Geographical Association

The Power and Future of Geography in Schools

Introduction

This is a discussion document. It will be used to inform the development of GA activity designed to improve the quality of geographical education in primary schools and KS3 of secondary schools.

It follows a special seminar held on 26 February 2005 involving 21 leading members of the Association with direct teaching and other professional experience across all phases. The group drew from experience in teaching, teacher education, inspection, consultancy, ASTs, curriculum development projects and education research.

A number of background papers were distributed in advance of the seminar, and are available on the GA website. For example, 

 why subjects really matter, 

 the distinctiveness of geography for the curriculum, 

 the current state of geography in the curriculum, 

 ‘thinking geographically’, and 

 improving pupils’ geographical understanding.  

It is recognised that a comprehensive strategy for improvement will need to address many difficult issues such as:

 how the structure of the geography curriculum could be improved to facilitate progression in learning; 

 how assessment could be used in a more direct way to raise the quality of pupils’ learning; and 

 what support is required to implement a more effective curriculum, and to foster the professional development of teachers of geography.

However, the focus was on a small number of the basic challenges that have been made in recent times, by the Chief Inspector for Schools and others: 

 how to improve pupils’ geographical understanding; 

 how to improve their geographical skills; 

 how to improve their interest in, and enjoyment of, the subject, and 

 the potential use of ‘big ideas’ in the teaching of geography.

Developing pupils’ geographical understanding

Questions posed  

 What do we mean by ‘geographical understanding’?

 What is involved in developing geographical understanding? 

 What aspects of geographical understanding do we consider should be given priority in the primary school and lower secondary school curriculum? 

 What are the best ways of indicating/specifying/explaining the quality of geographical understanding that is intended?

 What sort of learning experiences and activities enable pupils to develop such understanding?

Summary responses

Pupils’ understanding should be at the centre of any strategy aiming to improve the quality of geographical learning.

However, articulating the sort of geographical understanding appropriate for schools is difficult without the support of an agreed theoretical framework. This is elusive.

But discussion emphasised:

 The drawbacks of a curriculum that has been imposed centrally, and is subject to control by inspection and assessment/examination systems.  It was considered that, at present, many teachers have little incentive to think for themselves, and are reluctant to innovate because this is perceived to be taking risks with the curriculum.

 Geographical understanding in classrooms is facilitated when teachers are sufficiently confident to draw on geography as a resource. Teachers seem to have become mesmerised by what has to be covered, and have been led away from regarding geography as a relevant, critical way of thinking about the world.

 The idea of using geographical ‘perspectives’ (e.g. the spatial, environmental and place) to provide suitable conceptual frameworks for the curriculum was found to be attractive (in preference to lists of more specific concepts or to the notion of conceptual hierarchies).

 Greater attention should be given to the lives and experiences of young people - their personal geographies - and how these should be included, developed and challenged through the geography curriculum.  

 The relationship between the geography taught in schools, and geography as practised in research and taught in higher education is significant. The former tends to be narrow and over-prescribed, and the latter more broad and diverse. However, the school curriculum is subject to a wider range of influences – and arguably should be more responsive to these – for example, certain ideas in the Egan Review on skills for Sustainable Communities.  

Focusing on ‘big ideas’ (or ‘threshold concepts’?) in geography

Questions posed

 What do we mean by ‘big ideas’ and ‘threshold ideas
’?

 Which ideas do we consider should be designated in this way, for the geography curriculum?

 How should such ideas be used? 

 What do we consider to be the advantages of focusing attention on such ideas?

 What are the limitations of such an approach?

Summary responses

‘Big ideas’ are concepts which are distinctive to geography; and which could provide ‘organising principles’ for the geography curriculum.  They are distinguished from: skills developed from learning geography; content associated with learning geography; and the pedagogy and activities used in teaching and learning the subject. 

Significant issues to emerge from discussion were as follows. 

 It was considered that ‘big ideas’ (but how many?) should be used to clarify the meaning of geography to teachers, educationalists and the public; and to inform curriculum planning. 

 The ‘big ideas’ in geography are associated with the ‘ability to think geographically’. There is perhaps one overriding idea, which is: ‘understanding place and space through making connections between them’. 

