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Introduction

Those who believe that there is a general ‘science’ of teaching have been fairly influential in recent years. This idea lies behind the Key Stage Three Strategy, for example, and has had considerable impact. The identification and recommendation of specific teaching approaches and techniques has, according to protagonists, enhanced new teachers’ technical proficiency. Recently, much has been made of teaching ‘thinking skills’ and similar claims made. But teaching can hardly be sustained in this way. Pupils cannot be taught simply to think. They have to have something to think about. If this ‘something’ is trivial, irrelevant or out of date then the education process will be devalued and impoverished. After the novelty of the initial pedagogic adventure, students will lose interest. And of course formulaic approaches, no matter how active and engaging, can soon lose that sense of adventure.

It is therefore important to select worthwhile and interesting things to teach. There are ways to argue about what constitutes ‘worthwhile learning’, taking into account the kinds of knowledge that are thought to be worthwhile, the ideas that young people could profitably be exposed to, the skills which they will find useful in adult life and the issues about which they need to gain some understanding and learn how to face intelligently and confidently.

Richard Pring recently described the challenge in these terms:

“Certainly, such ‘worthwhile learning’ goes beyond what is seen to be useful and embraces the capacity to think, to evaluate, to appreciate – indeed, to assess what counts as being useful within what is judged to be a valuable form of life.  We have inherited a world of ideas through which we have come to understand the physical, social and moral worlds in a particular way.  It is an inheritance, and it is the job of education to enable the next generation to gain access to that inheritance, to grasp and understand those ideas and to gain a deeper understanding of the world in which they live.  And there are pressing problems which beset us all and which need to be understood and grappled with – problems of the environment, of social and ethnic relations, of violence and injustice, of the exercise of power, of the prevalence of poverty.  Such issues and problems need a grasp of the relevant scientific concepts and modes of analysis.  They are also the very stuff of literature and the arts, of drama and of history, which did have and should retain a central place in the education of all young people.” (Pring 2004)

However, in recent years, such has been the concern with the ‘science of teaching’ that it appears that the debate about what is worthwhile to teach has either been ignored or shelved for the moment. Thus for example, the Tomlinson Review was not concerned with providing a clear statement of educational aims or purposes, but on establishing workable and convincing mechanisms and structures. It is as if policy is trapped by the language of performance and that the question of what is worth teaching and learning is somehow settled. So what now lies at the moral heart of the education process in this country?

Students and subjects

Some will say that it is the student that should be at centre stage. This is normally to distinguish the main interest of the teacher – that is, the student’s personal growth and development, rather than the subject. Thus, student-centredness is again in vogue, this time denoted as personalised learning. This borrows heavily from the science of teaching which is often dressed up to be primarily interested in ‘learning styles’ motivation techniques and the ubiquitous ‘assessment for learning’ and ‘learning to learn’.

But haven’t we yet advanced enough to set aside such false polarisations of real life in school? Of course, the pupil is the teacher’s main concern. Unconditional positive regard for young people is what ‘explains’ many brilliant teachers. The TTA rightly exploits the potential excitement of working with young people in their advertisements. And indeed, teaching must be a living hell if you are not really interested in the people you are working with. So forming and nurturing healthy, productive relationships with young people is what drives good teaching. But it is out of this concern that teachers have to have the wit and determination to teach something that is worthwhile, relevant, enjoyable and motivating. Anything less is surely more related to entertainment (or worse) than education.

Thus, forming productive relationships with children is very important. My view is that this task is made more possible when the teacher is able to form a productive and creative relationship with the subject matter. Subjects therefore are not best seen as ends in themselves. This is often how subject are caricatured, however, as refuges for nutty scientists, mad professors or (as with my subject) outdoor types with cords and stout boots. Here the teacher has to persuade the students of the subjects ‘relevance’ in terms governed by the subject. In some secondary schools I know, some subject specialist teachers are happy to attempt this and fail, happy in the knowledge that certain students then ‘drop’ the subject, leaving a self selected group to go forward to the examinations. 

Subjects are better understood as the distinctive means to desirable ends. They can be thought of as stimulating and useful resources which can be organised in such a way as to stir curiosity and motivate worthwhile learning. The learning is described and directed by carefully selected educational goals. The selection is based on what we think education is for, what kind of experiences and encounters students should have and where we think the subject resource can take us. Thus,

· What concepts can be grown and developed within this subject? 

· What knowledge can be acquired and in what way is it known, and is useful to know?

· Which skills can be developed and refined with this subject? 

· How can the subject help us make sense of the world and engage with it more intelligently? 

If subjects are simply seen as the container or vehicle for ‘delivering’ authorised content, and I am afraid they often are seen exactly in these terms, then I am not surprised that many children respond appropriately and sometimes with contempt.

