutu South Africa 50.9 28.9 72.8 .001 IRL
16. Margaret Thatcher United Kingdom 83.9 71.1 96.7 .001 IRL
17. General Pinochet Chile 8.9 4.5 13.3 IRL
18. Yassir Arafat Palestine/

Middle East 25.6 26.3 24.8 .05
19. Fidel Castro Cuba 48.1 51.9 44.2 US
20. Ferdinand Marcos Philippines 51.7 53.8 49.5 .001
21. Rajiv Gandhi India 71.6 63.9 79.2 IRL
22. Mikhail Gorbachev USSR 93.4 92.9 93.8 .001
23. Manuel Noriega Panama 11.5 17.3 5.7 .01 US
24. Yitshak Shamir Israel 13.3 9.0 17.5 IRL
25. Ayatollah Khomeini Iran 30.1 30.5 29.6 .001
26. Helmut Kohl W est Germany 28.0 10.2 45.8 .001 IRL
27. James Baker USA 41.4 67.7 15.1 US

Overall Mean Percentage 37.7 32.4 43.0

'Corrected for sample size

T able 1 presents the results in term s o f  p ercentages answ ering  correctly  
ind ividual item s on the international po litica l k n o w led g e  test a lon g  w ith  the  
percentage of respond en ts in each  su bsam ple w h o  identified  the p erso n ’s 

nationality  or h o m e country. In the U n ited  States sam p le, the best kn ow n figures  
w ere, in order o f  recogn ition , G orbachev, Schu ltz , T hatcher, Baker, and G andhi
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w h ile  the least know n w ere H aw ke, Z ia, M ubarak, P in och et, and H ussein . Irish 
students w ere m ost lik ely  to reco g n ize  G orbachev, Thatcher, G andhi, M andela , 
and M itterand and least lik ely  to reco g n ize  N o r ieg a , M ubarak, Z ia, O rtega, and 
M ulroney.

T he m ajority o f  incorrect co m m en ts had little  in co m m o n . S o m e, h ow ever, 
w ere qu ite un exp ected . F idel C astro w as describ ed  as a basketball p layer, 
A rch b ish op  Tutu as a V atican  em p lo y ee , Jam es B aker as a T V  e v a n g e lis t  (an 
o b v io u s a ssocia tion  w ith Jim  B akker), D an iel O rtega as a b oxer, Brian M ulron ey  
as leader o f  the IR A , and perhaps the m ost un lik ely  d escrip tion  o f  all, Y assir  
A rafat w as listed  as an Israeli re lig iou s leader.

For a variety o f  reasons, w e  exp ected  that national figures listed on the political 
k n o w led g e  test w ou ld  be m ore readily recogn ized  in Ireland than in the U nited  
States. B y  com parison w ith the seven  nam ed U S  national figures, the Irish figures  
w ou ld  have been m ore prom inent in the Irish m edia. T he s iz e  o f  the respective  
countries a lso  led to the b e lie f  that Irish figures w ere m ore lik ely  to be know n. 
Our expectations w ere confirm ed. Irish students associated  an average o f  5 .4  o f  
the 7 listed national figures w ith Ireland. In contrast, U n ited  States students 
associated  an average o f  3 .2  national figures w ith the U n ited  States. For U S  
students, the correlation  b etw een  their international and national p o litica l 

k n o w led g e  w as .78; for Irish students the corresponding correlation w as .49. B oth  
w ere statistically  sign ificant.

Place Location
A  sum m ary o f  the results o f  the 2 8 -item  p la ce-lo ca tio n  test is presented in 

T able  2. For the U S  sam p le, the average num ber o f  correct p lacem en ts w as 15.19; 
the correspon d ing  Irish m ean score w as 16.64. T he d ifferen ce  b etw een  these  
scores is sta tistica lly  s ign ifican t (F= 10 .58, <#=1,812; pc .O O l). M ore than 90%  
o f  U n ited  States students correctly  identified  the U n ited  States, the U S S R , 
C anada, and M ex ico  w h ile  few er  than 30%  cou ld  identify  A n g o la , A fgh an istan , 
the Falkland Islands, E thiop ia , Israel, or N e w  Z ealand. O ver 90%  o f  Irish 

students identified  correctly  Ireland, the U n ited  K in gdom , the U S S R , Italy, 
France, and the U S A . A t the other extrem e, few er  than 30%  correctly  m arked  
E thiop ia , A n g o la , A fgh anistan , V ietnam , or Israel.

