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Exemplary Teaching in the Forthcoming 
National Geography Curriculum 

Geoff Conolly, an eminent Geographic educator, 
kept a lined, stiff covered notebook, full of 
teaching strategies, addresses and observations. 
Towards the end of the black and red bound book 
he wrote the following:

Geography is that subject which, when 
found to be important, is called something 
else.

Geography’s importance in schools rests on good 
Geography teaching. It is very easy to be diverted 
from teaching important Geography in schools 
when teachers are encouraged to teach political 
activism through shallow issues-based studies, 
save the environment influenced by journalistic 
hyperbole, embrace the seduction of tourism 
studies catering for potential bed makers and 
baristas, and to construct citizenship following 
not-so-subtle government agendas. 

Geography does investigate elements of the 
world which might include issues, environment, 
tourism and personal contributions yet it must 
do so with core regard to both the conceptual 
structures as well as the rigorous methods of 
inquiry of the discipline. High quality Geography 
teaching is built on a foundation of teacher’s 
comprehensive knowledge and understanding of 
the nature of disciplinary inquiry in Geography. 
Geography teaching comes to the fore in this 
edition of the journal. It is Geography teaching 
based on an examination of the core of our 
discipline, its content, concepts, methodologies, 
perspectives and student-based assessment 
practices. More than this, it attempts to articulate 
exemplary Geography teaching, the attainment of 
accomplished standards of Geography teaching.

Lucie Sorensen’s, Literature review  - for the 
National Geography Curriculum, had its genesis 
as a scoping document for the Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 
(ACARA) in the early development of the National 
Geography Curriculum. It is a comprehensive 
treatise on the issues that confront commendable 
Geography teaching, the elusive search for a 
definition of Geography for Australian schools, 
the salience of geographical understandings and 
skills, and the unique contributions of Geography 
teaching to a student’s general education. 

Nick Hutchinson
Guest Editor, Geographical Education

The resolution of Geography teachers to fight 
for the inclusion of Geography in the nation’s 
schools is illustrated by Malcolm McInerney’s 
record of achievement of the Towards a National 
Geography Curriculum movement. Geography 
teachers provided the groundswell for these 
achievements through their trenchant criticism 
of the state of Geography teaching in the nation’s 
schools. Geography’s wars were by no means as 
incendiary as those that beset history teaching in 
the popular press but Grant Kleeman reminds us 
of Geography’s involvement in the cultural wars 
that beleaguered curriculum development in NSW. 
It is a cautionary tale for Geography teachers and 
educators involved in the development of the 
National Geography Curriculum for the ACARA.

As Geography’s importance in schools rests 
on good Geography teaching then Rod Lane’s 
research into grounded teaching practice and 
student misconceptions indicate that exploring 
students’ naïve theories, and encouraging 
their articulation of ideas will, ultimately, lead 
to effective student learning and their deeper 
understanding of key geographical concepts. 
Similarly, Jeana Kriewaldt and Nick Hutchinson 
examine students’ perspectives in an endeavour 
to identify good teaching practice and exemplary 
learning environments. Finally, Stephen Pui-
ming Yeung thoughtfully steers us through 
the minefield of school-based assessment and 
fieldwork proposed for students in Hong Kong 
schools. His aspiration is that students will 
become more independent and more inclined 
towards inquiry-based learning. He foresees that 
Geography teachers will need to move further 
away from didactic Geography teaching, with 
its emphasis on the recall of facts, towards a 
reconceptualisation of professional practice. 

I wish to express my thanks to a number 
of Geographers in compiling this volume of 
Geographical Education, ‘Exemplary teaching in 
the forthcoming National Geography Curriculum.’ 
Ken Purnell was generous with advice about 
the structure of the Journal, Jeana Kriewaldt 
helped in the planning and has made many well 
accepted contributions, and, Geoff Paterson has 
meticulously worked through the text and has 
worked hard to produce the components of the 
reviews section.
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Geographical education is now mandated for 
students K–12 from 2012 in Australia. Parallel 
to this there is a Federal Government project of 
developing teaching Standards for Geographers. 
That is, two critical components of education are 
being addressed at about the same time:

1. Curriculum, and 
2. The design and implementation of student 

learning experiences in Geography.

So what students learn, and how they learn this 
through professional teaching of Geography 
are being worked on almost hand in hand. This 
should assist in closer alignment between the 
curriculum and how it is taught and learnt not 
only through the current developments, but future 
likely developments as teachers take up these 
initiatives with their students.

Of particular interest is the proactive work of 
leading Geography teachers and academics 
in Australia to get Geography on the national 
curriculum agenda. This included a key strategy 
of having an informed and authoritative paper 
Australians need Geography’ (AGTA, 2006) to 
articulate formally their positions and provide 
indicative content and skills for the new 
Geography curriculum. Compared to other 

subjects, Geography started on the front foot with 
this two-pronged approach.

The focus here is to provide a model on the 
‘how to’. In their implementation, the Geography 
Teaching Standards will most probably use a 
professional model based upon a consensus 
approach. Figure 1 provides an overview of 
this and is informed by the work of Professor 
Royce Sadler (1986). While his work examined 
the professional interpretation by teachers of 
assessment standards in the context of actual 
student work, the current implementation of the 
Geography Teaching Standards may draw upon 
this work that is informed by both research and 
theory.

To begin with in Figure 1, there is the move 
from a more introductory and beginning level 
of implementation (novice) to a more expert 
model. In this, the interaction and alignment of 
the words on a piece of paper (the Standards), 
becomes much more closely aligned with teacher 
work and informs both conversations about that 
and the actual work. Through seeing and talking 
about the work of other Geography teachers, the 
teacher increases their professional knowledge 
and understanding of the Geography Teaching 
Standards. They more easily recognise high 

Geography Teaching Standards and the 
Development of Teacher Expertise 
Associate Professor Ken Purnell
Editor, Geographical Education

Figure 1: Implementing the Geography Teaching Standards using a professional consensus model
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quality and work towards achieving it themselves 
as they know what it looks like. A close analogy 
is where a student usually has a sample of one 
response to assessment (their own), whereas 
their teacher who is making judgments about 
the quality of the student’s work will have seen 
possibly hundreds, if not more, samples of 
quality. So an expert marker makes judgments 
of standards evidenced in the novice student 
work. By having students view what high quality 
is like, and mark and justify the mark of the work 
of peers using criteria, the student is ‘let into the 
secrets’ of quality and marking. It is reasonable 
to assume that over time, such movement from 
‘novice’ to ‘expert’ will occur with judgments of 
Geography teachers’ work by Geography teachers.

Over time, as knowledge and understanding 
of the Standards increases, so too does their 

alignment as illustrated in Figure 1. The Standards 
themselves may be occasionally refined and 
updated with a new version becoming available. 
While there may be a variety of sources for those 
updates and further refinement, the most powerful 
will come from the substantive professional 
conversations that Geography teachers have 
about their work as the seek continuous 
improvements to the quality of learning and 
teaching.

References
AGTA. 2006. Australians need Geography. 

Retrieved 20 August 2009 from www.agta.asn.
au/resources/index.htm

Sadler, D.R. (1986). The case for explicitly stated 
standards. Retrieved 20 August 2009 from 
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With sadness we note the passing of one of the 
stand out Geographical Educationalists of modern 
times: Professor Michael Williams of Oxford 
University.

As Professor Diana Liverman at the University of 
Arizona noted in a recent email to IAG members:

“Michael Williams who retired from Oxford 
Geography a few years ago.

Professor Michael Williams had a life-long 
research interest in Historical Geography and the 
formation of landscapes, and published widely 
on these themes, in recognition of which he was 
elected a Fellow of the British Academy in 1989. 
Early work was on land draining and landscape 
evolution in The Draining of the Somerset Levels 
(Cambridge, 1970), and then on initial settlement 
and environmental and landscape perception 
and understanding in The Making of the South 
Australian Landscape (Academic, 1976). Other 
works on Australian humanized landscapes 
appeared in Australian Space, Australian Time, 
(Oxford University Press, 1975) with J.M. 
Powell, and The Changing Rural Landscape of 
South Australia (Heinemann, 1977, and State 
Govt. Printer, SA, 1991). Shifting focus to global 
land-use/land cover transformation and change, 
especially in North America, he wrote Americans 
and their Forests (Cambridge, 1989), followed by 
Wetlands: A Threatened Landscape, (Blackwell, 
1991), and Planet Management (Andromeda/
Oxford University Press, 1992). Returning to the 

practice of historical geography and geography 
in general he was lead editor (with T. Coppock, H. 
Clout, and H. Prince) of The Relations of History 
and Geography; Studies in England, France 
and the United States (Exeter, 2001) and co-
edited with Ron Johnston the British Academy’s 
centennial volume A Century of British Geography 
(British Academy/Oxford University Press, 
2003). His latest work was a global account and 
interpretation of deforestation entitled Deforesting 
the Earth: From Prehistoric to Global Crisis 
(Chicago, 2003).

These more recent works were awarded 
international prizes including the Weyerhauser 
Prize of the American Forest and Conservation 
Society (1990) for Americans and their Forests, 
again in 2004 for Deforesting the Earth, which 
was also awarded the Meridian Prize of the 
Association of American Geographers for “the 
most scholarly work in geography” (2004), and 
was runner-up in the annual British Academy’s 
Book Prize (2004). 

Most recently he was working on a biography 
of the life and work of Carl Ortwin Sauer (1889–
1975), American geographer, environmental 
thinker, student of Latin America, and many 
other interests including plant and animal 
domestication, and entry of early man into the 
Americas, the relationship of geography and the 
Social Sciences, and the nature of landscapes and 
change.”

Vale Professor Michael Williams 
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Chair of Director’s Annual Report 2009
Malcolm McInerney
AGTA Limited, Chair of Directors

2009 has been an exciting and unparalleled 
year for geographical education in Australia. 
This can be safely said when one considers 
the work conducted by the ‘Towards National 
Geography Curriculum’ (TNGC) project and the 
work commenced by the Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 
on the development of a national geography 
curriculum. 

As mentioned in the 2008 report, such 
developments are the result of some very pro-
active work on behalf of AGTA’s leadership 
and affiliates. Our goal at the establishment of 
the TNGC project was to develop a report on 
contemporary geographical education to inform 
the ACARA process. I am happy to report that 
this goal was reached on June 30 2009 when 
the members of the TNGC steering committee 
met with ACARA staff. At this meeting the TNGC 
presented the Towards a National Geography 
Curriculum in Australia paper, supported by a 
background research and consultation report. It 
is worthy to note at the beginning of this annual 
report that ACARA has used our reports in their 
position paper and members of the TNGC steering 
committee have been appointed to the ACARA 
Geography Advisory Panel. In fact, we are very 
pleased and proud that steering committee 
member, Lucy Sorensen from the Geography 
Teachers’ Association of Queensland and the 
Royal Geographical Society of Queensland 
(RGSQ) was appointed as the ACARA Geography 
Senior Project Officer to guide the process of 
developing national geography curriculum. 
Although the development of a national 
curriculum has dominated much of our work 
this year, AGTA has continued to be very active 
in many other fields of geographical education 
endeavour in Australia. 