Teaching and Learning

Teachers’ professional development hinges on their growing appreciation of learning. Teacher educators and beginning teachers alike know that the subject knowledge new teachers bring from their experiences in higher education or elsewhere has to be reworked before it can be taught effectively to children. This reworking process begins in initial teacher training, but continues throughout a teaching career. Sustained engagement with the dynamics of students’ learning uniquely guides the way that existing subject knowledge has to be reconfigured locally if it is to be to be taught successfully in schools. Thus what teachers know about their subject has to be reworked on site, and such is teachers’ agency that they will always have a key role in shaping curriculum subjects. In this sense, teachers are learners too. They are key players in curriculum development, or ‘curriculum making’. It is this point that has been forgotten in recent years since the curriculum was codified at a national level and the teaching scientists took over.

What does it mean, to ‘make’ a curriculum? This is a huge question and impossible to answer in a short article. But there does seem to be a growing agreement among educationists in England and Wales that ‘central government control of the school curriculum must be loosened’ to release teachers’ energies. (White 2003, p189). I adopt a position similar to John White’s, which is to ‘rescue’ the curriculum from central prescription and ‘to see teachers having a greater role than now in … decisions on the curriculum …’ (Ibid p189-190). 

For some commentators it is the information explosion, together with the still-quickening communications revolution, that spells the death of subjects, textbooks and the rest of the nineteenth and twentieth century school apparatus. I do not share this analysis, but do acknowledge that the status quo is not an option. Subject teachers may need to become less territorial about curriculum space, more open to collaboration across traditional subject boundaries and more responsive to what have been called ‘unauthorised subject stories’ – student understandings, media representations and common sense views of the world. In such an educational environment the role of disciplinary knowledge is ever more important than it was a decade ago. 

Teachers need to engage with it creatively. On a system level we have not yet fully rediscovered this, but there is an urgent need not to give up on the task. It is literally a matter of putting the moral heart back into the educational experience. It is a matter of putting a lot more trust into the hands of teachers to work creatively with their subjects and their subject communities. In some subjects, and mine is one, much work needs to be done on those fundamental questions identified at the beginning 

The case of geography

Geography is a fantastic subject with extraordinary educational potential for informing future citizens. Geography not only helps pupils understand the savage power and differentiated impact of those tsunamis but also the challenges in coping with the aftermath. It challenges students with ‘real world’ issues from the local and often nearby, to the global and sometimes distant. The subject is rich in multimodal information and communication skill, and can induct students into the £20 billion GIS industry that underpins almost all economic activity in the modern world. So why is geography experiencing something of a mini crisis right now?

Like most subjects geography is difficult to teach well if you are not sure about what it offers and where it can take you. And it is this that has emerged as a significant issue for geography in schools – especially primary schools where few teachers have had much exposure to ‘thinking geographically’ during their own professional preparation.

But what about in secondary schools where teachers are specialist trained? There is a shortage of geography teachers, judging by the difficulty many Heads have in recruiting specialists, and by the number of KS3 lessons covered by non-specialists. But even for those with geography degrees, school geography often seems at best semi detached to the wider discipline. When it comes to creating lessons for students teachers feel they have to revert to the authorised version, often mistakenly confusing the QCA schemes of work with the national curriculum. This is not ‘their’ curriculum but the one they believe the system requires them to teach. Relatively few teachers have meaningful relationship with the subject that involves a connection to what has been happening in the wider discipline during the last twenty years. And relatively few teachers have the space or time to engage creatively with the subject through asking fundamental questions about what is worth knowing? Relatively few would even recognise this as part of their job, and yet it is arguably the most significant element of being a teacher, to make an interesting, worthwhile and relevant school geography experience for children.

The centre-led initiatives and strategies (perhaps unintentionally) suggest to teachers, curriculum managers and Heads that teaching is a generic activity, a personalised set of skills that can be refined by application of the favoured formulae. This is unhelpful, especially to secondary teachers. So, some of the generic materials that flow into schools are augmented by subject specific exemplars. This also is flawed thinking and at worst can also be discouraging to the subject enthusiast. The subject is where good teachers start their work. What is worth teaching and why? Only when we have worked out an answer to this does the ‘how shall try to do this’ make any sense. To treat the subject as the vehicle for a pedagogic adventure is, morally, education without a heart

The particular problem with geography is that its power as an educational resource is not fully realised. Its power has to be realised by teachers working in the company of others – geographers, teacher colleagues and students themselves – encouraged that they can create mind expanding experiences that can develop understanding of the threshold concepts of the discipline. These can literally change the way we see the world, for example, the meaning of place, the significance of scale (local, regional, national, international, global), sustainable development, interdependence and diversity.
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