 Many subsidiary ideas could be derived from the one ‘overriding idea’ - places, space and scale (mapping out physically or mentally), connections, interdependence, environment, people and nature, process and system, sustainability and global citizenship, uneven development, change in space and time, futures, uncertainty.

 Attention was drawn to the practical value of ‘organising concepts’, as exemplified by their use in the OCR Pilot Geography GCSE.  Five concepts - uneven development, interdependence, futures, sustainability, and globalisation - are named and articulated in the specifications.  It is emphasised that ‘teachers should ensure that teaching and learning activities help candidates to build up understanding of these concepts throughout the course’. The concepts are to help teachers and students to think about a framework that is more accessible and flexible than a purely content led framework.  

 The choice of concepts is significant.  A different set of five would lead to different teaching and learning.  Much also depends on the geographical knowledge and understanding of teachers, and how teaching and learning is conducted.  This, of course, applies equally to the whole notion of teaching for understanding.

Reservations about emphasising ‘big ideas’ range from the problems associated with identifying which are the most important ideas, to concerns that the notion of ‘big ideas’ may oversimplifies the nature of understanding
. Also recently popularised ‘big ideas’ have tended to distract attention from what is distinctively geographical.   

For example, often included are concepts such as pattern, process, relationships, interdependence, structure, system, change, and values which, although important, are in no way distinctive of geography.  Our structuring of geographical understanding may gain more from focusing on the ideas most closely associated with geographical perspectives, and, at a more specific level, with whatever ideas are necessary to make appropriate sense of the themes, topics or issues selected for study.

Developing pupils’ skills in Geography

Questions posed

 What do we mean by ‘skills’?

 What sort of skills do we consider to be most appropriate for geographical education in the primary school and lower secondary school curriculum?

 What sort of learning activities help pupils to develop such skills?

 What is the scope for encouraging transfer of skills/competencies in Geography?

 How can teachers encourage and help pupils to transfer skills to appropriate situations?  

Summary responses

A skill may be said to denote an ability acquired through learning and practice, which involves a specific activity, or type of activity, and some degree of competence in performing that activity.  While avoiding getting too bogged down in definitions, it is recognised that geographical studies require a wide range of skills and that many can be developed through the subject. 

Particular fields of activity of major importance are those based on different sources of information and forms of representation which are particularly important for geographical research and study. These are listed as:

 mapwork, 

 fieldwork, 

 the use of visual images (e.g. photographs - including aerial photographs, drawings, sketches), 

 the use of graphs and diagrams, 

 and the use of information technology, and in particular GIS. 

An alternative approach distinguishes between those skills which involve very specific techniques (such as many of those above); and those skills which have much wider application and require knowledge and understanding.  These are sometimes described as ‘higher order skills’, including ‘enquiry skills’, ‘intellectual’ or ‘thinking skills’. They include the ability to:  

 comprehend, 

 interpret, 

 apply, 

 analyse, 

 synthesise and 

 evaluate.  

A recurrent observation is that skills should not be taught as isolated components within the geography curriculum, but as an integral part of that curriculum.  Pupils should be helped to appreciate that skills were not being taught for their own sake, but to serve other worthwhile purposes, and in the geography curriculum this should be primarily to support the development of geographical understanding.  

Two substantial issues emerged from discussion:

 One of the attractions of ‘teaching skills’ is that pupils are seen to be engaged actively in their learning. However, if pupils (and teachers) do not see any sound reasons for the activities, the process may be demotivating. There was also concern that the ease of assessing the performance of low order skills leads examiners and teachers to overemphasise these, at the expense of high order competencies. This may also be demotivating. 

 In discussing progression in skills, serious doubts emerged about any assumptions of hierarchies of skills or rigid sequences for learning skills which could be applied in geography. However it may be that many teachers underestimate the skills that pupils already have, or are quite capable of developing. There is clearly a link between the development of higher order skills and the development of understanding in geography.  

Improving pupils’ interest and motivation in Geography

Questions posed

 What are the most effective ways of improving interest and motivation in Geography?  

 What implications does this have for the selection of content and teaching methods?

 What part does fieldwork play in improving pupils’ interest and motivation?

