Improving pupils’ geographical understanding in the primary and lower secondary phases of the school curriculum

Trevor Bennetts

In his recent criticisms of the current state of geographical education in primary schools and the earlier years of secondary schools, David Bell, the Chief Inspector of Schools, drew specific attention to the need to improve the quality of pupils’ geographical understanding.  The aim of this paper is to explain why achieving such an improvement is, to a large degree, dependent on teachers gaining a clearer grasp of the nature of understanding, in general, and geographical understanding, in particular; and a fuller appreciation of the relevance of this for teaching and learning.  

What is Understanding?

The concept of ‘understanding’ is not readily amenable to a precise definition; it is a ‘fuzzy’ concept.  This is largely due to the popularity of the term, which can have different meanings when applied to different things, such as: the meaning of a word; the nature of a particular feature, event, activity or process; the circumstances surrounding an event; and the intentions or attitudes of an individual or group.  It is sometimes even applied, in a very general way, to an individual’s grasp of a complex field of study, such as geography.  However, we can identify some of the characteristics of understanding.  At the core of the concept is the notion of ‘making sense of’ or ‘giving meaning to’ something - whatever that something is.  This usually involves making connections and comprehending relationships.  It often, though not always, involves explanations; and, invariably, it implies going beyond what is directly accessible to our senses, or beyond the information which is at hand.  

Understanding is essentially a product of experience, ideas and mental processes, and the relationships between them (Figure 1).  The experiences which inform and influence our ideas and thinking are derived from many sources, both direct and indirect.  Although children’s acquisition of direct experience, and of information from secondary sources, is a gradual process, by the time they begin their formal education most will already have built-up a considerable store, especially from experiences and activities in their home and in the surroundings which are familiar to them.  During their years of primary and secondary schooling, that store will be greatly extended, both through the curriculum and in that part of their lives which is spent beyond school.  Inevitably,

the nature and richness of pupils’ experience will vary according to the environment and circumstances in which they live; and, therefore, will vary between school catchment areas, and between pupils within a teaching group.  Simon Catling and others have argued strongly that
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Figure 1.  The Roots of Understanding

teachers of geography should take more account of children’s personal experiences (Catling, 2003).  Carefully planned fieldwork, both in the locality of a school and in more distant places, can offer rich opportunities for direct experiences that enhance learning. 

The ideas which we develop, and which help us to make sense of our experiences, are usually expressed in the form of concepts and generalisations, which at more advanced levels, form the building blocks for conceptual models and theories.  Ideas vary greatly in their degree of complexity, abstraction and precision; the extent to which they are linked to other ideas; and their significance within particular fields of knowledge.  Young pupils learn to identify features in their environment, to recognise types of activity, and begin to formulate simple notions about relationships.  Later, they are able to make sense of less tangible qualities, interactions and relationships; and of conditions and practices which are remote from their experience.  One of the challenges for teachers is to determine which ideas are most relevant to their pupils’ future learning, as well as to their current interests and capabilities.  Another is to develop techniques which are likely to be effective when introducing pupils to new ideas; or helping them to extend, refine or replace their existing conceptions.

Learners engage actively in the development of their own understandings, through their use of a wide range of mental processes.  Such active involvement is necessary, for example: to generalise from experiences; to formulate and develop ideas; to make links and explore relationships; and to apply ideas to the interpretation of experience and information.  Language has an important part to play in this process, as it is mainly through language that we conduct our thinking and communicate our ideas.  Geographical studies require the development of language and can contribute to its development.  In the context of geography, it is reasonable to interpret the term ‘language’ as including maps and diagrams, as well as literary modes.     

In lists of educational goals and assessment targets, understanding is often presented as a category, to be distinguished from knowledge, skills and values.  But these broad qualities are linked in complex ways.  In particular, it is often difficult to discriminate between understanding and knowledge, because the term knowledge is frequently used in a way which encompasses understanding.  However, when used to classify assessment objectives, knowledge tends to be applied to information which is accepted as being accurate or valid, and which pupils are candidates are expected to recall; while understanding has more complex and more subtle attributes.  The development and application of understanding is often dependent on intellectual skills or competencies; and the understanding of human behaviour often involves attitudes and values.   

What is Geographical Understanding?

While it is important for all teachers to appreciate, in a general way, what is meant by ‘understanding’, it is also important for teachers of geography to be familiar with what is distinctive about geographical understanding.  This presents something of a challenge because geography, as well as understanding, is difficult to summarise satisfactorily in a succinct statement.  This is due largely to the diversity of its content, as revealed by the range of its branches and research areas; the breadth of its methodologies, spanning the physical sciences, the social sciences and the humanities; and its dynamic character.  The history of the discipline during the second half of the twentieth century was one of significant development and shifting emphases. However, despite the scale and complexity of the changes, the discipline can be characterised in terms of a number of persistent perspectives which, to varying degrees in different periods, have directed the focus of its research and teaching.  While geography is essentially the discipline which is concerned with ‘the study of the Earth’s’ surface as the space within which the human population lives’ (Haggett, 1990), it focuses particularly on: 

· the physical and human environments and processes, at the Earth’s surface;

· relationships between people and environments;

· the character of places;

· the significance of location and spatial patterns, interactions and relationships; 

· the relevance of place, space and environment for human welfare.

