Illustrating pupils’ views on ESD in geography

This document illustrates the ways in which some pupils think about ESD in relation to geography lessons. It draws on findings from a classroom-based study of Year 9 pupils’ conceptions and experiences of school geography (Hopwood 2007, forthcoming). The pupils themselves chose the names to be used in writing about them.

Lisa describes herself as an ‘eco-friendly’ girl. She lives in a rural area, likes to go horse riding, uses a Greenpeace pencil case, and is personally committed to the idea of protecting nature. This personal agenda is closely related to the way she describes school geography. She says it is about ‘consequences of people on the earth’ and that by studying geography, pupils learn how to protect nature.

Conversations with Lisa revealed that the term ‘development' has strongly negative connotations for her. She does not associate development with improvements in quality of life, social or economic progress. Rather it brings to her mind ideas of the spread of human settlements into what were previously natural environments. She remarked ‘Everything is constantly growing, it's always happening around you, you build a housing site, more people come from different places, then more things are built... it just carries on, it is never ending’. From Lisa's perspective, development is inherently contrary to the protection of nature, and should in many cases be prevented. 

Jenie, on the other hand, emphasises people (rather than the environment) in her encounters with ESD. Her interests focus on ‘what's happened to people and what they are doing to help people’. She thinks it is important to learn about ‘how people feel and things’. Her personal perspective holds that it is wrong to hamper improvements in people's quality of life, happiness, or well-being for the sake of protecting environmental resources.

Ryan describes school geography as ‘trying to work out how we can make development so it most of the time makes everyone happy and in sustainable way’. He sees the subject as playing an active role in shaping better futures – ‘trying to get information about how we are developing information to help us… research what has to be done to keep things sustainable’. He values learning in geography in which ‘you can see which countries in the world need developing (and) what is important for each country’. Describing his personal dispositions towards other people around the world he said ‘It's just instinct. What can I do to make the world better? When I think of that I think of poor people and people who aren't as lucky as me... yeah that's to do with geography’. Ryan talked of dual requirements to help people and protect nature, for many reasons not least because future generations will depend as we do on their physical environment.

How do pupils' views about ESD influence their learning?
The same task may be imbued with different meanings by different pupils. Also, the way a pupil interprets and approaches classroom experiences may be quite different from the way the teacher had in mind. This is not necessarily a bad thing, and one might argue that a healthy geography classroom is one in which pupils find space to bring what is important to them into their work. However the examples below certainly demonstrate that there is often more to pupils' learning in ESD than is immediately apparent from reading their written work or observing their contributions in class. 

Pupils in Lisa's class had been studying population structures in the UK and Tanzania. At the end of the unit they were asked to design a board game based around what they had learned. Lisa's game was not unlike many of those produced by her classmates, involving a series of squares around which players progressed, and a set of questions relating to fertility and mortality which were used to advance or retreat players around the board.

Through talking to Lisa it became apparent that there were many hidden layers of meaning to board game. She related her learning to human impacts on the environment, explaining that as she saw it increases in population lead to detrimental impacts on nature as ever-larger settlements encroach on natural land.

In a lesson in which pupils were asked to consider ways people living in the rainforest cope with physical extremes and might improve their quality of life, Lisa's commitment to protecting the environment featured strongly in her learning, though less evidently in her written work. She went through the motions of the task, describing human adaptations to rainforest environments, but afterwards said the most important thing she had learned was ‘you realise how useful they (rainforests) are and if you cut them down its gone for ever’. Her view at the end of the lesson was that all steps should be taken to ensure no further deforestation in the tropics.

We may recall that Jenie places particular importance on people's well-being and quality of life. In a class debate about human activities in the Amazon, she argued strongly in favour of deforestation on the grounds that it would improve people's lives through development. Afterwards she commented ‘I am not looking at it from a tree's point of view’. Jenie's work on sustainable development related tasks were consistently found to be approached by and meaningful to her in relation to people. When asked to choose what she felt was the best indicator of development, she selected ‘quality of life', later explaining ‘because it's really important how people feel, if they're happy with it or whatever’. In an empathy-based task relating to a banana grower in the Caribbean, Jenie argued that someone can be happy with a basic life provided they get time to spend with their family and friends. 

We can see Jenie's own beliefs influencing her engagement in these tasks, and ultimately the nature of her learning about sustainable development. This becomes all the more striking when we consider Ryan's interpretations of the same tasks.

In the debate Ryan argued against deforestation. His argument was both empathetic with nature (urging his classmates to imagine what it would be like to be a tree which got chopped down) and related to potential human costs (future generations might suffer as a result). Ryan's engagement in this learning experience drew on ecological perspectives and people-focused viewpoints.

It seemed that his view on sustainable development as involving both human progress and minimising impacts on nature became a source of difficulty for Ryan in later tasks. He found it hard to choose a single indicator of development, and talked of the need for development to be considered from a perspective of equality and justice for different people: ‘I think it's important to learn about making it fairer’. In the empathy task he argued strongly with his friends that although the banana grower claimed to be reasonably happy, we should not take this at face value, but rather should think of how difficult life would be on such a small income. This seems to have close parallels with Ryan's self-proclaimed instinct for thinking about people less fortunate than himself. 

We can see how the differing personal agendas and beliefs people to bring with them to geography lessons can infuse with the tasks they encounter to construct dramatically different meanings and learning outcomes. These differences may often lie under the surface of pupils' written work and comments in class, and thus may not be evident to a teacher. The strongly ‘green’ agendas Lisa brought to her learning were not readily apparent, but were nonetheless integral to her learning experiences.
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