Some of this work has involved the delineation 
of teaching standards and good practice 
pedagogy in geographical education, the 
Australian Geography Competition, work to 
encourage the corporate sector to support 
geographical education, planning for the 2011 
AGTA conference, networking with other teacher 
associations, managing the Geocareers site 
and continuing work with the incorporation of 
technology in the teaching of geography. These 
activities and initiatives only happen due to a 
group of dedicated and talented individuals. At 

this stage I would like to highlight the work of 
AGTA members who have gone beyond the call 
of duty in their work on behalf of geographical 
education in Australia. Firstly, Kath Berg from 
the RGSQ for her amazing effort in supporting in 
time, energy and enthusiasm the TNGC project. I 
feel confident in saying that the attainment of our 
goals with the project were in a large part due to 
Kath’s dynamism. I would also like to highlight 
the unstinting work of Rob Berry as Company 
Treasurer. As well as fulfilling his role as a writer 
with the TNGC and being the webmaster for the 
AGTA, TNGC and Geocareers websites, Rob has 
also revamped all of the payment procedures for 
AGTA. Another tireless worker with the TNGC 
project was Nick Hutchinson, our former Chair. 
Nick’s intellectual integrity and writings were 
critical at the synthesis stage of the project as 
he provided clarity of thought and process for 
us to follow. Although not a member of AGTA, 
thanks need to also be given to Associate 
Professor Alaric Maude (Institute of Australian 
Geographers Secretary) for his outstanding 
work on the steering committee. Alaric has been 
the research and thinking heart of the project, 
providing never-ending readings and commentary 
on geography to inform the process. Alaric’s role 
is of immeasurable value since he has been able 
to speak on behalf of academic geographers in 
the development of a united geographical voice 
during the establishment of a national geography 
curriculum 

In this report I will briefly report on the key AGTA 
initiatives and happenings, to give a context for 
the reader to gain an appreciation of why AGTA 
exists and how it is advancing the teaching of 
geography in Australia.

The AGTA Board
The Annual General Meeting in October 2008 saw 
the re-election of Malcolm McInerney as Chair 
(GTASA) and Grant Kleeman as Deputy Chair 
(President GTANSW). Other elected directors 
included Nick Hutchinson (GTANSW), Emmy 
Terry (GAWA), Steve Cranby (GTAV) and Margaret 
McIvor (GTAQ). Rebecca Nicholas was elected 
to the position of Company Secretary (GTAV) 
and Rob Berry as Company Treasurer (GTAV). All 
Presidents of affiliates complete the composition 
of the board. These include: Alexandra Piggott 
(GTASA), Kerry Bainbridge (GTAV), Trish Harris 
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(GAWA), Wayne Sutton (TGTA), Anne-Marie 
Gerlach (GTAQ). 

AGTA’s representative work
AGTA has an important role in representing 
geography teachers on a range of national 
committees to ensure that the voices of 
geography educators are heard. Such roles are 
increasingly important in terms of the national 
focus and the national curriculum developments.

Portfolios for the purpose of representation were 
allocated as follows:

Australian Federation of Societies for Studies of 
Society and the Environment: Emmy Terry (voting 
representative) and Margaret McIvor (AGTA 
representative).
Institute of Australian Geographers: Malcolm 
McInerney
Australian Academy of Science’s National 
Committee of Geography: Grant Kleeman
National Education Forum: Malcolm McInerney
National Geographic Channel Australian 
Geography Competition: Margaret McIvor
Spatial Education Advisory Committee: Malcolm 
McInerney
Big Week Out: Margaret McIvor, Mike Fazio and 
Emmy Terry.

Keys to Geography
AGTA’s financial position continues to be healthy 
as a result of the continued sales of the highly 
successful Keys to Geography publication and 
the publication of Keys to fieldwork book by 
Macmillan in 2009. As well as being important 
sources of cash flow for AGTA, both of these 
books provide an Australian orientated resource 
for schools. This is particularly important when 
one considers the future needs of the national 
geography curriculum to provide resources in 
the Australian context. Presently AGTA is editing 
the Keys to Geography book for a revised edition 
in 2010 and negotiating with the Geographical 
Association in the United Kingdom for a UK 
version of the book. 

Promoting geography
Way back in 2007 AGTA began to discuss 
the need to look at the ways we can promote 
geography. AGTA has engaged the services of 
publicist Simone Bird who has attended several 
AGTA Board meetings to discuss ideas on 
promoting geography. At these meetings Simone 
has outlined a number of ideas to promote 
Geography and geographical education. Key 
strategies suggested include:

• The development of a ‘Geography Brand’ and a 
key Geography Spokesperson.

• Development a central website for students.
• A more rigorous promotion of such 

‘Geography events’ as What Geography Is? 
National Geographic Channel Australian 
Geography Competition, Geography Big Week 
Out, the International Olympiad and other 
major events.

• The establishment of a geography 
ambassadors program similar to that 
conducted by the Royal Geographical Society 
in the UK.

• Identification of strategic partnerships and to 
lobby government.

Already Simone’s work has yielded dividends with 
AGTA being involved with John Dee’s student 
concerts initiative. Hopefully such involvement 
will help promote the ‘brand’ of geography in 
the community as we work more with Simone in 
future months.

GeoCareers Website
One of AGTA’s promotional activities is the 
GeoCareers website at www.geocareers.net.au. 
The site, developed by Rob Berry, is proving to 
be an outstanding resource for educators and 
students, linking our discipline with potential 
careers. At present the major sections include 
Meet a Geographer, Studying Geography, Using 
Geography, and Resources. 

Strengthening standards of teaching 
through linking standards and 
teacher learning: The development of 
professional standards for teaching 
school geography
AGTA through Jeana Kriewaldt has been closely 
involved in this research project. The project is 
a joint venture of the University of Melbourne, 
AGTA, GTAV and the Victorian Institute of 
Teaching.

In 2008 filming of geography teachers in 
action was conducted at: Xavier College, Kew; 
Camberwell High; Bacchus Marsh Grammar, 
Torquay P–9 College; and Wantirna Secondary 
College in Victoria, Walford Girls School in South 
Australia and Gorokan Secondary College and 
Tara Anglican Girls’ School in New South Wales.

During 2009 Jeana and Sarah North from the 
University of Melbourne have been conducting 
panel discussions with geography teachers across 
Australia. The panels have been an excellent 
professional learning activity and provided 
wonderfully rich data for the work on teaching 
standards for geography. This work is seminal 
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and groundbreaking for geography and I am sure 
will provide excellent and necessary research data 
for the implementation of the national geography 
curriculum and further national work with quality 
teaching in Geography. 

Student Geography competitions/
activities
The National Geographic Channel Australian 
Geography Competition is a joint initiative of 
AGTA and the RGSQ and is proudly sponsored by 
National Geographic Channel. This competition 
continues to grow and be a great success in 
promoting geography in schools around Australia. 
In 2009, 87,060 students from 802 schools 
Australia wide participated in the competition. All 
students participating in the competition received 
a detailed results sheet and a certificate in one of 
four categories – High Distinction, Distinction, 
Credit or Participation. Very high-scoring students 
across Australia and winners of states and 
territories each received a special certificate and a 
book prize. The prize-winning senior students also 
received medals.

In 2009 the school prizes were awarded to:

• Sydney Boys High School (NSW)
• Ryan Catholic College (Qld)
• Pembroke School (SA)
• Taroona High School (Tasmania)
• Canberra Grammar School (ACT)
• Melbourne High School (Victoria)
• Hale School (WA).

The final for the under 16’s was held and filmed 
in front of an enthusiastic audience at the FOXTEL 
Studios in Sydney on 16 June.

The results of the Final were:

First  Nick Montgomery, 
 Melbourne Grammar School

Second Tim House, 
 Normanhurst Boys High School, Sydney

Third James Gillard, 
 Radford College, Canberra.

2009 National Geography World 
Championship
Australia participated in the 9th National 
Geographic World Championship held in Mexico 
City from 11 to 16 July 2009. This international 
contest, held every two years, is organised by the 
National Geographic Society. The teams taking 
part in 2009 were: Australia, Brazil, Bulgaria, 
Canada, Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, 
Mexico, Poland, Romania, Russia, Slovak 

Republic, Taiwan, United Kingdom and USA. 
Australia performed very creditably, coming sixth, 
in a field where the top half was reasonably close.

Geography’s Big Week Out 
This was held at Noosa from 7 to 12 December 
2008. The highest-scoring male and female 
students in each State and the combined 
Territories in Year 11 or lower were offered places. 
Australia’s team to the 2009 Asia-Pacific Regional 
Geography Olympiad, 2–6 August in Tsukaba, 
Japan, was selected from this Big Week Out.

2009 Asia-Pacific Regional Geographic 
Olympiad
Australia participated for the first time in an Asia-
Pacific Regional Geography Olympiad at APRGO 
09, held in Tsukuba, Japan, from 1 to 6 August 
2009. Countries taking part were Australia, Japan, 
Mexico and Taiwan. Australia’s team was selected 
from students who competed in the senior level of 
the 2008 National Geographic Channel Australian 
Geography Competition, via Geography’s Big 
Week Out. Patrick Mackenzie (Christ Church 
Grammar School, Perth) and Nicole Filling 
(Geelong College) were awarded the two silver 
medals. Ikeda Yuta from Japan won the gold. Alex 
Lawson (Brisbane Grammar School) and Pace 
Huxley (Sydney Grammar School) were the next 
two students below the cut-off line for bronze 
medals. The fact that all four Australian students 
performed so well meant that Australia had the 
highest combined team score. 

Thanks to Kath Berg (RGSQ), Margaret McIvor 
(GTAQ) and Anne-Marie Gerlach (GTAQ) for their 
great work with these outstanding and important 
student-focused initiatives.

AGTA Conference 2011 – Geography 
going National, Adelaide 
Plans are well underway for the AGTA Conference 
in Adelaide from January 8–13, 2011. The 
Conference is being held at Scotch College in 
Adelaide and is being convened by the Geography 
Teachers’ Association of South Australia. The 
convenor for the conference is the highly 
competent and enthusiastic Mark Manuel. Mark 
has developed a great program with plenty of field 
trips and classroom relevant workshops. We are 
pleased to announce that at this early stage, Dr 
Rita Gardner, Director of the Royal Geographical 
Society in London has agreed to be our keynote 
speaker. Considering the experience her society 
and the UK Geographical Association have had 
with the UK National Curriculum, her talk should 
be very influential in our implementation work 
with national geography in Australia. Much, much 
more will be communicated about this exciting 
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geographical education event in coming months. 
Considering the increased profile of geography 
and the national geography curriculum being 
imminent in 2011 we are expecting a great 
attendance at this event (not to mention the 
attractions of South Australia!!).

As this report shows
there is much happening in the world of Australian 
geography! We are facing the challenges of being 
closely involved in the development of a national 
geography curriculum, promoting the brand of 
geography in the community, integrating modern 
technologies into our teaching, whilst continuing 
our normal role as an association supporting 
teachers. Such challenges need to be seen as 
exciting and vital for the future of geography 

as a dynamic and critical part of the school 
curriculum. Thanks for the support and hard work 
of all Directors on the AGTA Board and teacher 
members of affiliates for making AGTA a pivotal 
organisation in the promotion of geographical 
education in Australia.

Volume 23 in 2010
The next volume of this journal in 2010 has the 
theme: Geography in Australia’s new national 
curriculum� 

Should you or a colleague wish to submit 
an article for review for the next volume 
of Geographical Education, please send to 
geoged@officelogistics.com.au by the end of April 
2010. 
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Things have been moving rapidly over recent 
months in relation to the national geography 
curriculum in Australia. The Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority (ACARA) process is well underway 
and on track to implement the national 
geography curriculum into Australian schools 
from January 2012. As with all initiatives the 
story goes back quite a way and it has been 
through the dedicated and enthusiastic work of 
individuals and geographical associations and 
societies that we now see geography taking its 
place in schools across Australia from K–12. 
In this brief article, I will trace developments 
responsible for the inclusion of geography in 
the national curriculum, preliminary work by 
the geography community, and the ACARA 
milestones and events ahead. 

Preliminary Work
Following discussions at the AGTA Ltd Board 
in 2006, and between representatives of the 
Australian Geography Teachers’ Association 
(AGTA), Institute of Australian Geographers (IAG) 
and the Royal Geographical Society of Queensland 
(RGSQ), it was decided that a pro-active approach 
was required to put the discipline of geography on 
the political agenda. As a result a document titled 
Australians need Geography was written, with 
the support from all major geographical bodies 
in Australia. The sentiment of the document was 
that:

Geography is vital to the education of every 
young Australian in the 21st century. It is 
the study of places – their environments, 
populations, economies and communities 
– and how and why these places are 
changing. Geography gives students a 
holistic view of the world, combining the 
natural and social sciences. 

