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Health warning: this paper accepts for the sake of argument that geography is designated (eg by the specialist schools trust who originally commissioned this paper) as a humanities subject. The GA is aware that geography is not only in the humanities. 

What is the role of ‘humanities’ education?

Knowledge and understanding of human behaviour, its consequences for other humans and the world they inhabit are indisputably important to all pupils in a healthy democracy. The same can be said about the development of the political, social and ethical values which guide that behaviour. The learning of such knowledge, understanding and values is at least as important as the vocational ‘core’ skills which are said to enable students to contribute to a competitive economy. This is especially true for 14-19 year-olds in the final years of their schooling, when they are emerging from dependence on their parents and teachers and will soon be adult citizens with voting rights and responsibilities.

Of the subjects in the school curriculum which contribute directly to the development of knowledge and understanding of human behaviour, the ‘humanities’ are by definition the most significant. Of the humanities subjects in schools, history and geography are the most prominent. An attempt was made following the Education Reform Act of 1988 to make these subjects mandatory for all students to the end of compulsory education (16 years). This failed owing to the inflexibility of the dominant curriculum vehicle in KS4, the four period a week, subject based GCSE. A weak humanities ‘entitlement’ has since been reintroduced post-14, but the situation persists in which many students are expected to choose between history and geography, and of course some choose neither.

The fragility of the humanities in the post-14 curriculum has been exacerbated during the last twenty years by successive governments which have emphasised the importance of ‘core’ and vocational subjects. Perhaps as an unintended consequence, the humanities have suffered as a result. Not only do the humanities subjects find themselves relatively at the margins of educational debates, but they have also received far less support from sustained curriculum and pedagogic development. Many students have therefore not received the balanced educational experience to which they are entitled and the humanities subjects themselves have become relatively 'stuck' (see White 2004).

Citizenship and the humanities

The purposes of geography and history for the 14-19 age-range are not presently defined in compelling enough terms and the examination courses in both subjects, especially at GCSE level, are in urgent need of reform. The educational potential of each subject needs to be articulated with fresh contemporary vigour, re-emphasising the relevant, worthwhile and enjoyable learning they can provide for the informed citizen.

The present government has recognised what we might call the ‘education gap’ in curriculum provision, and now requires all schools to teach ‘citizenship’ to all pupils up to the age of 16. There are many ways in which schools can provide a citizenship education for their pupils. One way, suggested in the Crick Report of 1998, is through geography and history, because of their subject matter and methodologies. 

However, in the absence of a serious effort to design a coherent curriculum experience for students in the 14-16 age range, one that combines historical and geographical study in a manner that contributes unambiguously to understanding citizenship, such a desirable outcome may be missed. Combined history and geography courses do not at present exist, making it challenging for school curriculum managers to cover the citizenship requirement through these subjects for all pupils in the post-14 context. 

Schools may instead opt for ‘citizenship’ short courses – a quick fix that we fear may not provide the equivalent high quality teaching and learning that is possible through the subject disciplines of geography and history. These disciplines are supported by established learned societies and research conducted in university departments and elsewhere, subject associations and their national networks, excellent teacher education infrastructures and the enthusiasms and passions of ‘subject specialism’ recently endorsed by the Secretary of State. By contrast, ‘citizenship’ is not a subject discipline in the same way. Through what ‘lens’ may a citizenship teacher excite and engage the critical interest of students? 

Subject teaching and education

Arguments will always take place about the role of subjects in education. There are those who assume the subject content is a viable ‘end’ in itself. There are others who see subjects more as the medium for educational activity, driven by broader educational goals. 

We do not dogmatically adopt one side or the other of these deliberately simplified and polarised positions. We are subject specialists who believe in scholarly teaching and disciplined learning and understand subject enthusiasm. After all, it is this kind of 'passion' that motivated many of our subject association members and colleagues to become teachers in the first place. But as former teachers ourselves, we also understand that the teachers’ main concern is not the subject, but the learner and his/her growth as an informed, autonomous individual who is capable of contributing to society. 

Official endorsement of this position is readily identified. For example,

“Education is a route to equality of opportunity for all, a healthy and just democracy, a productive economy and sustainable development…The school curriculum should contribute to the development to pupils’ sense of identity through knowledge and understanding of the spiritual, moral, social and cultural heritages of Britain’s diverse society and the local, national, European and global dimensions of their lives.”

(The National Curriculum Handbook for Teachers (DfES/QCA) quoted by John White in his ‘Rethinking the School Curriculum’ Routledge/Falmer 2004)

However, many commentators (including individuals from outside the humanities field) would agree with our assertion that the curriculum-in-practice has become unbalanced in recent years and fails to meet the purposes identified by QCA above. For example,

“The contribution of education to economic life is an important subject…but it is only one aspect of education, not the entirety, and it does not deserve the overwhelming emphasis which it now enjoys…The role that schools play in creating citizens, and in passing on to the new generation both the understanding of their own history and society and particularly moral, intellectual and religious values, should concern any modern state with a public education system… These issues have not gone away because we in the UK have chosen to ignore them – but ignore them we have of late.”

(Alison Wolf, ‘ Does Education Matter’ (Penguin 2002) pp. 254-5)

The current citizenship requirements were introduced by the government from 2002, partly in response to the kinds of concerns identified by Wolf, and referred to us above as the ‘education gap’. They openly invited schools to respond creatively. 

