
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rget20

The Geography Teacher

ISSN: 1933-8341 (Print) 1752-6884 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rget20

Using the Case of Resource Extraction in Mongolia
to Interpret the Bakken Formation of North
America

Aaron Kingsbury

To cite this article: Aaron Kingsbury (2015) Using the Case of Resource Extraction in Mongolia
to Interpret the Bakken Formation of North America, The Geography Teacher, 12:3, 118-127, DOI:
10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053

View supplementary material 

Published online: 14 Jan 2016.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 61

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rget20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rget20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053
https://doi.org/10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rget20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rget20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-01-14
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-01-14


118

Lesson Plan

The Geography Teacher 12 (3): 118–127, 2015
Copyright © 2015 National Council for Geographic Education
ISSN: 1933-8341 print/1752-6884 online
DOI: 10.1080/19338341.2015.1119053

Using the Case of Resource Extraction in Mongolia to 
Interpret the Bakken Formation of North America

Aaron Kingsbury
Division of Liberal Arts 
Mayville State University 
Mayville, North Dakota, USA

Overview of the Lesson

Is it fair to guess that the majority of your students know very little about Mongolia? The 
case of Mongolia provides geography teachers in North America an excellent opportunity 
to bring the “global” into our classrooms to better situate and understand our “local.” 
This series of lessons starts with the foreign and exotic. It shares some of the physical and 
cultural landscapes of Mongolia, including the sights, sounds, and smells of the semi-/no-
madic steppes. It also covers many of the transitions of this developing country to a market 
economy and the multitude of infrastructural problems faced by citizens in its capital, 
Ulaanbaatar. With this established, the lesson shifts to add one vital component to the 
cultural evolution of the country.

Recent discoveries in Mongolia have uncovered over $1.3 trillion in untapped min-
eral assets. The opportunity for rapid industrial and socioeconomic development exists. 
Although now only a few years into this extraction, considerable social-economic and 
ecological changes to the people and places of Mongolia are occurring. Mongolia serves 
as an excellent example of how troublesome economic development through resource 
extraction can be.

Would it also be fair to assume your students know little about North Dakota, Montana, 
Saskatchewan, or Manitoba? Or even the extensive oil boom presently occurring in the 
Bakken formation of North America? This series of interactive lessons permits students 
to apply what they have learned about Mongolia to ultimately link back to and explore 
resource extraction in North America. Students are encouraged to compare and contrast 
the socioeconomic and environmental changes across both regions. Overall, students will 
gain familiarity with the country of Mongolia, the region of the Bakken formation, and 
be able to apply concepts such as “the resource curse” to better understand the roles of 
resource extraction in global poverty and uneven development.

“This series of 
interactive lessons 
permits students 
to apply what 
they have learned 
about Mongolia 
to ultimately link 
back to and explore 
resource extraction 
in North America.”
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A corresponding base set of PowerPoint slides with original photographs and maps of 
both regions is available free of charge from the author (www.mayvillestate.edu/about-
msu/more-info/employee_directory?demo=2&view=empl&eid=253; see also Supplemen-
tal Material).

Grade Levels

While I typically use this in introductory college geography, it could easily be adapted for 
secondary education and AP Human Geography students.

Time Required

While the basics of this lesson could be completed in one 60-minute class, it is suggested to 
extend the lesson into an entire unit. The inclusion of additional videos and treatment of 
topics such as the historical background to both regions, semi-/nomadism and contempo-
rary nomadic lifestyles, Chinggis Khan, the concept of core-periphery, the economic (and 
cultural) rise of China, and/or the physical geographies of the Steppes and the Prairies 
could easily fill a series of classes.

An Introduction to the Resource Curse

Long-held conventional wisdom argued that the greater collective natural resource wealth 
of a country, the more advantageous it would be to its development. Over the last few 
decades, a sizable body of literature has been published contending the opposite. Rather 
than being beneficial, natural resources have been shown to negatively affect a coun-
try’s development and governance (Clapp 1998; Ross 1999; Rosser 2006; Moran 2013; 
Morrison 2013). Termed the “Resource Curse” or the “Paradox of Plenty,” a wealth 
of natural resources is argued, in example, to strengthen the resiliency of authoritar-
ian regimes, increase corruption and the dominance of local elites, contribute to en-
vironmental destruction, and/or trigger violent conflict. Additionally, working within 
globalized commodity markets, developing countries with economies reliant on single 
commodity natural resource exports are at considerable disadvantage (Rosser 2006; Mo-
ran 2013). While a body of dissenting literature exists (see Rosser 2006 for a more 
complete literature survey), applying the concept of the “Resource Curse” remains a 
pragmatic tool in deciphering the meaning, use, distribution, and importance of resources 
globally.

