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Here, I argue that as things stand the future of geography in UK schools is bleak, but it doesn’t have to be that way. 

My interest in geography, as a school and university student, was in its ability to explain physical and social phenomena. I wanted to know how to interpret and predict the weather. I was interested in theories of development and sought to understand where solutions to world inequality might come from. Today, this explanatory power of geography has been eroded by changes in the subject over the past twenty or so years. However, I want to qualify this statement by saying that the changes I outline describe the direction in which the subject has been pushed by academics, textbook publishers, examination boards, government agencies and probably also the GA. Yet, teachers themselves retain a degree of freedom about how they choose to teach the subject. It is harder to make statements about how teachers are delivering the curriculum, but my guess is that there is a combination of both the old and the new in classrooms today.


Firstly, the relativisation of knowledge in geography has undermined its explanatory potential to a large degree. The argument presented is that all knowledge is political and so no one version is better than any other. Hence, knowledge becomes knowledges and geography geographies. Critics will tell you that this viewpoint makes me a positivist, that I see all knowledge as hard and factual. But this is to deny the dual nature of knowledge, which can be both objective and subjective (i.e. can be held in common or it can reflect a personal perspective). In geography this has led to a focus on subjective stories, traditional accounts, alternative theories and a view of culture as static and historically rooted. While some of these accounts are fine, in and of themselves, they have frequently replaced an examination of grand narratives, causal relationships and the pursuit of truth, taking away geography’s explanatory potential.


Secondly, in the absence of a search for truth the subject has looked for a new rationale for both education and research. This has increasingly been found in ethics. Since the 1980s academics have discussed moral geography and ethics and geography. These ideas were incorporated into the curriculum in the 1990s with ethics of environmentalism, cultural tolerance, social justice and equity being identified as learning objectives. Given the relativisation of knowledge it was now seen as okay to teach a particular socio-political perspective.


The third development is the global turn of the late 1980s. Mirroring declining attachment of electorates to the nation state and the rise of politics at the international and non-governmental levels, the geography curriculum has embraced “global issues”. These include development, population, pollution, climate change and globalization, which are discussed as global problems rather than problems at the level of the nation state. But the rejection of the traditional political framework is indicative, and contributes, to issues being divorced from a political context. When students are asked to make connections between the local and the global, in effect, socio-political issues are being reposed as moral problems for individuals to consider in terms of their personal values and behaviour. But then this is the purpose of “global issues”: they are about an examination of the self not something to be solved in the outside world. No longer are these issues there to be intellectually or even politically interrogated. In fact the main moral benefactors of geography’s global ethics are Western governments and Western dominated intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations who use the language of global ethics to intervene is so called “failing states” of the South. In essence, global ethics are not so global after all – they are Western in origin and serve Western purpose, reinforcing global injustice between the developed and the developing world.


Tying geography to vocational objectives through the introduction of key skills and so forth adds a further layer of direction to student thought, action and disposition that is not necessarily geographic, but there is not time to develop this point in this speech.


What are the problems with these new directions in geography? Firstly, a curriculum focused on values, ethics and dispositions of students’ amounts to an attack on their intellectual and political freedom. The humanities should be a window for students to learn about the human condition and its potential to improve the world for the better. The study of people in other places and other times helps students to learn about the variety of human behaviour in different environments and social conditions, providing insight into the purpose and meaning of humanity. Through such a study students learn to make moral judgments for themselves that helps them to develop into adults. However, a curriculum focused on the values and ethics of students has pre-given ideas with respect to the environment, development, culture and a Westernized version of justice. Its advocates will tell you that this is not the case, that students are free to make up their own minds, and to some extent this is true: students can reject the ethics embedded in the geography curriculum. Nevertheless, most students will follow the teacher’s lead and frequently the curriculum is presented in a narrow way that leads students towards a particular ethical stance. 


Significantly, this has changed the nature of geography education. It is no longer about learning for understanding and truth. Its new ethical goals support a particular Western socio-political perspective that seeks to stabilize the status quo (this might help to account for the degree of cooperation between the government and the geographical associations in the recent past). And they have the nerve to call this citizenship education. In the words of John Huckle, “Values education can be seen as a form of therapy; an excuse to change the individual student rather than the structure of the school or the wider society” (Huckle, 1983, 61). But this is the opposite of the original meaning of citizenship, which was to equip the individual with intellectual and moral capacity to guard against a tyrannical government. 


A second problems with global ethics is that they present a misanthropic view of humanity: destructive rather than creative with respect to the physical environment; dominated by a cultural past rather than transformative of the culture of the present; and, unable to solve “global problems” which are recast as moral problems necessitating individual actions. However, the sum of these individual actions will not change the world for the better. The only outcome of this ethical approach is a negative interpretation of people’s capacity to change the world for the better, which will lead to further disillusionment with the subject and society.

 
But, the future of geographic education is up to us. We shape the subject as we see fit. There is plenty that geography has to offer students in terms of understanding contemporary spatial dynamics. This is its draw. Its explanatory power is what brought me to the subject and keys into young peoples intrinsic desire to learn. This will only happen if:

· The subject focuses on academic rather than socio-political goals, which necessitates moving beyond some of its post-modern assumptions, especially the idea that all knowledge is subjective

· We use the explanatory power of geography to develop a more human-centred world view emphasizing the positive capacity of people to understand and shape their world

· We develop a better understanding of social theory and how it can be applied to interpret contemporary social change

· We raise our expectations of student learning and offer them some insight into our adult understanding of global change
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