But they also hinted quite clearly that without reform, the ‘arid’ traditional subjects cannot meet citizenship requirements on their own.

“Citizenship can be taught in combination with other subjects (such a History and Geography) so long as the statutory requirement is met. The Group advocates that learning outcomes as being more appropriate to Citizenship as compared to the somewhat arid programmes of study of the National Curriculum subjects, but tight enough for both pupil assessment and external inspection. This approach also gives schools the flexibility to adapt existing programmes and take into account local conditions and opportunities, thus avoiding any danger of a single centralised way of teaching citizenship being imposed.”

(Recommendation of the Crick Report 1998)

We agree with the sentiments expressed here and acknowledge the need to re-think the contribution of subjects. We believe that our subjects can contribute brilliantly to citizenship and to the informed and autonomous growth of individual students, but acknowledge that this is not always well articulated - nor understood, particularly by curriculum managers and policy makers.

Rethinking the school curriculum

In an attempt to think outside the currently rather stifled policy debates, John White’s recent book has provided some indications of how curriculum subjects may be re-thought. The school curriculum (and its teaching) is still in the grip of agencies that seem distant and disconnected from classroom life. Teachers are dominated by the apparently unswerving belief in the power of the centrally directed initiative or strategy to continue to lift standards, and this is disempowering - and disheartening - to many. This is because the torrent of instructions from the centre reduces teachers’ creative input to practical actions. Indeed many, if not most new teachers (who are in some ways the best prepared ever) now have only the most rudimentary understanding of curriculum development: planning a sequence of lessons to fit a predetermined template is only part of the story.

For geography, the analysis in White’s book shows that following the 1988 Education Reform Act:

· 
the school subject was defined primarily in content terms

· 
the national curriculum Order was overfilled with content

· 
inadequate thought given to continuity and progression - resulting in,

· 
a fragmented experience and repetitive experience for students

It is acknowledged that subsequent national curriculum reviews have improved the parameters - notably there has been a radical relaxation of content prescription. But a long inertial shadow is said to hang over geography - textbooks, curriculum plans and teacher perceptions of ‘what Ofsted wants’ all have their genesis in the early 1990s, and the school subject (generally
) appears remarkably unresponsive to developments in the wider discipline as well as current concerns and debates such as globalisation or sustainable development. The way forward, according to the author, is to put more trust in teachers finding ‘local solutions’ to the curriculum question (ie, selecting what to teach and how to arrange this).

For history, Terry Haydn in White’s book argues that:

 National Curriculum history has been an uneasy mix of old and new traditions

 it fails to appear relevant to too many young people

 the influence of ‘coverage’ is corrosive

 the present is cordoned off from the past

 a better balance is needed between sources and stories

 the impact of assessment is too negative

Ways forward which he recommends include trusting teachers more and empowering the history teaching community, reforming assessment methods and focussing on the idea of ‘historical perspectives’, linking the past to the present. “It is ironic”, he concludes, “that history seems in danger of being marginalized as a school subject when it has never been more essential in terms of preparation for adult life”.

The dominant metaphors that attach to current school geography and history are, therefore, ‘delivery’ of the curriculum as a ‘container’ (of a preset body of knowledge and skills). But whilst the geography chapter in White’s book argues that the subject curriculum could be seen more of as a ‘vehicle’ - and to be sure this must have the capacity to deliver worthwhile educational experience! - it also urges subject specialist teachers to engage with ‘conversation’. Education for conversation certainly implies more dialogue with students, but it also implies conversations within the subject (what should be taught, to whom and why?) and between subjects. We should be ‘less precious’ about subject boundaries and oriented by educational goals, is John White’s dominant message.

The analysis in this paper suggests opportunities for creative and perhaps radical curriculum development through the powerful subjects such as history and geography.

Key Questions for further consideration.

i) The place and purpose of geography and history in the 14-19 curriculum,

ii) The relationship between geography, history and the teaching of democratic values/citizenship post 14

iii) The specialist subject-matter, and 'threshold concepts' of the pilot GCSE courses in geography and history

iv) Contemporary teaching and learning methodologies and the balance of skills and content in using the subject disciplines to develop informed citizens.

v) Assessment issues not excluding possible unit combinations and inter-connectedness between subjects

vi) The possible formulation principles to underpin a continuation project for developing new post-14 modules/syllabuses.

Concluding comments

This paper has been prepared as a result of three important concerns:

i) to promote ‘educational quality’ and to do all that is possible to avoid the mundane ‘delivery’ of ‘citizenship’

ii) to reconsider and restate the contribution ‘humanities’ subjects can make to goal oriented education where the what is at least as important as the how, and fundamental questions such as ‘how shall we live?’ are visible, and used in curriculum planning

iii) to not miss (another) opportunity to find a secure place for ‘the humanities’ subjects in education, linked to teacher development and curriculum development, so that all young people in compulsory education at least can enjoy its benefits.

Humanities Specialists Schools are surely to play an important in meeting such concerns.

�  In fact, the national picture is interesting - in some schools geography has maintained its vitality attracting large student cohorts post 14, whilst in others it may even be said to be in decline.
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