Preparation and Usage Notes

This series of lessons is interactive and includes a variety of methods to draw students 
into the materials (i.e., hooks), opportunities to generate and expand on ideas (i.e., kin-
dling), and a chance to collect and display their ideas before transitioning to new topics 
(i.e., bridges). Furthermore, numerous opportunities to incorporate deep readings, sharing, 
group work, quick writing, chunking, and multisensory processing are also provided.
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As I teach in North Dakota, the majority of my students typically have first- or second- 
hand experiences with the oil boom in the Bakken formation, but no knowledge of 
Mongolia. As such, I start with the exotic (i.e., Mongolia) and then slowly get them to 
link their experiences in the Bakken to the Mongolian case. Teachers in other regions may 
find starting with or transitioning into a more substantial unit on the Bakken formation 
a more practical approach. Various reading materials and documentaries on the oil boom 
in the Bakken formation and resource extraction in Mongolia are freely available on the 
Internet. Suggestions are included in Tables 1 and 2.

National Geography Standards

Geography for Life, National Geography Standard Addressed

#16.  The changes that occur in the meaning, use, distribution, and importance of re-
sources.

Students utilize photography, investigative journalism articles, documentary film, and 
multiple forms of critical and cartographic analysis to first explore and then compare/con-
trast the implications and significance of resource extraction to the people of Mongolia 
and the Bakken formation in North America.

Table 1. Suggested Materials for Mongolia

Readings Link Notes

Moran, T. 2013. Avoiding the “Resource 
Curse” in Mongolia. Peterson Institute for 
International Economics. Policy Brief 
Number PB13-18. July.

www.iie.com/publications/pb/ 
pb13-18.pdf

A more complicated read, but excellent 
review of the resource curse and 
Mongolia

Snow, K. 2011. Goldman Prizewinner Shoots 
up Foreign Mining Firms in Mongolia: 
Western Deceptions and the Extinction of 
the Nomads.

www.consciousbeingalliance.
com/2010/12/post-2

A deeper look at cultural changes with 
photographs

Weidman, T. 2012. “Vanishing Cultures 
Project on Mongolia’s Nomads.” The Big 
Picture, News Stories in Photographs.

www.boston.com/bigpicture/2012/12/
mongolias_nomads.html

Changes to Mongolian culture in 
photographs

Wegner, N. 2013. The Dark Side of 
Mongolia’s Mineral Boom. The Atlantic. 
February 12.

www.theatlantic.com/international/
archive/2013/02/the-dark-side-of-
mongolias-mineral-boom/273079/

Good background information

Videos Link Notes

Journeyman Pictures. 2012. “Mongolia: 
The Big Dig.” Produced by V. Altman, 
I. Altschwager, M. Leitch, and G. 
Wilesmith. 

www.journeyman.tv/64800/short-
films/the-big-dig.html

Documentary on mining and the 
challenges it is placing on the Mongolian 
environment and its nomadic traditions 
(< 30 min)

Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. 2009. “In 
Mongolia, A Changing Nomadic Way 
of Life.”

www.rferl.org/media/video/1893179.
html

Documentary on changes to nomadic life, 
reasons herders are leaving the livestock-
based economy, and herders now working 
at legal and illegal mining operations.

Turquoise Hill Resources. 2012. “Oyu 
Tolgoi Copper-Gold Mining Complex, 
Mongolia.”

www.youtube.com/
watch?v=UoY5cVIdVMU

A short film describing Mongolian mining 
by industry leaders Ivanhoe Mines.