This article can be downloaded at www.
agta.asn.au/resources/index.htm

In late 2006, AGTA, IAG and RGSQ had a 
meeting with the Federal Minister of Education, 
Julie Bishop, to discuss the importance of 
geography in the national curriculum. An 
outcome of the meeting was the commitment 

from the Federal Government to commission a 
study into geographical education in Australia. 
The resulting Erebus International report 
titled Study into the Teaching of Geography in 
Years 3–10 was released in April 2008. The 
report can be downloaded at www.dest.gov.
au/NR/rdonlyres/8221F0DF-E962-402E-A64E-
0D26B910F328/21023/geographyreport.pdf 

Using Australians need Geography as a base, 
representatives of the three organisations also 
lobbied the then Labor Opposition and appeared 
before the Senate Standing Committee on 
Employment, Workplace Relations and Education 
Inquiry into the Quality of School Education. 

Following the change of government in November 
2007, the geography community’s communication 
with the Federal Government continued, as 
signified by the following correspondence from 
the Office of Julia Gillard in 2008:

The Australian Government recognises 
the importance for all young Australians 
to understand their natural and social 
environments, which is why the 
Government has committed to the 
development of rigorous, world-class 
national curriculum from kindergarten to 
Year 12 (K–12) in geography ... 

The Minister commends the work of the 
AGTA, the IAG and the RGSQ in promoting 
the teaching of geography in schools and 
providing support to geography teachers.

It seems that geography had been well and 
truly put on the national education agenda. On 
April 8,, 2008 Julia Gillard publicly announced 
that geography had been identified as one of 
the disciplines to be developed in phase 2 of 
the implementation of the Australian national 
curriculum. 

Education Minister Julia Gillard said 
the Erebus report’s findings highlighted 
teachers’ concerns that content, rigour 
and skills were lost when geography was 
amalgamated with other subjects into 
the catch-all “studies of society and the 
environment”. 

National Geography Curriculum: An 
Unprecedented Opportunity For Geography
Malcolm McInerney 
AGTA Ltd Chair
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http://www.theage.com.au/news/
national/gillard-puts-geography-on-the-
map/2008/04/07/1207420303646.html

The Rudd Government is committed to the 
development of a national curriculum in 
geography. The Age, April 8, 2008.

With this development on the horizon, in 2008 
AGTA, IAG and RGSQ began working on a strategy 
to inform the process about to be undertaken 
by the National Curriculum Board (the National 
Curriculum Board was incorporated into ACARA in 
June 2008).

Towards a National Geography 
Curriculum Initiative
At the October AGTA Conference on the Sunshine 
Coast, Queensland, the ‘Towards a National 
Geography Curriculum’ Project was formalised to 
develop a pro-active approach to the development 
of the national geography curriculum by ACARA. 
The project involved AGTA, IAG and RGSQ writing 
a paper titled Towards a National Geography 
Curriculum for Australia. The Project aimed 
to develop a united and coherent statement 
from the Australian geographical communities 
that provided a rationale, possible curriculum 
structures, preferred pedagogies and suggested 
implementation strategies for a national 
curriculum in geography

The members of the Project’s Steering Committee 
were:

Malcolm McInerney (Chair/AGTA), 
malcolm.mcinerney@bigpond.com

Kath Berg (Secretariat/RGSQ), 
admin@rgsq.org.au

Nick Hutchinson (AGTA), 
nhut1001@bigpond.net.au

Alaric Maude (IAG), 
polymaude@ozemail.com.au

Lucie Sorensen (RGSQ), 
Lucie.Sorensen@qsa.qld.edu.au 

The first task for the steering committee was 
to appoint experienced and highly respected 
geographers, Rob Berry and Roger Smith as 
the writers for the Project. Between November 
2008 and May 2009, Rob and Roger undertook 
extensive consultation across Australia involving 
input from teachers, students, academics and 
other community members. As part of the 
development process, Lucy Rahaley from the 
Geographical Association of Western Australia - 
see http://www.gawa.asn.au provided specialist 
advice on primary school geography for the 
Project. The results of this consultation and 

supporting literature reviews and research 
were presented as a background report to the 
steering committee in May 2009. In turn, the 
steering committee synthesised and added to the 
background report, resulting in a final paper titled 
Towards a National Geography Curriculum for 
Australia which was presented to ACARA in June 
2009. 

The contents of the 73 page report presented to 
ACARA gives a good indication of the focus and 
direction of the project:

1. Introduction

2. How should geography be defined in the 
curriculum?

3. Geography’s contribution to the education of 
young Australians

4. Learning, pedagogy and values in the 
geography curriculum

5. Procedural knowledge in geography

6. A structure for the geography curriculum 
A� Ensuring progression
B� Determining a structure for the curriculum
C� Ensuring continuity
D� Time allocation

7. Substantive knowledge in geography: 
selecting content
A� Selecting content 
B� Providing choice, avoiding repetition and 

ensuring consistency
C� Selecting places to study
D� Managing overlaps with other subjects

8. Objectives of a geographical education
9. Implementing a national geography curriculum
10. Conclusion

Both papers may be downloaded from the project 
site at www.ngc.org.au

ACARA’s Curriculum Development 
Process
In May, 2009, ACARA commenced its work on 
the Australian Curriculum: Geography when it 
appointed Lucie Sorensen as the Senior Project 
Officer Geography. In July, 2009, a Geography 
Reference Group was appointed and met for 
the first time on August 25 2009. Lucie and the 
Reference Group used the Towards a National 
Geography Curriculum reports as part of their 
literature research as they worked on identifying 
key issues needing to be addressed prior to the 
substantive work on the geography curriculum 
commencing. Following the Group’s second 
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meeting on September 14, 2009, the ACARA 
Board was presented with a Geography Position 
Paper on October 6. In October, the lead writer 
for the Australian Curriculum: Geography and 
an Advisory Panel were appointed. On behalf of 
geography teachers and students in Australia we 
wish those involved all the best with their work on 
the shaping phase of the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography. 

The following draft ACARA timeline will give 
an idea of the 2009–2011 progression with 
the writing process for the national geography 
curriculum. Naturally, the timeline may change as 
time goes by but at this stage these are the dates, 
events and milestones ACARA has mapped out for 
the curriculum development process.

• October–December 2009: The appointed 
writer and advisory panel develop an Initial 
advice paper for the national geography 
curriculum.

• February 2010: National Forum to gather 
responses to the Initial advice paper�

• February–March 2010: Development of The 
Shape of Australian Curriculum: Geography 
paper.

• April 2010: National consultation to gather 
responses to The Shape of Australian 
Curriculum: Geography paper.

• June 2010: The release of the final The Shape 
of Australian Curriculum: Geography paper.

• June–December 2010: Appointment of writers 
and an advisory group to develop the scope 
and sequence for the national geography 
curriculum. The writing to be accompanied 
by a consultation process for the scope and 
sequence document. 

• January–June 2011: Course writing in line 
with the final scope and sequence document 
for national geography curriculum.

• June 2011: Publication of the national 
geography curriculum.

We encourage all Australian geography teachers 
to keep informed of the ACARA process by 

registering on the ACARA website at www.acara.
edu.au and take advantage of the opportunities 
provided by ACARA and geography teachers’ 
associations to feed comments and ideas into the 
process.

Future Work
The work of the Towards a National Geography 
Curriculum was not completed with the handover 
of the report to ACARA. The steering committee 
has now turned its attention to the issue of 
implementation and is still meeting to develop 
strategies to support the roll-out out of a national 
geography curriculum. ACARA has made it clear 
over the past months that its remit is to write the 
curriculum content descriptions and elaborations. 
ACARA will work in an ongoing collaboration with 
the jurisdictions and professional associations 
to meet the needs of teachers and students. This 
situation has prompted the steering committee 
for the Towards a National Geography Curriculum 
project to develop a submission to the Federal 
Government requesting funding to ensure that 
the new ACARA geography curriculum will be 
supported with appropriate and adequate teaching 
resources and professional learning opportunities 
for geography teachers across Australia. AGTA, 
IAG, RGSQ and other geographical organisations 
consider that they have an important role to 
play in both the development of resources 
and providing professional learning during the 
implementation phase. However, as non-profit 
organisations run by time-poor professionals, we 
require government support to fund much needed 
implementation strategies for the new curriculum. 

An Opportunity
Over the next few years, issues associated with 
the implementation of the Australian geography 
curriculum are likely to dominate the work of 
AGTA and affiliates. This is a once in a lifetime 
opportunity to develop a state of the art, 
contemporary, world’s best practice geography 
curriculum for the 21st Century. Exciting times are 
ahead for geographical education in Australia!
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Introduction

According to the Geographical Association in 
the United Kingdom, Geography underpins 
‘a lifelong conversation with the earth as the 

home for human kind’ (Geographical Association, 
2009 p.5).

The following review of literature examines key 
issues in shaping an Australian Curriculum: 
Geography through an environmental scan of 
how established figures and organisations in the 
discipline identify and explain these matters. 

These issues are: 

• A clear and consistent definition of Geography 
in school education.

• The means for developing geographical 
understanding. 

• A distinct model of geographical inquiry.
• The place of field work and geographical skills.
• The practice of integrating geography with the 

study of society and the environment learning 
area.

• The role of Information and Communication 
Technology.

• The benefits of a geographical education in 
terms of the general capabilities of students.

Key sources drawn on to address these issues 
include McInerney, Berg, Hutchinson, Maude 
& Sorensen (2009) and Smith & Berry (2008); 
an analysis of international and state and 
territory syllabus documents, guidelines and 
policy; a selection of recent and relevant works 
conceptualising geography and describing 
geography as a school subject recommended 
by academic geographers and geographical 
educators as important; and the Geographical 
Association (2009). 

A clear and consistent definition of Geography in 
school education.

Geographers, geography educationalists and 
geography academics agree that geography 
should be seen as a holistic field of study as it 
bridges the social and the biophysical sciences. 
This bridge also incorporates the analytical, 
critical and speculative methodologies from the 

humanities as students of geography examine the 
impact of space, place and systems on the human 
condition. It is this unique aspect that needs 
to be the emphasised in the school curriculum 
(Matthews & Herbert, 2008; Morgan & Lambert, 
2005; Cresswell, 2008; McInerney et al, 2009; 
Smith & Berry, 2009). 

Reinforcing this emphasis would mean that 
the Australian Curriculum: Geography would 
coalesce with current Australian and international 
curriculum documents where geography is most 
commonly described in the rationales as the study 
of human-environment relations (Queensland 
Studies Authority; Senior Secondary Assessment 
Board of South Australia; NSW, Board of 
Studies; Victorian Curriculum and Assessment 
Authority, West Australian Curriculum Council, 
Tasmanian Qualifications Authority, Qualifications 
and Curriculum Authority (UK Government), 
Singapore Education and Assessment Authority, 
Ministry of Education Ontario, Finnish National 
Board of Education, and the United States 
of America National Council for Geographic 
Education). The great traditions of geography 
of exploration, discovery and fieldwork are the 
genesis in school curriculum of what students 
study in geography, through what eyes and 
by what means (Matthews & Herbert, 2008; 
Morgan & Lambert, 2005; Clifford, Holloway, 
Rice & Valentine, 2009). The extension into the 
humanities tradition using methods that are 
primarily analytical, critical, or speculative has 
broadened the understanding of the earth as the 
home for human kind. 

Much recent discussion focuses on how 
geography needs a strong narrative of what it 
does in order for students, parents, teachers 
to understand the discipline (Thrift, 2004, in 
Harrison, Massey, Richards, Magilligan, Thrift, 
& Bender, 2004, cited in Maude, 2009, Clifford 
et al, 2009, Morgan & Lambert, 2005). To this 
structural end, a useful definition can be found in 
Matthews & Herbert (2008, p.14) in which they 
state ‘the essence of geography is the integration 
of spatial variation over the Earth’s surface with 
the distinctiveness of places and the interactions 
between people and the environment’. McInerney 
et al (2009) define the essence of geography 

Literature Review – for the National 
Geography Curriculum
Lucie Sorensen
Senior Project Officer, Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA)
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as ‘the study of places – their biophysical and 
human characteristics, their interconnections 
and interdependencies, and their variation across 
space’. However, there are cautions raised in the 
literature that the study of places by itself while 
appealing and direct may lead to a descriptive, 
broad study rather than one of depth (Clifford 
et al, 2009). Matthews & Herbert (2008 pp. 
11–20) make a case for the core concepts of 
geography being the logical relations between 
place, space and environments as the bonds that 
hold the subject together and give it meaning. 
Maude (personal communication, 2009) states 
that geography is the discovery and analysis of 
places. These discussions pave the way to where 
geography can be seen as the study of where 
place, space and systems intersect. In general, 
there is agreement that some arrangement 
of these three concepts is what students of 
geography study. 

