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The Geographical Association’s response to the Rose Review of the Primary Curriculum

The Geographical Association is pleased to respond to the Rose Review, within the remit of our mission statement “to further the teaching of geography and the value of learning geography for all”. 

Summary

We believe this review provides a welcome opportunity to ensure that primary children, growing up in the twenty-first century, should experience a strong and coherent curriculum that will provide the foundations to enable them to understand a constantly changing world in which they will live as informed and active citizens. The Geographical Association strongly supports the notion that a future primary curriculum should introduce pupils to learning founded in a broad range of subject disciplines, including geography, each contributing its own essential knowledge, skills and understanding to children’s learning. 

We are strongly in favour of a national curriculum that guarantees all children and young people access to a broad and balanced school curriculum, which will equip them with useful knowledge, understanding, skills and values needed for future active citizenship. We are in favour of slim, subject-based programmes of study that

· Set out broad entitlements to learning, suited to the world into which children are growing up;

· Provide a flexible framework to help schools secure a broad flexible education that meets their own individual circumstances; 

· Provide a resource from which teachers can plan their learning goals and which support progression;

· Promote transition to the next key stage of learning.

We believe the case for geography as an essential component of children’s learning in the primary years is compelling:

‘Geography is distinctive. It educates young people about:

· Place: where places are and why they are both similar and different.

· Connectedness: how physical and human environments are related and how human actions impact on the environment.

· Scale: understanding different scales – from local to national to worldwide.

· Process: why and how the world’s environments, societies and landscapes are changing.

· Skills: how to investigate the world for themselves – fieldwork, mapwork, problem-solving, showing social and environmental responsibility.’

(DfES/GA/RGS-IBG The Action Plan for Geography, 2006)

These concepts are being used successfully across the country within the Action Plan for Geography as a framework to enable teachers to develop effective and imaginative geographical learning and teaching. A future primary curriculum can build on this initiative to ensure that whatever model of subject organisation and balance is adopted, key geographical concepts will be integrated within a coherent and progressive learning experience (as they are in the revised Key Stage 3 curriculum). Geography is also particularly well placed to ensure that key issues in education are included in a persuasive curriculum that engages pupils fully in their learning. The remainder of this response examines the key themes of globalisation, citizenship, ESD, children’s geographies, ECM, creativity, and teachers’ professional development in relation to geography.
Globalisation

Children are growing up in a world in which survival of the individual, cultures and nations depend on the ability to have a clear sense of being part of a highly inter-connected world. It is becoming increasingly important for humans to understand how interdependence is a core concept in explaining how the world operates. It requires them to understand issues at a range of scales: sometimes a local view is needed while at other times a more global understanding is required. Children also need to be aware of the various levels of responsibility they will have in life, whether at a personal scale, within a community or further afield. Studying geographical questions such as environmental change and migration need to begin at primary level as young children today are exposed to such processes in their everyday lives. A study of the wider world is also important in that it develops children’s ability to understand and value cultural diversity and identity. Through this they can also begin to understand how they are a part of a global community. They do this through developing graphicacy – the language of maps that is unique to geography. In the 21st century this also includes Google Earth, satellite imagery, GIS and GPS systems in addition to the more traditional paper maps, globes and atlases. Graphicacy skills are an increasingly important part for the success and survival of both the individual and the nation.

Citizenship

The section above identifies how children need to develop an understanding of the many ways in which they perform as citizens. In an increasingly interconnected world, geography gives them the skills and understanding to see how they can be citizens at a range of scales, whether it be through community and civic participation or at a more global scale. As they begin to study how and why people move around the world, how the need for security acts upon their lives and how the foundations of social justice may be established though active projects in school, they will develop a sense of understanding about how people around the world have both similar and contrasting points of view to their own. By learning about other people and places, children can begin to develop a sense of what matters to them and begin to understand the world beyond their own immediate experience: the environment provides a very effective way of engaging children in such issues.

Education for sustainable development (ESD)

Geography is essential for the success of the Government’s Sustainable Schools Strategy. Its focus on place, connectedness, scale, processes and skills all help children develop their understanding of, and respect for, people and nature. The eight doorways of the Framework all have a strong geographical focus. For example, studies of real issues in travel and traffic at a local scale can begin to develop children’s understanding of more complex issues at a wider scale, for instance evidence for impact of air travel on climate change as they transfer from primary to secondary schools. In many ways, the Framework’s view of curriculum, campus and community models geography’s concern with place, connectedness scale and process. By building real world investigations into the school curriculum, it becomes possible for children to experience at first hand how what happens in school has direct links with the wider world. An example of this would be how closely connected the school is to the wider world though the food that is consumed on the campus. At a local scale it might involve the use of locally sourced food, seen through visits to producers, while at a global scale how far some foods and packaging travel before being consumed. Sustainable Schools can be a means of involving and empowering children with their local community and beginning to understand how to begin to tackle problems we face rather than actually solve all of them. Some sustainability issues are very complex and a strength of geography is that it can help children begin to understand the world and value their place within it. Children are able to do this if they feel valued and that their worlds and experiences are a respected part of school life. The new primary curriculum could most usefully draw on the extensive research and writing that is taking place in the geography education community in the field of children’s geographies. 