A  discrim inant analysis w as carried out to determ ine w hich item s on the 
place-location task best discrim inated betw een the Irish and Am erican sam ples. N ot 
surprisingly, Ireland em erged as the major discrim inatory variable. G iven that the 
Irish sam ple had a distinct advantage over U S students on this item , it w as decided  
to om it it from the analysis. W hen Ireland was deleted from the analyses, the 
difference betw een groups rem ained significant (F =3.89; ¿#=1,812; p<.05).
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TABLE 2

PERCENTAGES OF STUDENTS CORRECTLY IDENTIFYING PLACES

Percentage

Total US Ireland Higher
Place Sam ple1 (N:266) (N :548) P< Score

US 94.9 98.5 91.2 .001 US
USSR 96.3 97.0 95.6
Japan 52.0 64.3 39.6 .001 US
Canada 91.7 96.6 86.7 .001 US
France 82.8 72.2 93.4 .001 IRL
M exico 83.3 96.2 70.3 .001 US
Italy 88.5 83.1 93.8 .001 IRL
Sweden 50.7 40.6 60.8 .001 IRL
United Kingdom 79.4 62.8 96.0 .001 IRL
South Africa 64.5 63.9 65.1
W est Germany 52.7 39.5 65.9 .001 IRL
Egypt 47.1 51.9 42.2 .01 US
Vietnam 30.8 38.0 23.5 .001 US
Central America 60.1 75.9 44.3 .001 US
Persian G ulf 36.1 34.2 38.0
Pacific Ocean 81.0 89.8 72.1 .001 US
New Zealand 44.4 29.7 59.1 .001 IRL
Afghanistan 18.7 14.3 23.2 .01 IRL
Poland 41.7 36.5 46.9 .01 IRL
Ireland 67.7 37.2 98.2 .001 IRL
Angola 9.4 6.8 11.9 .05 IRL
Falkland Islands 42.1 24.8 59.3 .001 IRL
Libya 35.2 35.7 34.7
Ethiopia 31.0 27.1 34.9 .05 IRL
Chile 56.1 53.4 58.8
Israel 27.0 27.4 26.5
Argentina 53.6 46.6 60.6 .001 IRL
India 68.8 66.2 71.4

Overall Mean Percentage 56.7 53.9 59.4

'Corrected for sample size

Separate an a lyses sh o w ed  that U S  m ales scored  higher than fem a les (17 .01  
vs 1 3 .20 ) and a lso  in each o f  the s ix  states. S im ilarly  in Ireland, m ales outscored  
fem a les (1 9 .0 0  vs 1 3 .15 ) and a lso  in each o f  the co -ed u cation a l sch o o ls .

S ix teen  o f  the 28  item s used in our p lace-loca tion  task w ere taken from  an 

international G allup  O rganization  (1 9 8 8 )  survey. T he U S  average o f  11 .05  item s  
answ ered  correctly  in the present study com pares favourably  w ith  an average o f
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8 .6  correctly  id en tified  by the U S  G allup  sam p le and w ith  the 6 .9  identified  by 
the 18- to 24 -y ea r-o ld s , the y o u n g est su b section  o f  the U S  sam p le. U S  students  
scored  higher on every  o n e  o f  the 16 item s in the present study than did their  
counterparts in the G allup  survey. C learly , on the basis o f  this ev id en ce , it cannot  
be assum ed that the sam p le  o f  students in the present study w as inferior to the  
general population  in their ab ility  to locate  p laces. T he Irish sam p le  o f  students  
correctly  located  an average o f  10 .79  o f  the 16 item s co m m o n  to both studies.

A n a n a lysis o f  variance revealed  no sig n ifican t d ifferen ce  b etw een  Irish and  
U S  students in their ab ility  to loca te  correctly  the 16 p laces used in the G allup  
su rvey  on the m ap. T hus, the d ifferen ce  in perform ance on  the p lace-lo ca tio n  
task b etw een  Irish and A m erican  students reflected  a d ifferen ce  in ab ility  to  
loca te  the 12 m ain ly  ‘p o litica l h o tsp o ts’ that com prised  the rem ainder o f  the  
p la ce-lo ca tio n  task. A n a ly s is  o f  variance revea led  a sign ifica n t d ifferen ce  
b etw een  Irish and U S  students in their ab ility  to locate  th ese  p la ces (F = 5 8 .1 3 0 ;  
df= 1 ,812; p .< 0 0 1 ) . T he d ifferen ce  rem ained  sig n ifica n t w h en  Ireland w as  
om itted  from  the com parison  (F = 2 6 .2 1 ; df= 1 ,812; /? .< 001).

M any o f  the p laces incorrectly located  m ight be term ed ‘near m isse s ’ . A m o n g  
the m ore co m m o n  errors w ere co n fu s in g  S w ed en  w ith  N orw a y , the Persian G u lf  
w ith the R ed Sea , and W est G erm any w ith E ast G erm any or P oland. W h ile  

app roxim ately  37%  o f  incorrect answ ers cou ld  be term ed ‘near m isse s ’ , roughly  
a third w ere p laced  on the w rong continent.

Performance o f  Irish Students on Intermediate Certificate Geography
T he m ean lev e l o f  perform ance o f  Irish students w h o  took  geograp hy in the  

Interm ediate C ertificate  E xam ination  in 1989 (N :2 2 5 ) w as m arginally  b e lo w  the  
national average (se e  Ireland: D epartm ent o f  E ducation , 1990). N ational data  
w e r e  n o t a v a i la b le  fo r  th e  1 9 8 8  g e o g r a p h y  e x a m in a t io n .  A s s u m in g  
com parability  o f  geograp hy standards from  year to year, it w ou ld  seem  that the  
1988 sam p le  (N :2 7 9 ) w as s ligh tly  ab o v e  average in geograp hy.