The Means for Developing Geographical 
Understanding
How do students of geography discover and 
explore this intersection. Simply put, the nature 
of learning in geography can be seen as having 
two parts: geographical understanding and 
geographical skills. Key arguments (Morgan 
& Lambert, 2005; Maude, 2009; Matthews & 
Herbert, 2008) are that geography’s methodology 
is flexible enough to encompass the diversity 
of approaches that cover the progressive 
and the contemporary. These approaches are 
discussed in some detail (McInerney et al, 2009; 
Smith & Berry, 2009; Blacksea, 2006; Bonnett, 
2008; Crang, 1998; Murdoch, 2006; Matthews 
& Herbert, 2008; Clifford et al, 2009; Erebus 
International, 2008 and Morgan & Lambert, 2005) 
and include, but are not limited to, a locational 
approach, integrative approach, spatial interaction 
approach, human agency approach, structuralist/
political economy approach, and cultural/social 
constructivist approach. What emerges from 
the variety of approaches are the key concepts 
that shape geographical understanding. There is 
strong support for a curriculum that is shaped 
by the concepts that are distinctive to geography 
(Smith & Berry, 2009; Maude, 2009; McInerney et 
al, 2009).

It is identifying these conceptual concerns of 
geography that has occupied a great deal of 
recent research space. Clifford et al (2003) 
identify space, place, landscape, social 
formations, system, scale and time as the 
seven conceptual concerns of geography. In 
Clifford et al (2009), this conceptualisation was 
revised to encompass space, time, place, scale, 
social and environmental systems, landscape, 
nature, globalisation, development and risk. 
Matthews & Herbert (2008) claim place, space 

and environment as key concerns but that these 
concerns are addressed through scale, time and 
process. Erebus International (2008) points to 
location, distribution, scale, spatial association, 
spatial interaction and spatial interdependence as 
the central organising concepts. 

Most national and international geography 
curriculum documents promote organising 
principles that commonly centre on a variety of 
scales of study, a range geographical contexts 
either temporally or spatially, or both as foci, or 
case studies, a diversity of perspectives and active 
citizenship to facilitate students’ understanding in 
the subject. McInerney et al (2009) list a range of 
concepts they identify as major. These concepts 
include diversity, environment, interaction, 
location, perception, place, processes, scale, 
space, time, culture, behaviour, and cause and 
effect. 

The question becomes how do we organise 
geographical knowledge to deepen 
understanding? It is the natural acts of citizenship, 
the understanding of the principles of stewardship 
and sustainability, the future focused decision 
making and problem solving which are identified 
as a key benefits of geographical understanding 
in a school curriculum (Geographical Association, 
2009; Smith & Berry, 2009; Australian Academy 
of Science National Committee for Geography et 
al, 2007; McInerney et al 2009; Partnership for 
21st Century Skills, 2009). The research indicates 
that deep geographical understanding comes 
from making connections between and within 
places, spaces, environments and systems. The 
lenses to be used to deepen understanding are 
scale, time, diversity, interdependence, risk and 
the importance of having a variety of perspectives 
(Morgan & Lambert, 2005; Rawling, 2008; Taylor, 
2007; Geographical Association, 2009; Clifford, 
Holloway & Rice, 2003 and Clifford et al 2009). 

A Distinct Model of Geographical Inquiry
The process of geographical inquiry is 
identified as pivotal to developing geographical 
understanding. The most recent Australian 
research (McInerney et al, 2009, Smith & 
Berry, 2009; Kriewaldt, 2006; Bliss, 2009; 
Maude, 2009) includes a critical discussion 
about the stages of geographical inquiry and 
the questions geographers ask when searching 
for understanding and explanation of the place, 
process or phenomena that they study. What 
makes geographical inquiry distinct are the 
types of questions that are asked in geographic 
investigations. These flow from the key concepts 
and the lens applied to the intersection of these 
concepts (Maude, 2009; McInerney et al, 2009; 
Morgan & Lambert, 2005; Clifford et al, 2009; 
Bliss 2006; Kriewaldt, 2006). The literature 



GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 22, 200914

cautions against prescribing a model of inquiry 
that includes a list of questions. Instead, 
questions should emerge from the discovery 
and exploration of place, space, process or 
phenomena (Morgan & Lambert, 2005; Smith & 
Berry, 2009, McInerney et al, 2009). 

The Place of Fieldwork and 
Geographical Skills
Benchmark practice identifies fieldwork as an 
essential component of geographical inquiry 
(McInerney et al, 2009, Erebus International, 
2008, Maude, 2009, Matthews & Herbert, 2008, 
Morgan & Lambert, 2005, Bonnett, 2008). The 
oldest traditions in geography of exploration, 
discovery and fieldwork all involve observation 
and collection of data and information about the 
interplay of place, space and systems. Matthews 
& Herbert (2008, p. 10) encapsulate the following 
geographical skills in fieldwork: discovery, 
exploration, observation and experimentation, 
field monitoring, environmental monitoring, and 
qualitative assessment. Other studies highlight 
that fieldwork develops numeracy, analytical 
thinking skills, oracy, graphicacy, literacy, and a 
sense of place (Bliss, 2009, Morgan & Herbert, 
2005, McInerney et al, 2009, Smith & Berry, 
2009). 

The vitality of fieldwork is contextualised 
within the identification of geographical skills. 
While most Australian syllabus documents 
make reference to the importance of students 
acquiring these skills, explicit statements on 
the nature of geographic skills, and what is 
required for students to demonstrate them, 
is inconsistent with, and subsumed in, broad 
knowledge and achievement statements. Critical 
Geographical skills are encapsulated in fieldwork 
and its associated methods of observation, 
interviewing, measurement (both in the field 
and in the laboratory) and monitoring; earth 
observation (as a means of data collection); 
geographical information systems (as a technique 
for analysing, modelling and presenting spatial 
data); and cartographic analysis (including 
the interpretation of maps). Specifically, these 
skills take in the properties and purposes of 
geographic representations. These include maps, 
diagrams, Internet-based mapping applications, 
geographical information systems (GIS), 
geographical positioning system (GPS), remote 
sensing (RS), and geographic visualisations, 
aerial and other photographs, and remotely-
sensed images. 

Combined, these skills develop the ability 
of students to research new topics, analyse 
information, and communicate their findings in 
oral, written, cartographic and graphical forms. 
Most of these skills involve the use of information 

and communication technologies (ICT), and 
some of these, such as GIS, are specifically 
geographical examples of ICT. The role that maps 
and mapping play in calculating and managing 
risk, assessing the vulnerability and the capacity 
to cope with difference, and the capacity to 
discover and analyse places and spaces, for 
example, is applicable at any stage in the 
progression of learning (Tobin & Montz, 2009). 

Geography students learn to work collaboratively 
on projects, to think critically, and to be open to 
a wide range of causes and consequences of the 
phenomena or problem being studied. Through 
the teaching of these skills, geography makes an 
important contribution to the development of all 
of the four key capabilities identified in a report 
on an Australian Certificate of Education (reading 
literacy, mathematical literacy, written English and 
ICT literacy). In addition, all of the employability 
skills identified by the Australian Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry and the Business 
Council of Australia, are also listed in the report 
(Australian Council for Educational Research, 
2006, pp. 77–84).

The Practice of Integrating Geography 
with the Study of Society and the 
Environment Learning Area
Key geographical associations and committees 
representative of geographical teachers, 
working geographers (Geographical Association 
2009, Australian Academy of Science National 
Committee for Geography et al, 2007, AGTA and 
its affiliates, Erebus International, 2008) have 
concerns that the inclusion of geography as a part 
of a broader study of society and environment 
(SOSE) learning area has meant a less rigorous 
focus on geographical content and skills. 

There is general agreement that students were 
advantaged in terms of understanding and skills 
when specific geographical content, skills and 
understanding were clear and well taught (Ofsted, 
2005 & 2008; Erebus International, 2008; Smith 
& Berry, 2009; McInerney et al, 2009). Emerging 
from the literature are Geography’s three strands: 
exploration, discovery and fieldwork (both real 
and virtual). Exploration subsumes the knowledge 
strand, the what and where students travel for 
the purpose of discovery. Discovery involves the 
productive insights produced from the application 
of the lenses of time, scale, risk, interdependence, 
diversity and perspectives. Fieldwork encapsulates 
a project-based, rich task approach to skill 
development. Geographic skills can be developed 
either individually or collaboratively but students 
cannot complete a fieldwork project unless they 
can apply geographic skills.
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The Role of Information and 
Communication Technologies
Geography provides a rich and varied context 
for the use of new technologies to enhance 
learning. In relation to ICT, the British Educational 
Communications and Technology Agency (Becta) 
(2004, p. 2) reported that ICT can have positive 
effects on the learning and teaching of geography 
in the following areas.

• GIS simplify many geographical concepts and 
present large amounts of non-sequentially 
related data in simple and readily accessible 
formats, allowing pupils to concentrate on 
interpreting and analysing data (West, 1999).

• GIS software enhances spatial awareness and 
decision-making skills (Audet & Paris, 1997; 
Taylor et al, 2003; West, 1999).

• Using simulations and modelling tools 
can lead to enhanced understanding of 
geographical topics such as erosion and 
agriculture (Cox & Abbott, 2003).

• ICT enables higher level thinking skills, 
especially for pupils using GIS (West, 1999).

• Using digital photography in a classroom 
mapping activity helps develop recall, 
reflection and self-assessment skills (Storey, 
2002).

• Interactive ICT such as email enables the 
exploration of a sense of place, through 
communicating with people as well as through 
pictorial features (Storey, 2002). 

• Using emails alongside postcards to make 
comparisons of places helps pupils to gain a 
better appreciation of other cultures (Storey, 
2002).

Clearly, the use of ICT has great potential in 
fostering learning communities in Geography.

As McInerney et al (2009, p. 57) explain, spatial 
technologies provide students with opportunities 
to develop geographical skills and understandings 
in the classroom and at home. Students might use 
GPS in the field to identify a location, collect up-
to-date information from an authoritative website, 
make observations using Google Earth or a 
webcam, and record information in a spreadsheet. 
Students can use GIS to help analyse and 
synthesise data. Students could present their 
findings by creating a Web 2.0 site, or exchange 
information with other schools electronically. 
All these examples are being used in Australian 
Geography classrooms today. Additionally, 
satellite remote sensing (Earth Observation) and 
GIS have been added to traditional fieldwork 
techniques.

The Benefits of a Geographical 
Education in Terms of the General 
Capabilities
What is agreed is that geography’s focus 
is centred in the contemporary and is, 
concerned with both the physical world and 
human environments; about place, space and 
interactions; very interested in the geographies 
that people acquire including those developing in 
the students’ minds (Morgan & Lambert, 2005, 
p. 40).

It starts early, when a young child encounters 
and begins to discover the world. As Gritzner 
(2002 cited in Morgan & Lambert) says 
‘geography is about what is where, why there 
and why care’. Similarly, the Partnership for 
21st Century Skills (2009) claims geography’s 
major contribution can be viewed through 
three lenses (1) scholarship (2) stewardship 
and (3) citizenship.  

 Scholarship reflects geography’s continued quest 
for knowledge about Earth and its systems using 
the most appropriate technologies. 

 Stewardship reflects the concerns for the positive 
relationship between people and the environment 
through sustainable interaction. Responding 
to challenges of global changes in climate, 
population changes, natural resources availability, 
food security, energy choices and land use are 
within the realm of stewardship. 

