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A COMMENT BY PAULA COOPER
THE IMPORTANCE OF GEOGRAPHY

· Geography is essentially the study of the inter-relationships between human and physical environments, impacts of people on places and places on people. The world is its field of study 

For me, as a Head of Geography, school Geography is powerful, important and necessary now and for the future because:

· Geography is unique. It involves distinctive knowledge, skills, technologies, concepts, and issues.

· Pupils are participants in the subject. Geography actively involves pupils in better understanding the world, in recognising that the world can change and that they may influence this change – as engaged citizens (or not)

So, THE SUBJECT INVOLVES UNIQUE CONCEPTS, KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS AND TECHNOLOGIES

THE KNOWLEDGE

· School geography values knowledge and objectivity, it builds vital knowledge of places, cultures, locations, issues. Sound knowledge is a necessary context for developing understanding. The subject helps pupils appreciate the nature of facts: that they may be biased, selective and may change.

· However, school Geography should encourage pupils to be demanding and to question facts. Lessons should not be about facts and knowledge alone. My pupils may not know where everywhere is and the capital of everyplace but they know exactly how to find out because school Geography develops skills.
THE SKILLS

· Geography teaches pupils to locate, interrogate, select, evaluate, synthesise and transform information and particularly to handle spatial data.

· Map skills and fieldwork skills are distinctly the geographer’s. 

· Critical analysis is crucial, question everything and accept nothing. Pupils of all ages are capable of critical thinking and of giving a view. To encourage this is a vital part of helping them to become independent and lifelong learners.

· Geography involves pupils in prediction and decision-making, this is closely linked to their involvement in the subject

THE TECHNOLOGIES

· School Geography covers innovative ICT, virtual technologies, GI, Digital mapping, GPS – all of these relevant in wider academic and commercial fields and no other subject approaches technology in this way.

· Transferable, employable

THE CONCEPTS

· Geography concerns unique big ideas: place, process and change, scale, links between human and physical spheres, interdependence, a unique view of current issues like sustainability and globalisation, and the complexities of environmental management. These issues are often used by politicians and the wider media and therefore it is vital they are understood … 

THE ISSUES 

· Geography is concerned with environment and hum interactions and so it deals with issues that are happening now but that are also connected to the future.
· Geography is the only subject to deal with these issues, for example, climate change, impacts of migration, feeding the world’s population… our distinct knowledge, skills and technologies allow us to explore and examine these world changing matters.

· Contrary to the expectations of pupils, some teachers and parents, in studying such issues, Geography often raises questions to which there may be no clear answer. Pupils must accept uncertainty and be confident to offer educated comment and participate in argument, it is in the very nature of the issues we study. This is an attraction and the challenge of Geography.

It is impossible to consider such issues and concepts without encountering values, attitudes and views

SCHOOL GEOGRAPHY OFFERS PUPIL THE UNIQUE OPPORTUNITY TO PARTICIPATE, THEIR EXPERIENCE AND VIEWS ARE IMPORTANT

· Geography is about places and people: pupils are people and familiar with (some) places thus they are intimately involved in the subject.

· Geography encourages pupils to investigate places familiar and unfamiliar; to develop, justify and support their views, to listen, appreciate and question what they hear; be critical and analytical; lessons should provide multiple perspectives, reasoned discussion and alternative standpoints

· Offering a view alone does not constitute geography BUT to be able to offer or assess views is vital. My pupils are not taught what to think or care about but rather that they can think their own thoughts. This is not to say that their opinion will go unchallenged or that anything goes. 

FURTHER STRENGTHS

· Geography has a huge resource base (although care should be taken with texts as they can be influenced by publisher decisions, in some schools there is a move away from set texts)

· Geography has a committed professional body of teachers, very good at sharing best practise

· Innovation within school geography developments at GCSE (pilot), KS3 (redrafting of KS3), KS5 (consultation on A levels), raised profile and investment, development of the Action Plan, Hums and geography specialist school status, the work of the GA and RGS/IBG in fostering culture of professional development and discourse and creativity

· Recent change in Geography simply part of its ongoing history of change, it is a dynamic subject that changes with the world it studies.

CONCLUSION

Why Geography is important now and in future …

· It is exciting, enjoyable, personal, challenging, vital, huge potential to be inspiring and creative, pupils find it interesting and motivating

· It is unique in skills, knowledge, concepts and coverage of relevant issue

· It gives pupils the opportunity to change the world, or at least to recognise their potential participation and to appreciate that their actions as consumers, thinkers, future voters/professionals/parents may have consequences. Geography helps pupils to see themselves as important engaged citizens

· As the world changes, so does Geography. It is a dynamic subject, always relevant…

· Perhaps the aim of Geography is to educate to live sustainably in an interdependent world and to value and care for the planet and its inhabitants. This may be a loaded or morally questionable or idealistic intetntion But such humanitarian values enrich lives, and if you disagree Geography allows us to discuss and challenge it!

· That’s what school geography is about – it is that big and that important and it is utterly necessary

However, geog is often not an easy subject to teach in school.

Acknowledge challenges

· Image and public understanding and the value placed on it by others

· Uptake, for some

· Curriculum challenge, squeezed out, non-specialists

· Poorly conceived and careless school geography

· All pervasive citizenship, hijacking elements of Geog curriculum, worthy yet potentially politically loaded. Ironically Geog has much to offer

· Studying the world! The very fact that makes Geog unique yet also an issue for us as it is necessary to start some where/generalise/simplify, need to look for an entry point, teacher’s professional decision, can be accused of dumbing down and making loaded choices

· Pupils are young, come to us with experiences, opinions, values and attitudes that colour their response to the resources and questions we present them with, requires sensitivity 

· Political decisions influence what happens in schools, all based on a political agenda, inescapable for us as geographers so individual teacher decisions about what happens in the classroom are influential, need care

· Teachers must be sensitive, necessary for teacher to be critical and foster critical understanding otherwise implicit ethics are transmitted

· Planning and resourcing a geography curriculum that reflects the rapidly changing world is challenging, practical difficulties of fw and GS   

Further points

· Clearly there are certain prejudiced views that are not tolerated but I have rarely met with pupils who express such views

· Pupils come to lessons with opinions and values that some might think I want them to think – deforestation is bad, aid is good, Africans are poor, George Bush is responsible for climate change. 

· Recently some of my year 8 pupils voiced the view that the Amazon rainforest environment should not be protected at the expense of basic human needs, some presented ideas for sustainable management while others argued strongly for the benefits of development for economic gain. The opinions of a 12 year old, some at least, may be, as a result of inexperience and immaturity, simplistic and idealistic. At a young age it is difficult for them to fully appreciate the economic necessities of deforestation or the politically loaded issues of tied aid.

· Teachers are also participants in the world we are studying, pupils should be aware of this. School geography allows us to model the attributes of a good geographer and to, at appropriate times, offer and justify our opinions to pupils. Pupils should be allowed to question.
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