Relationship Between Political Knowledge and Place Location
T he correlation betw een  politica l k n o w led g e  and p la ce-lo ca tio n  sk ills  w as  

estim ated  at .67 (p.<0 0 1 )  for the Irish sam p le and .58  {p.<0 0 1 )  for the U S  

sam ple.

DISCUSSION

T he results o f  this study sh ould  be interpreted w ith so m e  caution. First, neither  
the U n ited  States nor Irish sam p les m ay be representative. T he lim ited  ev id en ce
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ava ilab le  su g g ests  that the U S  students w ere substantia lly  superior, in term s o f  
p la ce-loca tion  sk ills , to the national sam p le o f  18- to  2 4 -y ea r-o ld s w h o  had 
participated in the 1988  international G allup  survey, w h ile  the Irish sam p le  w as  
app roxim ately  average in term s o f  ach iev em en t in geograp hy. S eco n d ly , the list 
o f  27  international p o litica l figu res w as based , in the m ain, on figu res w h ich  
featured prom inently  in the U S  m edia; a separate list based  on Irish m edia  
c o v era g e  w ou ld  undoubted ly  have inclu ded  the m ajority o f  the sam e nam es but 
w ou ld  a lso  have had a m ore European bias. T hirdly, w e  su sp ect that the  
procedure w e  used to e lim in ate  students w h o  attem pted few er  than four item s  
on the politica l k n o w led g e  test and few er  than three item s on the p la ce-lo ca tio n  
task, on the assum ption  that th ese  students w ere not trying, contributed to an 
overestim ate o f  U S  stu dents’ scores s in ce  the adoption o f  th ese  criteria resulted  
in the e lim in ation  o f  13.1 % o f  the U S  sam p le but o n ly  1.8% o f  the Irish sam ple.

In the study, Irish students ou tscored  A m erican  students in the identification  
o f  international figures. Indeed , the perform ance o f  the A m erican  students, ev en  
i f  superior to that o f  the general population  and to that o f  18- to 2 4 -year  o lds, 
w ou ld  appear to be poor. A lm o st 40%  o f  them  fa iled  to nam e the country  
associa ted  w ith six  or m ore o f  27 m ajor international po litica l figures; a lm ost 
one-quarter o f  the Irish students fe ll into this ca tegory . T urning to national 
figures, roughly 20%  o f  the U S  students w ere unable to link m ore than on e  o f  
sev en  prom inent p eo p le  w ith the U S . O ver 80%  o f  Irish students correctly  
associa ted  f iv e  o f  sev en  national figures w ith Ireland. T h is fin d in g  w as not 
considered  surprising g iv en  the relatively  sm all s iz e  o f  the country and the  
p ro m in en ce  a fford ed  th ese  p eo p le  in the Irish m edia . N o  doubt, e a se  o f  
iden tification  o f  such figures w as aided by the fact that they are ‘b ig  fish  in a 
sm all p o n d ’ . H o w ever , the superior perform ance o f  Irish students is perhaps 
surprising w hen  on e  con sid ers the d ifferen ce  in age betw een  them  and the 
A m erican  students, particularly if  the students can be regarded as being  at an age  
at w h ich  a rapid acquisition  o f  po litica l k n o w led g e  occu rs (L a n g ev e ld , 1979).

On both the p o litica l k n o w led g e  and p la ce-loca tion  tests, g irls in both  
countries tended to do  le s s  w ell than boys. It m ay be that the gender d ifferen ce  
in p o litica l k n o w led g e  is related to p la ce-loca tion  k n o w led g e . A t any rate, our 
find in gs support those o f  other stu d ies that ind icate that you n g  m ales have a 

greater interest in, and k n o w led g e  of, p o litica l affairs than have y o u n g  fem a les  
(L a n geveld , 1979).

K n o w led g e  o f  current international political figures is not an end in itse lf. W e  
w ou ld  argue, h ow ever, that the ab ility  to reco g n ize  the nam e o f  an im portant 
figure  is a prerequ isite  for  understand in g  the s ig n ifica n t p o litica l issu es , 
institutions, and p o lic ie s  a ssociated  w ith that ind ividual. It represents a m inim um
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co n d ition  for a basic understanding o f  international issu es  as w e ll as en ab lin g  
co m m u n ication  and d ia lo g u e  about im portant p o litica l consideration s. Such  
k n o w led g e  can help  create a le ss  stereotypica l approach tow ards leaders and 
m em bers o f  other nationalities. In the long  run, it can contribute to the creation  
o f  a m ore sop h isticated  e lectorate  w h ich  can u ltim ately  in flu en ce  foreign  p o licy  
issu es in such  key areas as trade, d e fen ce , and foreign  aid. T h e lo w  lev e l o f  
k n o w led g e  o f  m ajor international figu res exh ib ited  by students in th is study  
su g g ests  that am ong a d o lescen ts e ffe c t iv e  understanding and co m m u n ication  
about po litica l issu es rem ains a distant goal.
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