Source: A. Kingsbury.

http://www.iie.com/publications/pb/pb13-18.pdf
http://www.iie.com/publications/pb/pb13-18.pdf
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/02/the-dark-side-of-mongolias-mineral-boom/273079/
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/02/the-dark-side-of-mongolias-mineral-boom/273079/
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/02/the-dark-side-of-mongolias-mineral-boom/273079/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UoY5cVIdVMU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UoY5cVIdVMU
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Ancillary Standards

 #1:  How to use maps and other geographic representations, geospatial technologies, and 
spatial thinking to understand and communicate information

 #4:  The physical and human characteristics of places
 #6:  How culture and experience influence people’s perceptions of places and regions
 #9:  The characteristics, distribution, and migration of human populations on the Earth’s 

surface
#11:  The patterns and networks of economic interdependence on the Earth’s surface
#13:  How the forces of cooperation and conflict among people influence the division and 

control of the Earth’s surface
#14:  How human actions modify the physical environment
#15:  How physical systems affect human systems

Geographic Skills

•  Students will gain familiarity with the country of Mongolia and the larger-scale socio-
cultural and environmental changes resulting from resource extraction.

Table 2. Suggested materials for the Bakken formation

Readings Link Notes

Associated Press. 2014. Bakken Oil Fields 
Mark Billionth Barrel of Oil. 

www.foxnews.com/us/2014/04/30/
bakken-oil-fields-mark-billionth-
barrel-oil/

A brief and easy to read overview

Brown, C. 2013. Life in the Boom: Oil 
Riches Call—and Family Life Waits. 
November 12.

https://newsela.com/articles/dakota-
oilboom/id/1779/

Variations of this article exist based on 
student Lexile score.

Lewis, M. 2012. Problems surrounding 
the Oil-Boom in Northwestern North 
Dakota.

www.geocurrents.info/news-map/
economics-news/problems-
surrounding-the-oil-boom-in-
northwestern-north-dakota

One-half page summary

NASA Earth Observatory. 2012. Gas 
Drilling, North Dakota: Natural Hazards, 
November 12.

http://earthobservatory.nasa.
gov/NaturalHazards/view.
php?id=79810

A satellite image of the Bakken formation 
at night that is usable/pan-able in Google 
Earth.

Videos Link Notes

BBC News. 2014. “Men Here Are 100% 
Worse... They’re Animals. Life in a 
North Dakota Oil & Gas Boomtown.” 
March 13.

www.youtube.com/
watch?v=djHs7g3xg0k

A 9-minute news segment on rising crime 
rates and sociocultural challenges facing 
rural North Dakota communities located 
at the heart of the oil boom.

PBS News Hour. 2012. “North Dakota 
Boomtown Struggles Trying to Keep Up 
with Demand.” August 8.

www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/business-
july-dec12-boomtown_08-07

A 9-minute news segment exploring instant 
towns, “man-camps,” and the radical 
social, economic, and environmental 
changes affecting Western North Dakota.

Prairie Public Broadcasting. 2012. “Faces of 
the Oil Patch.” May 17.

www.youtube.com/
watch?v=5GWMpEnK3Vg

This hour-long documentary goes into 
more depth on the social, economic, and 
environmental challenges facing various 
communities in and the new arrivals to 
the region.

Source: A. Kingsbury.

http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/NaturalHazards/view.php?id=79810
http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/NaturalHazards/view.php?id=79810
http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/NaturalHazards/view.php?id=79810
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=djHs7g3xg0k
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=djHs7g3xg0k
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5GWMpEnK3Vg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5GWMpEnK3Vg
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•  Students will be able to use the experiences of Mongolia to help make sense of the im-
pact of resource extraction on the people and places of the Bakken formation in North 
America.

•  Students will learn and be able to apply concepts such as “the resource curse” to better 
understand global poverty and underdevelopment.

Opening the Lesson

1.  Ask the students to name as many countries in East Asia as they can (Slide 2; Supple-
mental Material).

2.  Elicit the images and stereotypes students have of East Asia. Typical answers will likely 
associate the region with being high-tech, crowded, historical, politically charged, and 
a leading source of contemporary pop culture (e.g., manga, anime, Hello Kitty, and 
sushi; Slides 3-6; Supplemental Material).

3.  Show a larger map of the region and elicit what country they feel has the largest econ-
omy (Slide 7; Supplemental Material).

4.  Have students leave their desks and explore the manufactured goods around the class-
room (e.g., reading lamps or computers), noting source of origin. Note that contem-
porary China has 20 percent of the population of the world, and its economic rise is 
changing the dynamics of the entire region (and the world; Slide 8; Supplemental 
Material).