 How can pupils be helped to appreciate the relevance of Geography to their own lives, and be encouraged to continue with the study of the subject beyond Key Stage 3. 

Summary responses

Pupils’ interest in geography, arising from their school experience, is influenced by a variety of factors, which include: 

 what is studied; 

 how it is studied (teaching methods, learning activities, use of resources etc.); 

 the enthusiasm for geography conveyed by their teachers; 

 the quality of the teaching/learning relationships between teachers and pupils; and

 the satisfaction pupils derive from what they learn and what they achieve.  

Researchers have claimed a number of general principles for motivating pupils, which are applicable across the curriculum (see appendix 2).  The challenge for teachers is to apply such principles and their own experience to the rich opportunities presented by geography. The teacher, it appears, needs a creative relationship with the subject in order to be able to use it as a resource to stimulate pupil interest and motivation.

Among the ways of improving the interest and motivation of pupils, highlighted by the subgroup, were: 

 assuring that pupils recognise their geographical studies to be relevant (in the sense of addressing their interests, their concerns, and current issues); 

 engaging with pupils’ feelings about events and situations (e.g. the recent tsunami);

 setting geographical studies in the context of specific places;

 providing pupils with opportunities to make choices about specific content         (e.g. which places to study as exemplars) - which ICT can often make possible;

 making effective use of a range of accessible, up to date, information;

 making good use of maps, atlases, plans, globes and GIS.

The other questions which the subgroup was asked to address were essentially an elaboration and extension of the first.

The implications for selecting content were seen mainly in terms of ‘relevance’. This could take account of the following:

 the pupils’ personal experience, 

 studies that can be related directly to contemporary events and situations, to common features of everyday life;

 lives of children who are of a similar age to the pupils themeselves; and on conditions or changes which may strongly affect their futures;

 giving attention to matters of public interest (e.g. local planning matters, contrasts in levels of development, migrations, environmental events and threats, and the issue of sustainability).

 The interest pupils have in ‘real places’, which often provide a suitable framework to illustrate the various connections which are important in specific contexts.  

These considerations make it highly desirable that the geography curriculum has a flexible structure. Teachers who have greater responsibility for the content and organisation of the curriculum can make it more responsive.

It was emphasised that pupils’ enthusiasm for geography is increase the more that they are actively involved in their own learning.  There could be benefits from a wide range of teaching methods and resources, providing that these are used purposefully and are appropriate to the learning intended. 

Whenever possible, information and ideas should be conveyed to pupils in straightforward, non-technical language, in order to avoid unnecessary barriers to learning.  

Fieldwork can make a valuable contribution to motivating pupils, but it cannot be assumed that, because studies are undertaken ‘in the field’, they necessarily provide a rewarding and pleasant experience.  Care must be taken over the choice of places and activities, and over preparation and follow-up.  Fieldwork activities must be seen to be purposeful, and is best when it is integrated with the pupils’ classroom-based studies.             

Drawing from this discussion, teachers are urged ‘make sure that the pre KS4 experience of geography is as good as it can get’.  However, there are factors which lie outside the direct control of their teachers, not least, the low status which the subject often appears to have in curriculum policies at a national level, and the out-of-date image of the subject which appears to be all too common among many parents and employers.  Continued efforts will be required to strengthen the representation of geography in the media and the advice given to policy makers.

Challenges for improving geography in primary schools             

It was recognised, in all the subgroups, that the challenges to be faced in attempting to strengthen the role and improve the quality of geography in primary schools are, in part at least, different in kind from the challenges in secondary schools.  

One serious problem is that the low status of geography in primary schools is long standing, and there is no well established tradition of good teaching of the subject.  A closely related problem is that comparatively few teachers in primary schools have studied the subject to an advanced level, or in any depth in their initial teacher training or in any professional development programmes.  Many of the teachers who have been given a school responsibility for planning and developing the subject lack the expertise, resources and immediate professional support to carry out the responsibilities properly.  As David Bell has pointed out, many are not even aware of the support available from the Geographical Association.  

