“Opening our Minds Eye”

Fiona Reynolds

- geography’s role as a discipline for life (45 mins).
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Introduction

I’m a geographer!  A fully paid up member of the club.  I think geography, talk geography, make decisions based on a geographical approach.  My particular passion – Hoskins and landscape evolution.  As a result, I’m not entirely unbiased as a speaker here this evening.

And, as a result, I may also be a little bit blind to some of the challenges geography and geographers are facing.  And perhaps, dare I suggest it, so are other geographers – perhaps even some of you.  So I’m taking as my theme tonight threats to geography and what it represents, in the hope that it might stimulate debate at your conference here.

A world that ignored geography

Perhaps the biggest threat of all is irrelevance – what would our world look and feel like if we ignored geography? 

· kids spending their whole lives without seeing trees; 

· turning on the tap in Kent and there’s no water; 

· wildlife confined to outdoor ‘zoos’; 

· huge growth in resource poverty, with access to natural and 
cultural experiences affordable only by a wealthy minority; 

· coastlines and riverbanks engineered to ‘protect’ economic 
assets from flooding and change etc.

Fundamental risk that as a society we don’t see the connections between resources and their distribution, and the political and social forces which shape their use; that we don’t understand how things came to be as they are; the relationships between people and places; or how systems operate and might respond to changing forces or processes.

In other words, geography is an essential life skill, helping people understand the relationship between people and place, systems and processes whether social or physical, and what makes our world tick.  Pretty fundamental in my view!

Not a new challenge – our organisations have been championing geography as critical to a healthy society for over 100 years.

Shared history of our organisations 

Both set up in the spirit of Victorian philanthropy – the GA in 1893; NT in 1895
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Been on a shared journey:

· started during the Enlightenment, scientific investigation, 
romantic notions of scenery, physical processes and the 
environment 

· response to the gross inequalities of 1890s, birth of 
‘entitlement’ for all to a high quality environment - ‘open air 
living rooms’, and start of a more global awareness eg link to 
trade and the abolition of slavery

Those founding principles still relevant today - access to and understanding of a high quality environment critical for people’s health and wellbeing, connecting the local to the global. The debate today is changing – it’s more political and dominated by business rather than science.  And we are less good at thinking in the round, holistically; public policy has become silo’d and geography, instead of being seen as a discipline which can unite everything, has been pushed into its own silo.

The place of ‘taught’ geography today

Geography has been a casualty of the way teaching and learning is going.  It’s both a life science and a social science, but the desire to categorise and specialise has made it harder for cross-disciplinary subjects to thrive.  In recent years there have been concerns about the quality of teaching in junior and early secondary years; poor curriculum development and fieldwork provision; and a decline in popularity of geography post 14.  Numbers of pupils opting to study GCSE at 14 have fallen by 25% in the last 10 years and there are now only 35,000 studying geography at AS level.

The excellent action plan for geography was designed directly to address these issues and others, by:

· raising its profile, through good communication, 
ambassadors and consciousness-raising

· providing excellent support for teachers 

· ensuring that the curriculum and its teaching continues to 
develop and recognise developments within the subject and 
the wider world

Key objective – to raise the inspirational qualities of geography, often delivered through out of classroom and fieldwork.  These can often be, literally, life-changing experiences, yet if they are lacklustre or poorly delivered the potential of geography is not realised

The role of geography in the modern world

Yet the role of geography in understanding the world around us has never been more critical, particularly in the face of new pressures such as climate change.

We’ve always known the environment does not respect political and policy boundaries, but now decision makers are beginning to wake up to this and the potential for geography to help us manage a changing and complex world has never been greater:
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Just some examples:

· New spatial approaches to planning and managing natural 
resources that work with the way the environment functions - 
catchments and coastal cells

· Restoring nature at a landscape scale, moving away from 
just focusing on protected sites.

· Green infrastructure critical to supporting quality of life – 
sustainable communities need access to high quality green 
space on their doorsteps

· Future management of and choices about key resources – 
energy, soil etc – depend on our understanding of geography 

· Water as the defining element of the future for people and 
wildlife – changing landscapes, settlements, economies – 
both in quantity (too much, too little) and in quality

Society is having to respond to changed pressures and needs, yet too often people feel disengaged from their environment, the decisions that affect their local patch and quality of their lives.