 Citizenship reflects equipping every person 
with the necessary 21st century skills and 
access to information that will enable them to 
become responsible and effective in their active 
roles as citizens. Geography engages curiosity, 
imagination, inquiry and empathy. It is a living 
subject (Geographical Association, 2009).

 The role that thinking and decision making play 
in Geography help us live as global citizens, 
aware of our local communities in a global 
setting. Students of school Geography think about 
alternative futures, different perceptions of risk 
and increasing peoples’ capacity to cope with 
variables (Tobin & Montz, 2009). Shaun French’s 
(2009) contention that geographers study risk 
situates the benefits of a geographical education 
in the relationship that human beings have with 
planet Earth. 

Risk in this way is an opportunity for creativity, 
it is the willingness to innovate and take risks 
rather than a negative concept. It encapsulates 
the threads of the subject that have the most 
resonance with geographical educators and 
students of geography which are decision 
making, exploration through field work both 
real and virtual. Additionally, early years 
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frameworks consistently identify discovery, 
exploration, connections to the natural world and 
risk taking as vital to a play based curriculum 
(Australian Government Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations, 2009).

 In living geography there are opportunities to 
build learning communities that involve students, 
teachers, local communities and authorities 
in the quest to find answers to the questions 
about the world in which we live and to make 
informed decisions about changes to the human 
and physical world (Erebus International, 
2008; McInerney et al, 2009; Smith & Berry, 
2009; Morgan & Lambert: 2005; Geographical 
Association 2009). ICT are an ideal place to begin 
building this wider community of practice (Becta, 
2004). 

The processes of living geography and building 
learning communities are where the national 
priorities are naturalised in the geography 
curriculum. Geographers have a special 
responsibility to make sense of the ambiguities 
and polarities involved in the relationship between 
people and the environment, space and place, 
the social and the spatial, the structural and the 
personal.
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Abstract

Back in the early 1990s, these were just 
a few of the newspaper headlines that 
accompanied the debate surrounding the 

mandating of selected curriculum perspectives 
in the NSW Geography Years 7–10 Syllabus. 
With the benefit of hindsight, the perspectives 
controversy can be viewed as an early skirmish 
in Australia’s education culture wars – the 
struggle to define what and how students learn. 
Fast-forward to the end of the first decade of 
the 21st Century and perspectivism has become 
mainstream – having been embraced as a 
legitimate and pedagogically influential element 
of syllabus documents. This article traces the 
emergence of perspectivism in the Australian 
curriculum context, especially as it relates to the 
study of Geography in schools. In doing so, it 
aims to inform future curriculum development 
processes, especially those associated with the 
National Curriculum project. 

Introduction
Perspectivism is the epistemological proposition 
that one’s cognitive engagement with the world 
is determined by the individual’s own perspective 
and interpretation. It rejects, implicitly, the idea of 
a perspective-free or interpretation-free objective 
reality. How one interprets the world around them 
is, according to this view, ultimately shaped by 
factors such as the individual’s socioeconomic 
positioning, ethnicity (or race), culture (including 
religion), gender, and sexuality. 

Syllabus-based definitions are often more simply 
expressed. The New South Wales Geography 

Years 7–10 Syllabus, for example, defines a 
perspective as: ‘A way of viewing the world, the 
people in it, their relationships with each other 
and with their environments’ (Board of Studies 
NSW, 2003). It goes on to cite the perspectives 
of Indigenous peoples, men and women, those 
of different cultures and those shaped by socio-
economic status as being worthy of particular 
attention. 

Teachers typically employ perspectivism in 
classrooms to enhance students’ conceptual 
understanding, promote the development of 
critical thinking skills, and inculcate values and 
attitudes such as empathy, tolerance, inclusion, 
integrity, respect, care and compassion, and 
social justice. The learning and teaching 
strategies used to build such capacities include: 
hypotheticals, simulations, debates and 
discussions, role-plays and problem-solving 
activities. In each of these, students can be 
asked to engage with geographical issues and 
phenomena from a range of perspectives, viewing 
point or points of view. 

What follows is an exploration of the origins of 
perspectivism, and the epistemologies that have 
both been informed by, and subsequently inform, 
an understanding of perspectivism.

Background: The Changing Nature of 
Syllabus Documents
Syllabus documents – together with syllabus 
support documents, textbooks and other 
instructional materials – constitute the most 
important curriculum-related artefacts. Their 
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nature has changed over time. For the most 
part, this change reflects shifts in curriculum-
related thinking, the legislative interventions 
of government, and demands by the teaching 
profession for greater guidance. 

In terms of content, syllabus documents were, 
until the 1960s, essentially instructional guides 
providing teachers with advice on how to best 
prepare students for public examinations. 
Beginning in the mid-1960s, however, Australian 
departments of education and curriculum 
development authorities embraced the 
international trend towards what Skilbeck (1984) 
calls school-based curriculum development. As 
Conolly (2001, p. 5) notes, the thinking behind 
this approach was the view that teachers, as 
professional educators, were best placed to 
make curriculum decisions regarding their 
students’ learning. Other stakeholders, including 
educational bureaucracies and governments, 
did not seek to influence, to any significant 
extent, the detail of syllabus documents. Only 
the universities, which were keen to maintain 
acceptable standards for university entry, 
continued to closely monitor syllabus documents. 
For the most part, this involved maintaining a 
strong presence on examination committees, 
especially in New South Wales. 

Weller (1998, p. 2) is among those who draw 
attention to the dominance of school-based 
curriculum development. He notes that while, 
from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, there were 
some overarching institutional policies governing 
syllabus development and content there existed 
‘an underlying philosophy of flexibility, choice, 
diversity, increasing use of optional studies, and 
an obvious reluctance to require core studies 
or set requirements of universal application 
across schools’. The cost of this approach was, 
according to Weller (1998), unacceptably high:

Much of the curriculum work was 
amateurish, poorly supported in terms 
of professional and research expertise, 
sometimes quite faddish and idiosyncratic, 
sometimes ignored by schools, and rarely 
developed according to normal standards 
of project efficiency. Often it required years 
to complete because of the piece-meal, 
ad hoc and voluntary nature of approach. 
Statewide in-depth consultation was 
practically non-existent (p. 2). 

From the mid-1980s syllabus documents became 
more sophisticated and increasingly prescriptive 
in terms of content – a trend that continues with 
the shift towards a National Curriculum. The 
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority (ACARA) has determined that the 
National Curriculum documents will make content 

(expressed in terms of knowledge, understanding 
and skills) explicit. The ‘achievement standards’ 
expected of students will also be specified. 

The national curriculum will detail what 
teachers are expected to teach and 
students are expected to learn for each 
year of schooling. The curriculum will 
describe the knowledge, understandings, 
skills and dispositions that students will 
be expected to develop, in sequence, for 
each learning area across the years of 
schooling. (National Curriculum Board, 
2009, p. 9). 

The more prescriptive nature of syllabus 
documents has, over time, diminished the 
autonomy exercised by teachers, especially in 
terms of the programming for learning. 

Other important shifts in curriculum thinking 
included: 

• a recognition that the delineation of 
syllabus-based knowledge, rather than being 
unproblematic, was, as a result of the work 
of the ‘critical’ education theorists – such 
as Young (1971), Giroux (1981; 1983), 
Bernstein (1971) and Apple (1982a; 1982b) 
– now conceived of as being the product of 
a socially selective process that privileged 
the knowledge and experience of some 
while marginalising that of others. As a 
consequence, the selection of syllabus content 
was increasingly seen as contestable and in 
need of explanation;

• the tendency to promote, and in some 
instances specify, elements of what Smith 
and Lovat (2003) refer to as the ‘pedagogical 
revolution’ – the adoption of ‘new’ 
instructional approaches informed by the 
growing body of research that demonstrated 
the educational benefits derived from quality 
teaching. As a result, there was a shift towards 
the inclusion of inquiry-based methodologies, 
including critical thinking; and

• the need to accommodate the demands by 
marginalised groups for a more inclusive 
curriculum. In New South Wales this resulted 
in the State Government specifying a number 
of cross-curriculum perspectives that all 
public schools were expected to integrate 
into teaching and learning programs. There 
was, however, little common or agreed 
understanding of how these cross-curriculum 
perspectives were to be translated into 
meaningful learning experiences for students. 

It is this latter shift, with it focus on inclusiveness, 
that initiated the search for a mechanism 
that would meaningfully accommodate the 
legitimate aspirations of those alienated 
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and unrepresented by existing curriculum 
arrangements. Perspectivism would prove to be 
just that vehicle. 

Origins of Perspectivism
The philosophical basis of perspectivism can be 
traced back to Thucydides – the Ancient Greek 
historian who chronicled the Peloponnesian War 
(471–404 BC) – and, perhaps more significantly, 
the work of Jose Ortega y Gasset, the Spanish 
philosopher and essayist, and Friedrich Wilhelm 
Nietzsche, the Prussian-born philosopher. Its 
resurgence during the later part of the twentieth 
century can be linked to the growing influence 
of feminist, post-structuralist and postmodernist 
thinking within the humanities. 

Thucydides, the acknowledged ‘father’ of history, 
is credited with introducing the notions of 
impartiality to historical writing (as opposed to 
historical narratives in which the ‘victors’ often 
chose to eradicate stories other than their own). 
Arendt (as cited in Rose, 2003, p. 120) accords to 
Thucydides the authorship of another important 
aspect of objectivity – an acknowledgment that 
there are always ‘a multiplicity of viewpoints 
surrounding public events’ and that the task of 
the historian was to ‘look upon the world from 
the standpoint of others, and to articulate these 
varied, and often opposing, viewpoints’. 

Ortega y Gasset, who Audi (1999, p. 637) credits 
with having coined the term perspectivism, 
argues that the world can only be known from a 
specific point of view. All perspectives, according 
to Ortega y Gasset, are considered equally valid 
with the only false perspective being one that lays 
claim to be the only one and true perspective. 
Such thinking is grounded in the work of 
Nietzsche, who emphasised the perspectival 
character of all thinking and rejected the idea of 
absolute knowledge transcending all perspectives. 
According to Nietzsche there is no universal truth 
or absolute God’s eye standpoint from which one 
can survey everything:

There is only a perspective seeing, only 
a perspective ‘knowing’; and the more 
affects we allow to speak about one thing, 
the more eyes, different eyes, we can use 
to observe one thing, the more complete 
will our ‘concept’ of this thing, our 
‘objectivity’ be (Kaufmann n.d.). 

Some interpretations of Nietzsche’s work cast 
perspectivism as a form of ‘relativism’ – the 
belief that no one assumption about the world 
is more true or valid than another. Makedon 
(1992), for example, points to what he terms 
radical perspectivism – the search for perspectival 
diversity well beyond that of human perspectives. 
According to this thesis, humans can employ 

a variety of non-human perspectives, including 
those representative of the animate and inanimate 
world. Here humanity is redefined to encompass 
the whole universe, and pedagogy becomes an 
exercise in representing it. This can be achieved 
via role-plays, the promotion of empathic 
understanding, and perspectivistic analysis. In 
perspectivist pedagogy, students learn to think 
and imagine the ‘other’. By doing so, they learn to 
extend their ‘sense of self’ to include the world. 
A perspectivist curriculum prepares students to 
analyse, imagine, apply or role-play the world 
from a variety of world perspectives. 

An example of a less ‘radical’ approach to 
perspectivism is that proposed by Ludwig von 
Bertalanffy, the ‘father’ of General Systems 
Theory. von Bertalanffy advances the proposition 
that complex systems should be viewed 
holistically and as amounting to more than the 
sum of the parts. While noting that the validity 
of knowledge depends on the perspective 
from which that knowledge is perceived, von 
Bertalanffy argues that perspectivism provides 
a way of getting closer to the ‘absolute truth’ 
of something. While not all perspectives are 
necessarily valid, of those that are, none can 
be considered more authentic than any other. 
According to von Bertalanffy’s thesis, a learner 
should be conscious of his or her own relative 
ignorance and limited cognitive ability because 
‘perception is not a reflection of real things’ – it 
is, in fact, an interaction between ‘knower and 
known’. What seems to be an objective perception 
of reality is, in reality, filtered by the observer’s 
cultural experience and biological imprint. It 
means that every observation is an outcome of 
the viewpoint and methodology of the observer. 
We get closer to the truth by first recognising our 
own relative ignorance and then by opening our 
minds to alternative points of view. In this sense 
von Bertalanffian perspectivism represents an 
alternative to Nietzsche’s nihilism, with its denial 
of any grounds for objective or moral truth, and 
the dogmas or metanarratives used to judge the 
universal truth of something (Jiménez-López, 
2002). 