It is essential to stimulate primary school teachers’ interest in geography, to increase their awareness of what it can contribute to their pupils’ learning, and give them the knowledge and confidence to make effective use of the subject.  That confidence may be engendered if they can be helped to appreciate that they already have a store of geographical knowledge and understanding as a consequence of their personal experiences, and that much of this will be based on their normal, day to day practices.

Hence the GA’s emphasis in 2005 on:

 Geography from Square One

 Piloting a primary geography Quality Mark (the Globe mark)

 Launching the all new Primary Handbook
 Launching primary Superschemes
Where next?
As signalled in the introduction, immediate follow up to this paper might include further papers which address the implications for structuring the geography curriculum; planning for progression in learning; using assessment to improve learning; and providing teachers with the resources and support they require to improve the quality of geographical teaching and learning.  

It is hoped that members will be able to use this paper as a basis for their own discussions and plans. We would like to hear from you, for the discussion here needs exemplification through the identification and communication of case studies of effective practices, pupils’ work etc

It is the intention that the outcomes from this process should enable the GA to develop strategies to help improve the quality of geographical education in schools, and to inform its contributions and responses to initiatives from other bodies, such as the DfES, QCA, Ofsted and the RGS-IBG. With the help of these bodies, DfES intends to publish a national strategy for geography in the Autumn of 2005.

Appendix 1

Threshold Concepts

Threshold concepts are a relatively new idea developed by Meyer and Land (2003) and applied to economics by Davies, P. (2003) and Reimann and Jackson (2003). They offer a potential way of describing levels of understanding in a subject that could be used in assessment for learning. 

Meyer and Land define threshold concepts as having five characteristics. 

 First, they should be transformative, in that once acquired they should shift perception of the subject. 

 Second, they should be irreversible. Once an individual has begun to perceive the world in terms of a threshold concept it should be inconceivable that they would return to viewing it in a more primitive way. 

 Third, a threshold concept is integrative. Meyer and Land describe this as the capacity of a concept to expose the previously hidden interrelatedness of something. 

 Fourth a threshold concept is bounded. That is, it helps to define the boundaries of a subject area.

 Fifth, a threshold concept may be counter-intuitive, or lead to knowledge that is inherently counter-intuitive. In grasping a threshold concept a student moves from common sense understanding to an understanding which may conflict with perceptions that have previously seemed self-evidently true. 

A number of possible threshold concepts have been suggested for economics, such as ‘opportunity cost’, ‘elasticity’ and ‘economic systems’. 

What might be the equivalent for geography?

Adapted from Davies P and Brant J (forthcoming) Teaching School Subjects: Business and Enterprise, London: Routledge

Appendix 2

Improving Pupils’ Interest and Motivation in Geography.             

Some general principles proposed by educational psychologists 

Pupils’ motivation and sustained interest in a subject appears to be strengthened when their studies:

 draw on their own experience;

 relate to their personal interest, or reveal the relevance of the studies to their own lives;

 extend their experience and stimulate their interests in ways which are significant to the particular field of study;

 engage them actively and constructively in their own learning;

 encourage and support their natural desire to enquire;

 provide scope for success, by enabling all pupils to gain real success, relative to their capabilities;

 provide suitable challenges, which are beyond their current competencies while being within their reach - with their teachers providing appropriate support/ ‘scaffolding’;

 encourage moderate risk-taking in their thinking;

 provide scope and support for them (especially older pupils?) to explore alternative views, attitudes and values.

Such general principles have important implications for teachers’ and pupils’ conceptions of learning, as well as for particular methods and activities. 

� See Appendix 1


� The line of reasoning here is:


Understanding is a product of experience, ideas and mental processes, and the relationships between them.  It, therefore, involves much more than ideas.


Ideas can be expressed verbally in a variety of ways, which include concepts, generalisations, and conceptual structures.  While concepts are of fundamental importance, attention should also be given to other ways of expressing ideas, and especially the relationships between ideas. 


Geography can be characterised in terms of a combination of interrelated perspectives, which, to varying degrees in different periods, have directed the focus of its research and teaching.  These perspectives focus on: the character of places; the relationships between people and environments; the significance of location and spatial patterns, interactions and relationships; and the relevance of place, space and environment for human welfare.


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;


very general ideas which are relevant to all or most disciplines; and


ideas which have their origin in a related discipline or field of study.
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