GTIP Think Piece - Fantastic Geographies

Suggestions for a PGCE session

Beginning teachers, many of whom are recent graduates from university geography departments are potentially a much-needed connection between school and academic geography. They can help facilitate through their developing professional practice in schools a renewal of this much needed subject-based dialogue.

Below is an outline of a university-based session for beginning teachers, the aim being to explore the potential impact of new academic geographies on the secondary curriculum. It is timetabled during the autumn term after PGCE students have completed 3-4 weeks of their first placement and carried out lesson observations and experienced some teaching. The session is presented as an opportunity to explore an aspect of geography that beginning teachers have really enjoyed as undergraduates and simultaneously to consider the potential of their ‘fantastic geography’ for the school curriculum. The specific aims of the university session are to:

1. identify an area of geography they particularly enjoyed as an undergraduate – that was ‘fantastic’

2. plan a medium term scheme of work (minimum of 5 lessons)  based on this geography

3. critically engage with the idea that geographical knowledge is socially produced and consider its impact for teaching and learning geography.

The session is divided into 5 distinct stages:

Stage 1: Pre-session reading

The following literature is essential pre-session reading. The aims are both to:

· illustrate the nature of contemporary geographies that are available for use in teaching and 
· establish that planning for teaching and learning first and foremost requires beginning teachers to think with their geography (despite the emphasis within schools about ‘how are you going to teach this?’)

The readings also help provide alternative perspectives on what we might mean by ‘school geography’.
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connected lives, Teaching Geography, 32, 2, pp. 80-83.

Cook, I. et al (2007) It’s more than just what it is: Defetishising commodities, 

expanding fields, mobilising change…, Geoforum, 38, pp. 1113-1126.
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Stage 2: Setting the scene for ‘Fantastic Geographies’: Exploration of the existing Geography National Curriculum

It seems essential that prior to embarking on their own course of curriculum development, beginning teachers have the opportunity to explore critically the existing geography curriculum. The following questions enable beginning teachers to do this. These questions have been applied to both Curriculum 2000 and the new national curriculum (QCA, 2007). Other curriculum documents can also be introduced to support discussion, such as the QCA schemes of work. 

· What kind of geographers might have written this curriculum document? 

· What geography or geographies are represented?

· What are the 'big concepts' from the discipline that appear to provide the organising framework for the geography national curriculum?

· From the content of the document what appears to be the subject's distinctive 

purpose(s)?

· Has anything been left out of the geography national curriculum?

· What are the current strengths and weaknesses of the geography national curriculum? 

· What are the strengths and weaknesses of the notion of a geography national curriculum? 

Stage 3: Classroom geography 

The questions above seek to engage beginning teachers in early critical consideration of the geography national curriculum as a statutory requirement. Beginning teachers, however, also need to reflect upon how this statutory framework is interpreted differently by schools. Following a review of the curriculum documents beginning teachers can then consider the kinds of curricula, geographical content, resources, teaching and learning strategies and forms of assessment they have observed during their initial/early school placement, as well as the geography they have taught thus far. This sharing of experiences enables beginning teachers to appreciate the very diverse interpretations of the geography national curriculum that exists and supports a wider consideration of the current nature of school geography and its associated subject dilemmas.  

Stage 4: Fantastic Geographies

In the light of the issues identified in stage 2 beginning teachers go on to consider the relationship (if any) between school geography and the geographies they have encountered at university. They also identify an aspect of university geography (or another type of more personal geography) that they feel would be ‘fantastic to teach (and hopefully to learn!) They individually complete a medium-term planning framework for approximately 5 lessons that addresses: 

· The geographical questions they might want to pursue via their Fantastic geography

· The geographical ideas they plan to teach

· Possible sources of information/resources - for them and pupils

· Potential teaching strategies: although this is not significant at this stage

The medium term planning framework offers a window into beginning teachers thinking about the ‘what’ but also the ‘how’ of teaching their fantastic geography. The following questions can be used to facilitate their thinking and to establish a rationale for their scheme of work: 
· If geography is a diverse discipline, then what other aspects of geography could be or would you like to see included in the school curriculum?

· Are some of these geographies appropriate only for certain age groups?

· What might be some of the issues associated with including these geographies within the school curriculum?

· What might be the advantages of including these geographies within the school curriculum?

Stage 5: Rationale for ‘Fantastic Geography’

Having completed their outline scheme of work beginning teachers are then invited to explore in more detail the ‘why?’ of teaching certain kinds of geographies. This critical engagement, in particular, recognises that geographical knowledge is not simply an explicit codifiable entity/object (based on an implicit or explicit realist/positivistic philosophy) to be delivered through the school geography curriculum, but rather emphasises that knowledge is embedded within and inseparable from social practices within specific historical and cultural sites. Thus how knowledge is developed and acquired would seem to be an important part of any curriculum decision making process and that beginning teachers, with limited teaching experiences, consider critically the nature of the geographical knowledge they are planning to teach. 

The following questions can encourage beginning teachers to think about both the curriculum possibilities of their ‘fantastic geography’ and fundamentally about the nature of geographical knowledge and its competing conceptualisations and its significance for subject specialist teaching.

	Epistemological issues related to planning, teaching and learning geography(ies)
	Curricula/educational potential

	· Who produced this knowledge?

· How was this knowledge produced?

· Why was this knowledge produced?

· In what sense is this knowledge tentative? 

· In what sense is it durable?

· How can this knowledge be improved?

· What are the effects of this knowledge?

     (i.e. what meanings does this knowledge 

     make possible and impossible 

· In whose interests does it work?

· What is the work this knowledge does in

     the world?

· What alternatives are there to this way 
     of thinking?
	· Why is this fantastic geography? for you?

· Why is this fantastic geography for pupils?

· Why do you think it is important for pupils to study this fantastic geography?

· In what ways is this fantastic geography different from the types of geography you have seen in school to date?




Where next?

The 5 stages identified above provide an initial framework for enabling beginning teachers to think, plan and teach with their geographies. In addition they are able to consider the type of subject transformation that may need to take place in order to ensure accessibility of this geography to a specific age group. However, the real dilemma is that the university session on ‘fantastic geography’ might remain a simple planning exercise for beginning teachers that has little or no impact on school geography unless other important developments take place within the training programme. With this in mind a range of strategies can be used to embed the ideas associated with ‘fantastic geography’ into the school geography curriculum more effectively:

1. Beginning teachers need to have structured opportunities to critically discuss and evaluate their thinking about the nature of the discipline alongside any engagement with matters of pedagogy.

2. The ‘Fantastic Geography’ scheme of work is a required focus for discussion within a training session during the main school placement. The session can be led by the beginning teacher and a professional development opportunity for the mentor.

3. The fantastic geography scheme of work is actually taught and evaluated during a school placement. Ideally this should be a requirement built into a school placement. 

4. The fantastic geography scheme of work is a formal course assignment.

5. A copy of the scheme of work is given to the mentor/geography department for subsequent use, if desired.

6. Fantastic geographies become an element of mentor training which could include beginning teachers presenting their ideas and schemes of work. Mentors thus have access to new ideas and multiple ‘fantastic geographies’.

7. Schemes of work and associated resources could be made available to schools via electronic means.
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