Complementary (and Informing) 
Philosophical Paradigms
Our understanding of perspectivism, and its 
application within educational contexts, has 
been informed by a number of complementary 
philosophical paradigms. These include 
post-structuralism and postmodernism, 
deconstructionism, and standpoint theory.

Post-structuralism and postmodernism From 
the late 1960s, the growing disenchantment with 
what Symes and Preston (1997, p. 24) refer 
to as ‘master narratives and grand-theorising’ 



GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 22, 2009 21

contributed to the rise of more localised political 
movements (often finding expression as interest 
groups) and the emergence of new styles of 
theorising, many of which are antagonistic 
towards ‘totalising tendencies’. As a result of 
these developments, the focus on class and 
ideology were, from the early 1980s, increasingly 
seen as anachronistic because they obscured 
the ‘subtleties of difference’ apparent in social 
arrangements (Hebdige, as cited in Symes & 
Preston, 1997, p. 24). This, in turn, has led to 
the emergence of ‘new social theory’, among 
the most significant examples of which are 
postmodernism and post-structuralism. Of the 
two, postmodernism is perhaps the better known. 

The French philosopher Jean Francois Lyotard 
provides perhaps the most frequently cited 
account of postmodernism. In Lyotard (1979), 
which is often described as the founding essay 
of the postmodern movement, he highlights the 
collapse of the ‘grand narratives’ (for example, 
Marxism) and their replacement with a series 
or ‘patchwork’ of ‘little narratives’ – driven, at 
least in part, by the technological changes that 
have transformed our notion of what constitutes 
knowledge. To this we can add Baudrillard’s 
(1988) reference to the nature of cultural 
change, especially as it relates to the emergence 
of a consumer society with its accompanying 
emphasis on materialism and iconography 
(specifically global brands). 

Postmodernism, drawing on the work of 
Nietzsche, holds that there are no universal 
truths valid for all people. Instead, individuals 
are locked into the limited perspective of their 
own race, gender or ethnic group. In this regard 
postmodernism (like perspectivism) celebrates 
difference and gives recognition to those 
previously marginalised interests or perspectives. 

Among postmodern educators there is a 
preference for educational settings that provide 
students with an opportunity to become critical, 
analytical and discerning thinkers, with the focus 
being on redressing the inequalities within society. 
Giroux (1991, p. 118), for example, calls for the 
dismantling of the politics of discrimination by 
encouraging “a pedagogy which links schooling 
to the imperatives of democracy, views teachers 
as engaged and transformative intellectuals, 
and makes the notion of democratic difference 
central to the organisation of curriculum and the 
development of classroom practice”. The pursuit 
of a more democratic educational experience is 
explored in two ways. First, there is an attempt 
to expose and critique forces of oppression 
(including sexism, racism and elitism) apparent 
in Western society. Second, postmodernism 
seeks to provide marginalised or silenced groups 
with the opportunity to contribute more actively 

to curriculum content. A perspectives-based 
approach to teaching and learning encourages 
students to analyse issues and phenomena from 
multiple viewing points in order to promote 
critical thinking. 

Although associated with different groups of 
theorists, post-structuralism and postmodernism 
are often considered to be synonymous. But, 
as noted by Symes and Preston (1997, p. 28), 
post-structuralism represents a much more 
‘systematic’ body of theory, most of which 
seeks to critique the work of the most influential 
structuralist scholars – the cultural analyst 
Claude Lévi-Strauss; Roland Barthes the literary 
critic; the Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser; 
and the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan. The 
most prominent post-structuralists include the 
philosopher Jacques Derrida, the historian Michel 
Foucault and the sociologists Pierre Bourdieu and 
Bruno Latour. Despite their theoretical differences, 
post-structuralists generally believe that the world 
we think we inhabit is, in fact, a social construct 
with different ideologies seeking to impose their 
hegemony.

Applied in a social context post-structuralism 
holds that what counts as knowledge or ‘truth’ 
is produced by social institutions – those 
organisational structures that shape the way 
people think and behave. Researchers working 
within the post-structuralist paradigm investigate 
these social structures, analysing how the 
truths that underpin them are constructed. 
The conceptual tool used to do this is called 
‘deconstruction’. 

Deconstructionism Deconstructionism has 
its origins in French intellectual discourse in 
the period following World War II. The French 
philosopher Jacques Derrida – the acknowledged 
father of deconstructionism – set out his views 
in two books published (Derrida 1973, 1976). 
A central tenet of Derrida’s contribution is the 
notion that texts can support multiple readings, 
many of which are contradictory. It demonstrates 
that a preference for one reading over another 
is based in certain beliefs and values, and is not 
guaranteed by ‘the words on the page’. 

As a form of literary criticism, deconstructionism 
focuses on apparent contradictions of meaning in 
order to remind the reader that the interpretations 
he or she makes are neither obvious nor objective. 
According to Moon (1992, p. 18) the meaning 
of text is ultimately determined not by language 
but by a set of underlying beliefs defined by the 
dominant culture. In other words, because text is 
constructed by people (who are always products 
of culture) and because text is language-based 
(which is at the heart of culture) it follows that a 
text will present itself to the reader in a particular 



GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 22, 200922

way – its language highlighting some meanings 
while suppressing others.

Deconstructionism attempts to reveal the 
ideological biases and traditional assumptions 
of the dominant culture inherent in the text. It 
also enables the reader to gain an insight into 
the perspective or world view of the author and 
to identify the gender, racial, economic, political 
and cultural prejudices and biases the author may 
have used (intentionally or unintentionally) for the 
purpose of control. According to Moon (1992, p. 
30), deconstructionism does not highlight these 
contradictions to undermine the credibility of 
texts, but to enhance our reading of them. 

Applied within the social sciences, 
deconstructionism is most apparent in 
the approach adopted by ‘radical’ social 
constructivists – a school of thought that can be 
traced within the field of sociology to the work 
of Berger and Luckman (1966) who argued that 
the systems of categorising people are socially 
derived. According to this premise, categories of 
humanity – notions of social class, race, ethnicity 
and gender – are the product of human thought 
and action; they are social constructions, not 
natural givens. Having accepted that identity is 
socially constructed, constructivists set about 
deconstructing identities to determine the 
dominant ideas that underpin such constructions 
and the institutions that aid those constructions, 
and identify the groups that are privileged by them 
and those that are marginalised and oppressed. 

Those who critique deconstructionist thinking 
tend to focus on the threat it poses to the 
status quo. Because the ‘official’ meaning 
of a discourse is determined by those ‘in 
power’, critics ‘deconstruct’ those meanings 
to discover what is hidden or suppressed in a 
text, thereby discrediting the establishment (or 
social institution) that stands behind the text 
and claiming the right to challenge its authority. 
Conservative Christians are among the most 
vocal critics of deconstructionism. The Texas-
based Christian Information Ministries (2001, 
p. 1), for example, refers to deconstructionism 
as “a hammer for smashing traditional values”. 
Tribalism, political correctness, multiculturalism 
and the cultural wars are identified as having a 
basis in this ‘powerful postmodern movement 
... [which] permeates every area of our culture’. 
In Australia, the Archbishop of Sydney, Dr 
Peter Jensen (2001), argued that he regarded 
deconstructionist tendencies as a threat to the 
literal (as opposed to literalist) interpretation of 
the Holy Scriptures. 

For fundamentalist Christians, the Bible 
constitutes not only theological truth but also 
the truth derived from historical and scientific 

understanding. Anything seen as contradicting 
a literal interpretation of the Bible is, therefore, 
dismissed by fundamentalists as ungodly and, 
hence, untrue. It is not surprising, therefore, 
that any world view that challenges the notion of 
an absolute truth transcending all perspectives 
should be considered an anathema by 
fundamentalist Christians. 

Standpoint theory Another epistemological 
framework drawing on perspectivist thinking is 
‘standpoint theory’. With its grounding in feminist 
literature, standpoint theory has been widely 
employed to analyse the social positioning of 
marginalised and oppressed groups and proved 
influential in shaping the arguments advanced by 
Butler (1992).

According to standpoint theorists, socially 
oppressed groups are able to access knowledge 
unavailable to the socially privileged, particularly 
knowledge of social relations. In other words, 
oppressed groups have a greater chance of being 
objective, of seeing the reality of a situation, 
because it is in their interest to understand the 
nature of the oppression they experience and they 
have less interest in protecting the status quo. 
Feminist standpoint theorists, for example, argue 
that the position and perspective of women (that 
is, their standpoint) as observers and knowers of 
the world contribute to a more ‘truthful’ account 
of reality. 

As a theoretical framework, standpoint 
theory appeals to those theorists who don’t 
completely reject the notion of truth. It is, 
according to Hekman (1997, p. 349), based on 
the assumptions that knowledge is perceptival 
and that one perspective is better because 
it provides a more truthful account of social 
relations. According to the accounts of standpoint 
epistemologies featured in the works of Harding 
(1991, 1993), Hartsock (1983, 1997) and Smith 
(1987), people (social agents) ‘see’ things 
differently from different social locations (their 
situatedness). In other words, there are no 
objective or value-free standpoints because 
everyone is situated, and thus ‘sees’ things from 
a particular context or perspective. Furthermore, 
standpoint theorists contend that knowledge 
gained from social locations outside or marginal 
to the socially dominant views challenges the 
discourses and practices that legitimise the 
oppression or marginalisation of others. Harding 
(1991), for example, argues that feminist 
standpoint theorists challenge the privileging 
of male-dominated knowledge and experiential 
hierarchies by emphasising that attitudes, beliefs 
and values originate in the social location or 
cultural experiences of a group or individual. 
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investigating the epistemological context in which 
perspectives are used before drawing conclusions 
regarding the intent of the exercise. 

What follows is an account of the process 
by which perspectivism, in its current 
conceptualisation, was negotiated and applied in 
the NSW Geography syllabuses. 

Defining Curriculum Perspectives in the 
New South Wales Educational Context
From the early 1980s the term perspective has 
been used in a number of ways within the New 
South Wales educational context. It has, for 
example, been used to denote a particular theme, 
emphasis or direction educational authorities 
(and increasingly governments) wish to have 
incorporated into the school curriculum. This 
was certainly the case in the 1980s when the New 
South Wales Labor government required public 
schools to modify their total school curriculum 
to incorporate mandatory material outlined 
in policy documents relating to multicultural 
education, anti-racism, Aboriginal education, 
environmental education, and girls’ education 
(New South Wales Department of Education 
1982, 1983, 1987, 1989a, 1989b, 1992). These 
policy statements had clear objectives, which 
included the acquisition of defined values. Those 
who disagreed with the mandatory nature of 
this approach and the values it promoted often 
portrayed the intent of these documents as an 
exercise in ‘social engineering’ (O’Neill, 1992). 

Another use of the term ‘perspective’ involves the 
infusion of new areas of knowledge into existing 
curriculum documents rather than creating new 
subject areas. In this way educational authorities 
seek to give all students access to new knowledge 
without overloading schools with new mandatory 
syllabus documents. Existing syllabus documents 
and teaching programs are modified to include 
this additional material or perspective. The 
integration of information and communication 
technologies into existing syllabus documents in 
New South Wales is indicative of this approach, 
as is ACARA’s stated intention to mandate a 
number of cross-curriculum perspectives – 
Indigenous perspectives, a commitment to 
sustainable patterns of living, and knowledge and 
understandings related to Australia’s engagement 
with Asia (National Curriculum Board, 2009, p. 
13). 

