The power of geography

Geography is the worst taught subject in primary schools, according to the widely reported statement last week by David Bell, Chief Inspector for Schools. The story is better in so far as secondary schools are concerned, but not much – the point is driven home by telling us that the GCSE candidature for geography has declined by a third in 8 years. What was not reported is that this decline, though obviously worrying, has been from an astonishingly high level. A decade ago, soon after the national curriculum was introduced, geography was an extraordinarily popular subject in schools. It still is popular, but less so – about on a par with history.

But the Chief Inspector is absolutely right to sound a warning. As he says himself, there is no more relevant subject for pupils to learn. It shows them how to observe, describe and seek explanations for the here and now and positively encourages them to imagine possible futures. It helps them think more intelligently about complicated and unresolved issues: global warming, international population movements, food security or, closer to home, where to build four million new homes in south east England.

Furthermore, geography concerns real world learning, and it is this that often sticks in the mind. There is nothing more mind expanding, more fulfilling physically, emotionally and intellectually than making sense of the world first hand, or ‘in the field’ as geographers would say.

David Bell asserts that part of the problem is that school geography is too often reduced to the delivery (and only partially successfully at that) of facts. Geography of course has an immense ‘vocabulary’ – just think how many place names there are in the world, for example – which is presumably why it is often perceived to be a ‘content rich’ subject. I fear school geography has suffered enormously from this common sense/general knowledge view of the subject which was pushed hard by the curriculum makers following the Education Reform Act of 1988. Good geography uses its vocabulary which is conveniently stored in electronic and print form in its special ‘dictionary’ – the Atlas. In order to use the vocabulary well requires grammar – and geography provides the ‘doing words’ helping us learn how places are linked and what forms of relationship operate over the spaces between the places. Geography has facts, but studying geography is about conceptual development contributing to a deeper understanding of the world. Perhaps the key geographical concept is interdependence.

For example, a very special aspect of geographical study is its refusal to separate the physical and human worlds. Thus, geography is the subject resource that allows children to discover the importance of ‘holistic’ decision making  - where to put that building, for example, or what benefits may follow the planting of trees along this street. Later on, older students will take the study of decision making to new levels: what is the impact of deciding to build a super casino in this town (and not in that neighbouring town), for example, or why do some people decide to consume fair traded products when they can? Students use data, examine preferences and prejudices, argue value positions, draw and communicate conclusions – what we call geographical enquiry. Show me an employer who does not value such intellectual skill development.

So it is great thanks to David Bell for raising the profile of a serious issue, for without doubt thousands of young people are missing out on the excellent, enjoyable and highly relevant educational resource called geography.  But why has this happened?

I believe the rot set in with the way the original national curriculum was framed. But that was a long time ago. The most generous explanation probably lies in the theory of unintended consequences. Such has been the obsession with basic skills, the educational potential of geography has been ignored and the subject pushed to the margins. New teachers in training for primary schools can complete their training with not a single hour of geography. Schools are rarely in a position to make up this deficit as they are also under pressure to pour energy and resources into the core subjects of literacy, numeracy, science and ICT. Whereas many primary teachers feel relatively confident in picking up published packages of history and integrating this into the curriculum week, geography is not so amenable. Being about the contemporary world and indeed the world in the outdoor classroom, designing geography can seem a little more daunting, particularly to those without any training or inspiration to do so.

But it is not so difficult, and the Geographical Association is equipped to help. Things can only get better Mr Bell and with continued help and encouragement, they surely will.

David Lambert
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