5.  Revisit the map of East Asia, asking what country has the fastest growing economy 
(Slide 9; Supplemental Material).

6.  Mongolia: Have students write everything they know about historical or contemporary 
Mongolia on a sheet of paper. This paper is to be saved and then revisited after the 
completion of the unit (Slides 10-11; Supplemental Material).

7.  Outline the plan for the day/week (Slide 12; Supplemental Material).

Developing the Lesson

 1.  Introduce a broad overview of the country, including population dynamics. A focus at 
this point is the fact that almost 50 percent of the population is involved in herding, 
typically in a semi-nomadic lifestyle. Indeed, Mongolia is home to one of the last re-
maining nomadic cultures in the world (Slide 13; Supplemental Material).

 2.  Expand on the relationships between the physical environment of the Steppes, the 
historical necessities and contemporary realities of a semi-nomadic lifestyle, and how 
this has shaped Mongolian culture. A series of attributed images include those por-
traying the realities of life working in a Cashmere factory; the sights, sounds, and 
smells of livestock grazing on the Steppes; the meat dominant cuisine; and housing of 
contemporary semi-nomadic people (Figures 1 and 2). Key components of Mongolian 
culture and its relation to the physical environment are to be highlighted. (NGS 4, 6, 
11, 14, and 15; Slides 14-20; Supplemental Material).

 3.  Break students into groups to discuss nomadic life on the Steppes.
“Could you thrive in this environment? Why? Why not? What are some possible positives 

and negatives?”
Students take notes, review notes, and summarize. This provides a chance to check 

students for understanding and engagement. Use a graphic organizer to draw some 
pros/cons on the board following group work (Slide 21; Supplemental Material).

 4.  Following the Cold War, Soviet financial support ends, leading to severe economic 
hardship.

“... Mongolia is 
home to one of 
the last remaining 
nomadic cultures in 
the world.”
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Numerous hard droughts and freezes in the 2000s result in the starvation of en-
tire herds. Climate change and land mismanagement (e.g., overgrazing) has led to 
desertification. Elicit from students their opinions on what likely results. Livelihoods 
disappear, resulting in a rapid urban migration and considerable strain on air quality 
(NGS 9 and 15; Slides 22-24 Supplemental Material).

 5.  Use photographs of traditional ger housing now interspersed among the modern apart-
ment blocks of the capital, Ulaanbaatar, and uncollected trash in the city streets to 
illustrate the ill effects of rapid urbanization on overextended municipal services. Di-
vide students into small groups to brainstorm ways to mitigate these conditions. This 
is an excellent opportunity to discuss how such a situation might be dealt with differ-
ently in North America (Slide 25; Supplemental Material).

 6.  “Mine-golia”: The Great Hope?
There is now an estimated $1.3 trillion in untapped mineral assets such as copper, 

gold, coal, and tungsten. Mention that mining exports have risen from $1.3 billion 

Figure 1. Life on the Mongolian 
Steppes. Source: A. Kingsbury. 
(Color figure available online.)

 

 
 
  

 

 
 
  

Figure 2. Cashmere factory near 
Ulaanbaatar. Source: A. Kingsbury. 
(Color figure available online.)
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(2007) to $2.3 billion (2010), and now comprise over 80 percent of total exports. This 
is predicted to increase to near 100 percent of all exports soon (FIFTA 2013). Many 
of these resources are destined for China. Considerable changes in the social-cultural 
and environmental landscapes of both rural and urban Mongolia are happening. The 
proximity to China reduces the transportation costs of the mined materials and helps 
supply the increases in demand of Chinese manufacturing (linking back to the pro-
ducers of most of the electronic equipment in the classroom). This trend will continue 
exponentially (Slide 26; Supplemental Material).

 7.  What is the “resource curse?”
In pairs, students answer the question based on a pre- or in-class reading (e.g., Mo-

ran 2013; Wegner 2013). Answers are then elicited to the board. Suggested answers 
are included in the slide notes (NGS 13 and 16; Slide 27; Supplemental Material).

Alternatively, teachers may wish to have students develop the idea of the resource 
curse on their own. The conversation could begin by first asking students to identify 
possible economic benefits to resource development. With this established, have stu-
dents explore potential detriments to a society when resources are developed.