Back in the early 1990s, a new and much 
more literal meaning was ascribed to the term 
‘perspective’ in New South Wales syllabus 
documents – a meaning quite distinct from 
any central determination of what is desirable 
within the school curriculum. In this context, 
a perspective is used as a means of exploring 

Criticisms of standpoint theory include its 
assumption that there exists a reality ‘out 
there’ just waiting to be represented. Other 
criticisms include the claim that knowledge is 
conceived of as arising spontaneously from 
experience (a criticism levelled by both realists 
and postmodernists); the argument that the 
oppressed, instead of being damaged in some 
way, are actually privileged by their social 
experience, especially in terms of their ability to 
understand social relations; and the assumption 
that oppressed groups (especially women) 
represent homogeneous entities with a common, 
identifiable standpoint. Feminist postmodernists 
critique standpoint theory on the basis that it is 
impossible to claim that there is a single women’s 
perspective. While women experience oppression 
in patriarchal societies this experience is 
contextually-based. It differs according to factors 
such as age, class, race and culture. Instead of 
a single perspective, postmodernists argue that 
there are many perspectives, all of which have 
equal validity and claims to truth (Flex, as cited in 
Stoetzler & Yuval-Davis, 2002, pp. 315–33). 

Moore (2000), who employs realist perspective 
to critique the reductive and relativist tendencies 
of standpoint theory and postmodernism within a 
curriculum context, argues that while knowledge 
is socially determined, and contains traces of 
the conditions under which it was produced, it is 
important to distinguish between the production 
of knowledge and its emergent properties. 
Knowledge is described as having the ability to 
“transcend the social conditions under which 
it is produced” (p. 21). This implies that some 
knowledge is not group specific but represents 
the ‘standpoint of knowledge’ (p. 20). Moore 
argues that ‘the difference between standpoints 
is only one of relative power’ and to ‘substitute 
one standpoint for another is only to swap like for 
like by changing the power relationships between 
groups, and hence, between standpoints’. It is 
the transcendental capacity of knowledge that 
standpoint theory and postmodernism have 
difficulty accommodating (p. 21). 

What is clear from the preceding discussion 
is that there is no clear consensus on the 
relationship between perspectivism and the 
pursuit of objective knowledge and truth. There 
are those postmodernists and deconstructionists 
who contend that perspectivism lends weight 
to the relativist’s assumption that there is no 
universal truth valid for all people and that 
the quest for objective knowledge is fruitless. 
Alternatively, there are those who argue that 
perspectivism represents a means of getting 
closer to the absolute truth of something. By 
examining the perspectives of different individuals 
and groups we achieve a more ‘truthful’ account 
of reality. This finding highlights the importance of 
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latter term lending its name to an epistemological 
framework (standpoint theory), which (as noted 
earlier) had its grounding in the feminist literature 
but has been applied more generally to examine 
the social positioning of oppressed groups. 

It is, according to Butler (1992, p. 11), possible 
to ‘speak of a women’s perspective or the 
perspective of a particular ethnic group on 
particular issues’ and it is reasonable to assume 
that “a sample of women’s views on certain topics 
will have something in common, as opposed to 
the views of men and that the views of members 
of a particular ethnic group will have something 
in common as opposed to the views of members 
of other ethnic groups”. It is important to note, 
as Butler does, that not all members of a group, 
however defined, will agree with views associated 
with the group as whole. In other words, it cannot 
be assumed that the views of one person in a 
group will be indicative of the views of other 
people within that group. It should also be 
acknowledged that individuals might belong to 
a variety of reference groups depending on the 
range of issues addressed.

Significantly, this approach also holds that it is 
possible for people to understand and empathise 
with the perspectives of other individuals and 
groups and perhaps change or modify their own 
views as a result of this process. But, as Butler 
(1992, p. 12) points out, this should not be 
considered a simple matter. The beliefs and values 
underlying a perspective may not be conscious. 
People may not be aware of their own perspective 
or the existence of alternative perspectives. 
The ability to recognise one’s own perspective 
and to take on the perspectives of others when 
acquiring and interpreting information has, 
according to both Butler (1992) and O’Neill 
(1992), to be nurtured. As well as extending the 
range of information available for subsequent 
decision-making, the acquisition of such a skill 
holds the potential of promoting tolerance and 
an appreciation that people can legitimately hold 
alternative points of view. 

Engaging with the Perspectives of 
Others: At What Age?
The preceding discussion of perspectivism 
leads us to question the age at which students 
are able to appreciate that other people have 
feelings and experiences that differ from their 
own. Woolfolk (2007, p. 77) notes that this 
‘perspective-taking ability’ develops over time 
and becomes quite sophisticated as students 
progress towards adulthood. To support this 
contention Woolfolk cites the research of Selman 
(1980), who proposed a stage-based model to 
explain the development of perspective taking. 
As a child matures and progresses towards the 

additional knowledge and understanding about 
geographical issues and phenomena that may 
be more accessible from a different ‘viewing 
point’ (O’Neill, 1992). It was this approach, 
and the dispute surrounding its determination, 
that constitutes one of the most celebrated 
curriculum-related controversies in New South 
Wales. 

This approach is consistent with developments 
within academic Geography where the term 
perspectives has been employed to denote the 
various theoretical frameworks geographers use 
to organise their thinking about issues, processes 
and relationships relating to space and place. 
Chalmers, Kent and Keown (2002, pp. 4–5) 
are among those who recognise the benefits 
derived from taking into account the various 
‘theoretical perspectives’ or ‘points of view’ from 
which knowledge about the world is organised 
and understood (p. 4). In doing so they define 
theoretical perspectives as the ‘ways of looking at 
the world that have been adopted by a significant 
group of commentators’. They also note that: ‘by 
adopting a different perspective we take a different 
view of a situation or set of events’. This, in turn, 
‘provide[s] as much insight about events as our 
original [theoretical perspective]’ (p. 5). 

In a technical sense a perspective can be defined 
as ‘the appearance of objects with reference to 
relative position’ (Macquarie Dictionary). In other 
words, there is more than one way of seeing an 
object and a person’s view will depend on his or 
her position relative to the object being observed. 
The meaning of ‘perspective’, as advocated by 
Butler (1992) and first articulated in the 1992 
New South Wales Geography Syllabus Years 
7–10, acknowledges this definition but goes a 
step further. According to Butler (p. 11), who had 
been asked by the Geography Syllabus Committee 
to prepare a ‘position paper’ on the issue of 
curriculum perspectives, it is not just physical 
position that determines what a person sees, it 
is also the person’s ‘mindset’ or ‘world view’ – 
the framework of thinking that gives order and 
meaning to one’s surroundings. Consequently, 
different people will perceive, describe, explain 
and evaluate issues and phenomena differently. 
While not denying that part of this diversity comes 
from personal factors, this approach maintains 
that there are a number of general factors that 
influence a person’s world view. 

A perspective in this sense is not just a personal 
‘point of view’ but a viewpoint that a person 
adopts because of his or her social position or 
membership of a defined group with respect to a 
particular issue. In other words, it is the culture 
and experiences of a person or group, and their 
resulting social position, which assigns to them 
a particular perspective or ‘standpoint’ – the 
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how these in turn have been shaped by historical 
events” (Groome, 1994, pp. 76–8). Black (as 
cited in Groome, 1994, p. 77) contends that 
students aged 10–11 years are at the optimum 
stage of development to understand and reflect on 
concepts of justice and equality. While there is a 
difference in the age group identified, this finding 
is broadly consistent with that of Woolfolk (2007). 

Conclusion
Perspectivism, as negotiated, defined and 
originally deployed in the NSW curriculum 
context, and adopted elsewhere, provides 
Geography teachers with a powerful means of 
promoting deep knowledge and understanding 
with a particular focus on critical thinking within 
the constructivist learning paradigm. It also 
helps facilitate the inculcation of values generally 
held to be fundamental to the maintenance of a 
civil society. The challenge for future curriculum 
writers is to build on this work. To further refine 
our understanding of perspectivism and its 
educational potential. The task of teachers (and 
textbook writers) is develop the teaching and 
learning strategies that deliver on the promise of 
perspectivism. 
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Abstract

Important insights for improving teaching 
(Rudduck, McIntyre, & ESRC Teaching and 
Learning Programme, 2007) are available by 

attending to the perspectives of students (Flutter, 
2007) as they can give coherent views about 
their learning. Using a qualitative approach, the 
perspectives of students, (Groundwater-Smith, 
2005) are analysed to canvas their views of 
accomplished geography teaching. Thirty-seven 
students ranging from Year 7 to Year 12 in 
eight schools in three Australian states were 
interviewed using post lesson video-stimulated 
recall. Interview data were open coded allowing 
the categories to emerge. This study found 
that several features emerged which positively 
influence student learning. These were interactive 
teaching, contextualising learning to develop 
students’ geographical imagination, inclusion of 
collaborative learning in geography, and using 
classroom space/spatiality effectively. 

Introduction
In this paper we report on one component of 
a larger research project in which students are 
asked to identify what influences their learning 
with respect to particular lessons. It arises from 
the Strengthening Standards of Teaching project 
(in progress) whose research design is based 
on the conceptual approach of complementary 
accounts (Clarke, 2001; Clarke, Keitel, & Shimizu, 
2006) whereby videos of accomplished classroom 
teachers are used to study how teachers and 
students negotiate and articulate the meaning of 
accomplished teaching. Although the research is 
situated within the subject area of post-primary 
school geography education, this paper is held to 
be relevant across a wide range of subject areas. 
The study takes as its focal point what happens 
inside the geography classroom, which brings the 
role of teacher and learner into sharp relief and 
backgrounds whole school issues.

Attending to learners’ perspectives is an essential 
constituent of the means by which teachers 

improve their practice (Flutter, 2007; Hopkins, 
2008). Students’ views and opinions have 
been sought in a range of research initiatives 
to enhance understanding of teaching and 
learning, most notably in the Consulting Pupils 
about Teaching and Learning Project (Rudduck 
et al., 2007). Student voice, synonymous with 
pupil voice, comprises all methods of enabling 
students to give their views (Flutter, 2007; Whitty 
& Wisby, 2007). In parallel to student voice other 
researchers have explored learners’ perspectives 
(Clarke, 2006; Hopwood 2007, 2008). For some, 
the term learners’ perspectives is self-explanatory 
and needs no definition (Hopwood, 2008). The 
Learner’s Perspective Study (LPS), Clarke’s 
long-term international research collaboration, 
focuses on the perspectives of learners in 
mathematics classrooms and more recently 
in science classrooms as one key element of 
multiple data sources which can support more 
complex understandings of classrooms. LPS has 
served to associate learners’ perspectives with 
numerous studies which involve student analysis 
of videoed classroom lessons (Clarke, 2006; 
Williams and Clarke, 2002). Although there is 
minimal intersection between student voice and 
learners’ perspectives research, the concepts are 
aligned, both seeking to view learning through 
students’ eyes. Where the concepts differ is that 
student voice research is more singularly focused 
on students and, on the whole, explicitly seeks 
to enhance student agency (Groundwater-Smith, 
2005) yet enhancing agency is not an explicit 
feature of LPS. 

Situated within a teaching improvement 
orientation, this paper aims to make a contribution 
to the knowledge base of what enhances student 
learning through analysis of students’ views about 
teaching and learning in geography classrooms. 

Attending to research on the themes arising from 
in-depth interviews with students can enhance 
understandings of teaching and learning which 
supplement the many informal ways that teachers 
attend to students’ learning. Teachers interpret 
students’ non-verbal cues, respond to student 
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questions and ask questions of students, listen 
to and build on contributions during discussion, 
probe points of confusion, examine work in 
progress and assess products of learning. 
Teachers may informally ask their students to 
comment on the efficacy of a lesson or activity 
or they may engage in more formal debriefing, 
analysing metacognition, developing a language 
to discuss students’ thoughts and strategies 
(Leat, 1998).

Geographical research and pedagogical literature 
permits synthesis of four key features that help 
young people to learn. These features also frame 
our empirical data. 

