Ideas for exploring controversial issues in PGCE geography

1. Discussing process and outcomes in teaching and learning about controversial issues

This activity focuses students’ attention on planning lessons related to controversial issues. It centres on exploring a range of learning outcomes and processes that might lead to their achievement.  

Resource: List of controversial issues, including some that are contemporary in the national or local media. 

(Climate change and issues related to immigration are examples of issues that occupy a high profile in the media and offer a rich body of resources. Such linking into contemporary issues models the relevance of geography and can exploit the likelihood that students may be discussing these issues among their peers)

Small group activity (groups of 3 or 4)

i) Identify several possible learning outcomes of a lesson or series of lessons on the issue.

ii) How could this issue be used to help pupils understand a key idea in geography?

iii) Discuss possible teaching practices and learning processes which might lead to the outcomes.

iv) Decide which learning outcomes and processes are most relevant and why.

Whole group discussion

i) Each group presents the possible outcomes and processes related to their issue and their decision about the most relevant way of working. The group is encouraged to explore dilemmas in planning lessons on controversial issues.

2. Geography teachers, PGCE students and controversial issues

This activity encourages students to explore the position of geography teachers in relation to controversial issues. 

Activity 1 (initially in pairs or small groups followed by whole group discussion)

i) Think of how geography teachers are perceived by the media.

ii) Look at the list of controversial issues. What position do you think the stereotypical geography teacher would take on these? How does this compare with your own position?
iii) Why do you think stereotypes of geography teachers exist? Does it matter?

Activity 2

Resources: a selection of readings, e.g. Standish’s article and responses; an account of the Humanities Curriculum Project and Stenhouse’s views on neutrality; extracts from the Think Piece.

Before the seminar session:  

i) Read the articles and highlight the key ideas. What issues do these articles raise for you as a geography teacher?

Seminar session (possibly led by PGCE student)

ii) Discuss the issues raised by the articles. Consider whether the warrants for particular approaches are based on ideas about pedagogy or learning, behaviour management, ethics or oriented towards particular social or environmental outcomes?  Should the approach vary with the age of the pupils?

3. Sources and concepts about controversial issues in school geography

This activity encourages students to look at resources and opinions critically and to think about links between particular resources and wider debates in geography education.

Resources: a selection of resources and opinions about environmental issues in geography e.g. from Lidstone and Gerber (about the environmental ethic), Standish (about teachers), Summers, Corney and Childs (about PGCE students).

Activity (initially in groups, then in plenary session)

i) Look at the resources/opinions and discuss the following:

ii) Do resources used in geography promote particular viewpoints?

iii) Does geography promote an environmental ethic?
iv) Is there anything wrong with greenwashing pupils?
4. Moral geography teaching and how to achieve it

This activity encourages students to think about morally careless and morally careful teaching.

Resource: Extract from this Think Piece about morally careless teaching.

Activity (initially in groups, then in plenary session)

Discuss:

i) Do you agree with the ideas about morally careless and morally careful teaching? 

ii) How might these ideas influence your lesson planning and your classroom practice?

iii) What are the implications for assessment?

5. Controversial issues and links to curriculum concepts

This activity encourages students to relate the teaching about issues in geography to wider curriculum aims.

Resource: Extract from this Think Piece, section entitled, ‘How do controversial issues relate to the teaching and learning of geography?’.

Activity (initially in groups, then in plenary session)

i) Identify an issue addressed in geography, possibly one that you have taught.

ii) Which of the values identified by QCA and by John Fiens are relevant to planning and teaching about these issues? Are there any with which you disagree or which you consider irrelevant?

iii) Which of the values are most relevant for the teaching of geography, the teaching of citizenship, teaching about the global dimension and for education for sustainable development?
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http://www.geography.org.uk/projects/gtip/thinkpieces/valuesandcontroversialissues