 8.  What are the positives and negatives for Mongolia?
This is a deep reading that can be linked to Snow (2011), Weidman (2012), Moran 

(2013), and/or Wegner (2013). Students work in groups to compile positive/negative 
lists. A more comprehensive list of suggested answers is included in the slide notes. 
Positive examples include increased employment rates and new infrastructure. Nega-
tive examples include the rise of survival prostitution, a disruption of (even possible 
extinction of) nomadic lifestyles, and a growing Mongolian nationalism coupled with 
anti-foreigner sentiments (NGS 4, 11, 13, 14, and 16; Slide 28; Supplemental Ma-
terial).

 9.  Show the map of Mongolia with major extraction sites and transportation routes. 
This map is an excellent example of the kinds of infrastructure typically constructed 
for resource extraction. Start conversations about the construction of new railroads 
and who is (and importantly who is not) benefiting (Figure 3; NGS 13 and 16; Slide 
29; Supplemental Material).

10.  A series of videos on the sociocultural changes affecting Mongolia might be shown.

 

 

Figure 3. Mongolia with major 
transportation networks and 
extraction sites.
Notes. Based in part on Snow 
(2011), map created by Muto- 
Kingsbury Emiko. (Color figure 
available online.)
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Concluding the Lesson (s) and Bridging to North America

1.  Pre-open Google Earth with the downloaded NASA image of the Bakken formation 
at night. This should be zoomed out to show the entire North American continent. 
(Alternatively, have students do this; NGS 1.)

Starting with the known (e.g., lights around Los Angeles in the United States), 
slowly move across the continent and have students identify locations with clus-
ters of high illumination before ending by zooming in to the Bakken formation. 
Have students guess what is happening in a place like rural North Dakota. Explain 
that the Bakken formation is radically changing the entire landscape of American 
energy.

Note: A map of the Bakken formation with current and planned extraction areas is 
also available at the end of the PowerPoint slides (Slide 34; Supplemental Material).

2.  Have the students write a one- to two-page reflective journal entry (possibly as a low-
scored assignment completed for homework) on where the Bakken formation is and 
what is happening there. Students find and read at least three newspaper articles on 
positive or negative changes to the people or places in the Bakken formation. Students 
then relate those changes to and/or challenge the ideas and arguments presented in 
readings on the resource curse. A goal is to answer the question: “Is extraction in the 
Bakken formation a blessing, a curse, or both?” (Slides 30-31; Supplemental Material).

3.  A series of videos on the sociocultural changes affecting the Bakken formation might 
be shown.

4.  Linking what they found doing their reflective journal entry, have students watch the 
documentaries and compile lists of positive and negative changes affecting the people 
and places across the Bakken formation.

5.  For the following class, break the students into groups to conduct a more in-depth 
comparison and contrasts of environmental and sociocultural change in Mongolia and 
the Bakken formation. “What can the case of Mongolia teach us about extraction in North 
America and other parts of the world? What can be done to obtain the benefits of extraction 
without experiencing the negatives?” (NGS 4, 11, 13, 14, 15, and 16).

6.  Have students return to their original brainstorming paper and again write everything 
they now know about Mongolia (and North Dakota; Slide 32; Supplemental Material).

7.  Get students to link cultural diffusion, cultural evolution, and food. Faced with a lack 
of economic opportunities at home, over 30,000 Mongolians have moved to South Ko-
rea for jobs in heavy industry. In Korea, many developed the habit of eating kimchi, the 
omnipresent national dish. Although hundreds of varieties exist, a commonly found 
version is fermented and spicy-sour Napa cabbage. The consumption of kimchi has dif-
fused back to Mongolia, and it is now both available in some local supermarkets and 
slowly becoming part of the Mongolian diet. You can also buy it at most Asian specialty 
stores in North America, and I find serving it to students a nice way to end the week. 
The strong aromas and flavors always divide opinion. (NGS 9; Slide 33; Supplemental 
Material).

8.  Finally, teachers of students with access to ArcGIS for Desktop should be aware of the 
potential to transition to a series of free GIS training exercises working with data on 
the rise of homelessness brought about by the Bakken oil boom.

http://learn.arcgis.com/en/projects/homeless-in-the-badlands/

Formative and Summative Assessment

Goals are assessed via in-class elicited responses pre- and post-unit with written and oral 
brainstorming sessions.
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A reflective journal assignment is included. This could be a subjective assessment as 
to the sociocultural and environmental changes affecting the people living in the Bakken 
formation or a comparison of the Bakken formation and Mongolia.
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