Children’s geographies

The concept of children’s geographies is based on the fact that all pupils bring to school a great deal of geographical experience: they know the shortest route to the sweet shop, they have a favourite place to play and feel safe, they read labels on their clothes saying which countries they were made in. By starting with these understandable and meaningful experiences we can widen and deepen their knowledge and understanding of the world. This approach to learning has the strength of being flexible enough to personalise learning to support children in developing a commitment to learning that will last a lifetime, knowing that it is of relevance to them. 

Recent thinking in the learning and teaching of geography offers a new primary curriculum the concept of ‘geographical imaginations’ as a creative way forward, using children’s geographies as a starting point. Geographical imaginations is the term used to describe how we make sense of the world based on our everyday geographical experience and using the concepts of place, connectedness, scale, process and skills to organise and understand these experiences. Such a child-initiated starting point also allows teachers to include aspects of personal, social and emotional development into a meaningful curriculum, yet avoiding a sense of overload by seeing them as ‘separate’ subjects, and as a means of making effective, coherent links with other parts of the curriculum. This may be illustrated by the following example: if children are engaged in studies of where their food comes from, how it is grown and how it is important for healthy lives, the work will have a clear geographical and scientific content, but will also provide opportunities to think about the personal choices they make, how buying certain food affects the people who produce it and encouraging them to develop emotional perspectives in such areas as how animals may be treated. The strength of the children’s geographies approach is that it personalises teaching and learning because it is based on physical, real world experiences in which relevance and authenticity dominate the curriculum. In addition, it enables children to begin to see other places through the lens of their own world and begin to question and challenge knowledge and ideas. This valuing of children through an active geography curriculum strongly supports the thinking behind the Every Child Matters Agenda.

Every Child Matters (ECM)

Children’s lives become central in the children’s geography approach to learning. This will act as an excellent foundation in the new primary curriculum for geography to be a leading subject in ensuring the success of the ECM initiative. It will do this in many ways. In line with the Learning Outside the Classroom manifesto, geographical studies will enable children to build good relationships beyond the school through visiting speakers and visits on geographical themes, giving them insights into the wider world. Geographical fieldwork will also introduce children to new and exciting environments they will not have previously experienced. If this is begun in primary schools, it will expose children to new places to explore in safe and healthy ways as they go through life, based on the excellent models teachers will devise based with guidance from the Independent Council for Outdoor Learning. All of these actively promote the objectives of the ECM agenda. By providing a range of geographical experiences, the new primary curriculum will also provide learning environments to support a range of intelligences and learning styles identified in the 2006 ‘Good Childhood Enquiry’, in which relevance and authenticity are identified as being central in a curriculum that actively supports the Every Child Matters agenda. By becoming actively engaged with the environment from primary school years, children will be able to experience projects in which they can make a positive contribution and promote economic well being. An example of this might be the identification of a part of the schools grounds that could be environmentally improved by developing habitats for plants and animals. This will engage them in land-use studies, examining microclimates and assessing the attractiveness of places. Children could choose some planting that is both sustainable and which could be sold to generate resources to develop the grounds further. Geography is an essential part of the curriculum to ensure out of classroom activities are an integral part of school life.

Creativity

Geography introduces children to a wide range of issues and ideas from many people and places around the world. These include how people move around the planet, where food and water supplies come from, cultural diversity and identity, how places are being changed by human activities and how we are increasingly interconnected with other people and places. All of these learning experiences will provide children with opportunities to think critically of creative ways in which they can raise their own aspirations and achievements by actively taking part, at scales appropriate to their age, in geographical activities designed to help them understand how they are not simply living their own lives, but have amazing connections around the world. It will be important to introduce children to these ideas in primary schools to ensure they have sufficient time to explore ideas about sustainable and creative futures. This will also support the transition from primary to secondary school, as children will have already been introduced to key spatial (geographical) ideas. Futures education has for some time been a valuable tool for developing creative geographical enquiries that help young people begin to consider what may happen in their own lives, what life skills they will need and the importance of life long learning.

Implications for initial teacher training and continuing professional development

The review of the primary curriculum provides an excellent opportunity for the teaching profession to benefit from more personalised professional development in intellectually innovative ways. Working together on the Action Plan for Geography, the Geographical Association and the Royal Geographical Society already have extensive national experience of supporting the personalisation of teacher’s professional development in both primary and secondary school geography. A new primary curriculum in which teachers are intellectually involved in course design and content will require opportunities to gain expertise in the key geographical concepts outlined at the start of this paper and how they may be integrated into the learning experiences they create for young people. 

All initial teacher training students will also need a solid introduction in all curriculum areas: at present some courses only require them to study the learning and teaching of history or geography. Even if the new curriculum adopts a more integrated use of subjects such as humanities programmes, teachers will require a very clear understanding of how all areas of human learning contribute distinctively to the development of educated young people. If an all-Masters profession does evolve, a new curriculum might provide a relevant focus of research at M level to engage teachers in ensuring that the experiences children have in primary schools really do reinforce to pupils that every child does matter. The Geographical Association looks forward to actively engaging in this process and already has in place a UCET – Geographical Association protocol on the cross-recognition of qualifications.
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