There are similar dangers for geographers and the environmental movement – disconnection from peoples’ lives and values; a language of our own, communicating with ourselves; presenting problems not solutions; struggle to translate complex science into meaningful reality

We’ve all been through a period of declining public and political interest and relevance; we must now recognise and prepared to change our approaches to meet needs of C21st society.

Shared challenges:

· Raising people’s self-awareness, helping them appreciate 
and value the places rich in beauty and history in ways that 
improve their health and well-being and don’t take the places 
for granted

· Giving people the life skills, confidence and tools to take 
more control in shaping their lives and the world around 
them

· Helping people better understand the need to adapt to the 
forces of environmental change

· Engaging people to move from a passive interest to active 
involvement in improving their local environment

· Seizing new opportunities to empower people as consumers, 
helping them to express their values through spending 
choices which benefit the natural and cultural environment 
eg local, seasonal and 
sustainable food

Working together – what can the Trust do 

What can we do?  Let me set out some of the ways in which I hope the National Trust can help.

Huge role in formal learning (Learning Vision published 2003):

· 500,000 school children pass through NT properties every 
year –massive contribution to out of classroom learning

· Long term relationships with schools – Guardianship 
Scheme – recognised by OFSTED as enhancing learning 
relationships and experiences

· a wide range of practical activities that support the National 
Curriculum

· enabling children to get involved first hand in worthwhile 
practical conservation projects exploring and connecting with 
their local environment 

· growing role in adult learning including formal and informal
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Major provider and protector of natural and cultural resources (which we hold ‘for ever’), enabling access for formal study and protection of the intrinsic resource, and a resource for the development of sustainable management techniques:

· 10% of the country’s SSSIs which we no longer manage as 
islands but as part of a landscape-wide approach

· 650,000 acres of land including 700 miles of coastline which 
we are seeking to manage sustainably

· 350+ major historic houses open to the public which we must 
sustain ‘for ever’

· 20,000 vernacular buildings from barns to back to backs

· and a vast number of special places which illustrate how we 
used 
to live and work: archaeological sites, forges, a 
workhouse 
etc etc  
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And last but not least, campaigner:

· RWL coalition (Party manifestos for 2005 election, 
NFER/Kings College research)

· Providing an evidence base (Changing Minds)

· Government’s Outdoor Manifesto launch 

Still working hard to achieve NT requirements for Out of Classroom learning:

· Establish out of classroom learning (OoCL) as a compulsory 
part of the National Curriculum 

· Embrace OoCL within OFSTED and the QCA ie verifiable, 
measurable standards

· Provide new support (including finance) directly to schools to 
enable them to provide high quality OoCL opportunities 

· Facilitate enhanced partnerships between schools and OoCL 
providers through investment in on-line resources (such as 
Engaging Places), dedicated OoCL coordinators and funds 
for infrastructure investment

· Support training - ‘Competence’ breeds ‘Confidence’, 
generating 
‘Commitment’.   Primary and secondary school 
teachers need confidence to take groups outside the 
classroom.  The Teacher Development Agency review is an 
opportunity to embrace OoCL within wider skills 
development.

Huge opportunities to demonstrate the ‘real world’ contribution to learning and enhance pupils’ enjoyment, learning and skills through access to the real thing.

Even more important, places where we are learning how to manage places and resources sustainably ie for ever, for everyone. 
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Personal reflection on the way geography has shaped my life, work and play

Finally, a personal word.

I was lucky as a child to grow up in a family where geography was our common language – we are all obsessed by maps and places (Hoskins and a complete set of OS maps my Desert Island Discs choice!); three of the five Reynolds sisters did geography degrees (all five did geography A level) and ended up as committed environmentalists, working in different fields.  And two of my daughters have just made their GCSE choices and have chosen geography, to my delight, because they enjoy it, not because I told them to.

But they are a declining minority, and we have a lot to do to raise the profile of geography in the wider world.  Not just because we are passionate about it – though we are; but because, quite literally, we can’t live without the skills, knowledge and insight that geography provides.  

The Action Plan and related activity is a tangible step forward, but we need to do much more to demonstrate the essential contribution geography makes – not only in understanding and managing the complex world we live in today, but to giving us any hope in the even more challenging task of managing it for tomorrow.

Fiona Reynolds
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