Such perspectives have described by a number of distinguished academic geographers who have sought to provide an overview of the discipline (Pattison, 1964; Haggett, 1965, 1972, 1990; Taaffe, 1974; Smith, 1977; Allen and Massey, 1995; Matthews and Herbert, 2004).  Although the priorities of an academic discipline should not necessarily determine the curricular content and structure of a school subject, a discipline is a rich source of ideas which can enhance pupils’ understanding.  It seems to me reasonable to expect the geography curriculum in schools to introduce pupils to some of the main ideas associated with the characteristic perspectives of the discipline                

Many school geography courses, especially in secondary education, are organised thematically.  This arrangement increases the likelihood of teachers introducing ideas from associated systematic branches of the discipline.  Indeed, many parts of the geography curriculum make use of:

· ideas that are distinctively geographical - in the sense that they are closely associated with the geographical perspectives;

· ideas which have their origin in a related discipline or field of study; and

· very general ideas which are relevant to all or most disciplines.

Some geographical educationalists have emphasised the third type (e.g. Leat, 1998, 2000); and there is an element of this in the National Curriculum specifications for the subject, which use ‘patterns’, ‘processes’ and ‘change’ as organising concepts.  Arguably, the planning of geography curricula would be better served by focusing on those ideas associated with the geographical perspectives and themes, which are most appropriate for each key stage.

Implications for the KS1-3 Geography Curriculum

The nature of the geographical understanding intended for primary and secondary school pupils has important implications for key elements of curriculum planning and for teaching and learning.  These elements include: 

· specifying learning targets;

· selecting content and activities;

· designing, selecting and using teaching and learning resources;

· the interaction between teachers and pupils;

· structuring courses to support progression in learning;

· assessing and reporting pupils’ learning; and

· evaluating and revising courses.

A few examples may serve to indicate how the analysis presented in this paper can be applied to such elements, as a step towards improving pupils’ understanding.

The programmes of study and attainment target for geography in Key Stages 1-3 of the National Curriculum give no more than a very broad indication of the understanding which pupils are expected to attain.  They offer broad general statements, which contain very few geographical ideas.  While allowing considerable freedom of interpretation, they provide little guidance about the nature and quality of understanding intended.  When preparing their schemes of work, teachers need to identify and analyse: the ideas to be introduced or developed; the relationships to be explored; the sort of explanations which will be most appropriate for the capabilities of the pupils; the types of experiences and information that would help to inform and illuminate pupils’ understanding; and the thinking activities that appear to be most effective in helping them to make sense of their learning.    

When the focus of attention shifts from curricular planning and preparation to the actual practice of teaching and learning, we are concerned more specifically with the educational activities in which teachers and pupils engage, both inside and outside the classroom; the effective uses made of the environment and secondary resources; and the productive interaction between teachers and pupils, and between pupils.  There is an urgent need for more research into which activities offer good opportunities for the development of pupils’ geographical understanding, and how they need to be conducted to be effective.            

One of the main challenges facing teachers of geography is how to structure and support their pupils’ progression in understanding within the subject.  This is especially pertinent when considering what advances individual pupils might make over a significant period of schooling, such as the 9 years of key stages 1-3 of the National Curriculum, during which their capabilities can be expected to develop as a consequence of their maturation, as well as the expansion of their experiences.  Progression in understanding involves much more than the sequence in which curricular content and activities are organised, because it is concerned with a range of dimensions, or qualities, associated with advances in understanding.  These are all linked, either directly or indirectly, to pupils’ ideas, experiences and mental processes.  I suggest that the qualities which are particularly significant to progression in geographical understanding are:

· distance from experience - in terms of the relevant experiences we can draw upon and how easily we can link these to whatever we are trying to make sense of; therefore, this is not simply a matter of spatial distance;

· complexity - as produced by the number of variables and their interrelationships, and the challenge of identifying key elements and recognising significant patterns and relationships;

· abstraction - a quality specifically related to ideas and ways of thinking.  The more abstract an idea, the greater the gap between it and its exemplars;

· precision - concern for accuracy, exactness and avoidance of unnecessary ambiguity; therefore, more than just measurement;

· connections and structure - and their role in how we deepen our understanding and organise our thinking;

· broadening the context in which explanations are expressed - in geography, fuller and more satisfactory explanations often involve a widening of contexts, whether spatial, temporal or processes;

· association of understanding with mental abilities - the relevance of the quality of thinking involved in developing and improving our understanding; and

· association of understanding with affective elements - e.g. when understanding involves beliefs, preferences, attitudes and values, whether in the subject matter, and/or in the minds of the pupils.  Concepts such as ‘development’, ‘sustainable development’ and ‘human welfare’ are value laden and open to dispute.

Assessment offers the means by which teachers can monitor the quality of their pupils’ geographical understanding, the progress that they are making, and the support that they need.  However, this practical use of assessment, as a curriculum tool, requires formative rather than summative assessment; and, because of external pressures, it is the latter which currently dominates assessment in both primary and secondary schools.  Effective development of formative assessment should take account of what we know about the general character of understanding and, more specifically, the nature and quality of the geographical understanding which we intend pupils to develop and which we consider to be appropriate for their capabilities.  Thus, assessment of understanding might be based on tasks which require pupils to:

· outline the meaning of specific ideas and illustrate their application;

· describe or explain the links and relationships between ideas;

· interpret experience or information by applying relevant ideas;

· apply cognitive skills to the search for meaning (i.e. tasks which require students to go beyond recall in demonstrating their understanding).

Suitably designed formative assessments can be used to help pupils improve their understanding, and enable teachers to adjust their courses to meet their pupils’ immediate needs.  Designing and making effective use of such assessment is dependent on teachers being clear about what sort of geographical understanding is appropriate for their pupils, and what qualities characterise such understanding.
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