1. Interactive and active learning 
 A comprehensive review of United Kingdom 

schools concluded that the most effective 
geography departments were those which 
emphasised the inquiry method, fieldwork 
and group work, and addressed relevant and 
topical issues (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate 
of Education [HMI], 2005b). Inquiry-based 
methods and fieldwork are widely and 
successfully used in geography teaching 
in Australia (McInerney, Berg, Hutchinson, 
Maude, & Sorensen, 2009). Fieldwork also 
promotes interactive and active learning 
(Bliss, 2009; Fletcher & Dodds, 2004; Foskett, 
1997; Fuller, Gaskin, & Scott, 2003; Scott, 
Fuller, & Gaskin 2006). An extensive body 
of research and literature supports inquiry 
learning in geography (Geography Teachers’ 
Association of Victoria [GTAV], 1977; Kent, 
2006; Naish, Rawling & Hart, 2002; Roberts, 
2003; Stoltman, 2006). Roberts (2007) in 
her outline of the process of geographical 
inquiry, includes a stage on reflecting 
on learning, which involves reflecting on 
what has been learnt and how it has been 
learnt, which challenges students to think 
metacognitively. What is equally important 
is student immersion in the language of 
geography (Owen, 2001; Slater, 1993); 
language that produces deep understanding 
of important, substantive concepts, skills 
and ideas (Ladwig & King, 2003). The use 
of geographic language is a vital pillar in 
interactive learning. By way of illustration, it 
should be noted that that learning about maps 
is not only about learning technical skills, 
but can include understanding how maps are 
social constructions that can portray the world 
in distorted and selected ways (McInerney et 
al., 2009).

2. Contextualising learning to develop students’ 
geographical imagination  

 Learning is contextualised in ways that 
connect with young people’s experiences 
(Groves, 2007; McIntyre, Pedder & 

Rudduck, 2005; Mitsoni, 2006; Plaut, 2006; 
Wood, 2003) and in so doing develops 
young people’s geographical imagination. 
This imagining has been built up through 
humanistic interpretations of place (Relph, 
1976), children’s ‘place perception’ (Stea, 
2005) the development of students’ ‘private 
geographies’ (Slater, 1993) children’s 
geographies (Catling, 2003, 2006 ) and 
‘children’s imaginative geographies’ (Holloway 
& Valentine, 2002, Lambrinos & Bibou, 2006).
The notion of a geographical imagination 
that has been theorised in the academy for 
a number of years (Gregory, 1994; Harvey, 
1973; Prince, 1962; Whatmore, 2002) and has 
been more recently espoused in geographical 
education (Jackson, 2006; Massey, 2006). 
Doreen Massey’s explanation of a geographical 
imagination concurs with our thinking:

It is probably now well accepted, though 
it is still important to argue, that a lot of 
our ‘geography’ is in the mind. That is 
to say we carry around with us mental 
images of the world, of the country in 
which we live (all those image of the 
North/South divide), of the street next 
door. The New Yorker’s mental map of 
the USA, Ronald Regan’s imagination 
of the world, became popular posters. 
All of us carry such images, they may 
sometimes be in conflict or even be 
the cause of conflict, and digging these 
things up and talking about them is one 
good way in to beginning to examine 
what it means to think geographically. 
(Massey, 2006, p. 48)

Brooks (2006) maintains that teachers 
can reflect on and learn alternative 
perspectives from the students they teach. 
Morgan (2001) posits that teachers should 
reflect upon the idea that the geographical 
imaginations of the students we teach are 
increasingly shaped outside the geography 
classroom. Kirman (2003) envisages 
a transformative geography where 
K–12 students practise the discipline of 
geography for the well-being of people and 
the environment in order to improve the 
world.

3. Collaborative learning in geography 
 Current models of effective pedagogy 

emphasise caring, safe and supportive 
classroom environments (NSW Department 
of Education and Training, 2003). Slater 
(1989) wrote of talking and writing to learn 
in geography and developing strategies to 
redress the language gap, particularly between 
reader and text. Given that geographical texts 
are many and varied, and involve a plethora 
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of literate, numerate, graphic and oral skills, 
(Balchin, 1972; Brough, 1983; Davidson, 
Stevens & Williams 1998; Kleeman, 2005; 
Thom, 2001) then collaborative learning is 
favoured as a learning style in geography 
classrooms. Lambert and Balderstone 
(2000) illustrate the pitfalls and problems of 
instigating role plays, Parker (1999) explores 
the mechanics of group work and a number 
of examples of practitioner-based research 
projects point to the efficacy of collaborative 
learning in geography (Andrew-Evans, 2006; 
Boardman, 2004; Leat, 1998; Owen, 2001) 
UK surveys also link quality fieldwork with 
improved ‘interpersonal and collaborative 
skills’ (HMI, 2005b). 

4. Spatiality This concept is identified as socially 
produced space (Soja, 1989), Soja saw three 
kinds of overlapping and interacting space: 
physical, mental and social space. Firstly, 
the classroom is an arena for the production 
of space through the interaction of the 
physical and the social (McGregor, 2004), 
but it is also includes an imagining of space 
that extends beyond the concrete and the 
performed. Although spatiality is primarily a 
world constructed through social relationships 
(Crang & Thrift, 2000; Harvey, 1973, 2006; 
Hubbard, Kitchin, Bartley & Fuller, 2002; 
Massey, 2005), Massey (2005) goes further to 
posit space as a mental construct: space that 
stretches from ‘the immensity of the global 
to the intimately tiny’ thus enabling students 
to embrace a ‘connectedness to the world’ 
(Ladwig & King, 2003) from their geography 
classrooms. Soja’s (1996) body-space-society 
trialectic has been taken up by some school 
architects in an endeavour to enhance these 
social relationships, strengthen student 
voices, and improve pedagogy (Fisher, 2004). 
Nairn (1997, p. 93) reminds us that ‘the act of 
talking in a classroom has the potential to be 
empowering in two ways: it is an opportunity 
for students to practise their verbal skills and 
to shape curriculum content’. Here the public 
verbal (and mental) space of the classroom 
and the physical space (McGregor, 2004) are 
interrelated. The public verbal space is, first 
and foremost, constituted by the social and 
spatial relations between the students and 
the teacher (Gordon & Lahelma, 1996). This 
complex embodied relationship influences, 
and is influenced by, the proximity of the 
teacher, the locations of the researcher and 
cameras/operators, classroom layout, and 
seating positions. As Massey (2004) asserts, 

If space is a product and a precondition 
of all our practices and engagements, 
then it is integral to the construction 
of the relations between us, to the 
blossoming, or not, of identities and 

to the potential for new futures that we 
are constantly laying down.

Many students in this study attempted to 
articulate how these relations boosted their 
learning.

The Study: Data and Methods
Teachers of the lessons were recruited by asking 
teachers to nominate colleagues who were widely 
regarded as accomplished geography teachers. 
For each of eleven classrooms in eight secondary 
schools in Victoria, South Australia and New 
South Wales (Years 7 to 12), two lessons, each 
lasting around 50 minutes, were videotaped 
using three cameras. One camera focused 
on the teacher. The other cameras focused 
respectively on the whole class as seen from 
the front of the room and individual learners, 
from a range of performance levels, who were 
subsequently interviewed. Researchers took 
field notes during each lesson, observing verbal 
and non-verbal cues of learning which might 
enable more nuanced probing during interviews. 
Thirty-seven students who had participated in 
these lessons were interviewed using post lesson 
video-stimulated recall on the day of the lesson. 
Students viewed dual screen video footage 
of teacher and themselves and were asked a 
series of semi-structured questions over 15 to 
40 minutes focussed on ‘what influenced your 
learning?’ 

This paper is qualitative, and employs grounded 
theory (Corbin, Strauss, & Strauss, 2008). After 
careful and multiple readings of the transcripts of 
student interviews, identification and subsequent 
clustering of related responses was refined to 
produce a set of categories (Patton. 2002). Some 
comments were classified as belonging to more 
than one category and careful attention was 
paid to identify recurring relationships between 
categories.

Limitations
The design of this study had limitations as the 
sample is small and we do not claim to have 
interviewed a comprehensive range of students. 
We were mindful that it was difficult not to 
privilege some student responses during the 
interview through verbal and non-verbal feedback 
thereby shaping subsequent responses. Getting 
to the heart of what students mean is challenging 
and the semi-structured protocol provided space 
to clarify initial responses. We continue to ask 
ourselves whether students describe only the 
best of their learning experiences, as they have 
no experience of revolutionary approaches. That 
is they describe common practices of teaching 
which are deeply socialised forces because 
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this is all they know, and these become the 
parameters by which learning can be imagined. 
Notwithstanding these limitations, this design 
and analysis provides students’ views on what 
influences their learning in geography. 

Results
The following analytic categories emerged 
strongly. Quotes from interviews are presented 
to invite you to hear students’ voices towards 
co-constructing views of learning (Whitehead & 
Clough, 2004).

Interactive Teaching 

Questioning and discussion: developing 
geographical vocabulary

Interactive teaching was strongly identified by 
students as positively influencing their learning. 
Often described as questioning and discussion, 
these are related and overlapping expressions 
and consequently were difficult to separate. 
Questioning is part of the means of developing 
a discussion. Discussion makes it possible for 
learners to hear ideas in their peers’ vocabulary, 
interact with everyone in the class and challenges 
students’ and teachers’ thinking. Through these 
interactive actions, students were able to advance 
their geographical vocabulary and test and 
develop their understanding of concepts. Class 
discussion was commonly mentioned as being 
important to learning as it produced more interest, 
enabled students to learn from peers, encouraged 
active participation, and made thinking visible.

Questioning plays a key role in learning. It can 
enable teachers to diagnose understanding 
and invites everyone to think. It makes thinking 
visible to teacher and learners. Good questioning 
necessitates listening, and at its best provides 
an interactive approach to learning. Successful 
questioning and directed discussion also help 
develop and deepen geographical vocabulary. 

Some students reflected on their enlarged 
vocabulary:

[I learned what] relative location is — you 
locate something from a particular point 
like Melbourne to Geelong for instance. I 
didn’t know that before that lesson. David

... there are a few terms like choropleth 
and stuff like that which is kind of hard to 
understand but she goes over it and over 
it and over it, it’s like, even today we’ve 
haven’t really had choropleth for a while, 
but she just brought it up again, trying to 
put it fresh in our minds. Nathan

Others reflected on their tentative constructions 
of geographical concepts when designing ‘the 
perfect catchment’, their understanding and 
eventual mastery: 

We first of all we put a mountain, because 
that’s where ... rivers come from, and then 
we made an ocean, we drew an ocean, 
because that’s where they finish. Then we 
drew the river in the middle, but we didn’t 
have enough ... so we had to fix it up a 
bit, and we all just said we all kept talking 
about what should be there and ... and we 
drew cows and animals and stuff. Zac 

Questioning in individual and small group 
situations: providing a safe climate to 
analyse complex data

Questions from students to their teacher and 
peers were commonplace in the lessons filmed 
particularly during student-centred activities. 
In the quotations that follow, the issue under 
discussion is what the teacher does when she 
or he presents at students’ tables to talk over 
their individual and group work. It is clear that 
the student feels safe to ask questions and 
acknowledges that the teacher will not supply 
quick answers although directional probes are 
provided.

He kind of looks at our graphs, and you 
can kind of tell on his face if I was doing 
something wrong or not, and he just 
gives us some ideas and makes sure that 
everything is going well. It’s good because 
you can always ask him questions, like 
I am never scared to ask him a question 
... he will give you – not the answer but 
something that will lead you to the answer 
... or something that will help. Lauren

Similarly the teacher avoids giving answers in 
order to challenge students to think.

Asking a lot of questions [was helpful 
in assisting me to understand] I think, 
because she got us to answer it ourselves, 
but asked questions that kind of hinted at 
the answer, and if we didn’t know she kept 
giving us more ideas, but she wouldn’t tell 
us the answer, she made sure someone 
answered it. That was good. Brigitte

Thinking is challenged by sustained questioning 
and also by asking that responses are justified.

Even with examples, like when girls give 
answers, when he asks for answers, he 
also asks for justification, so that’s a good 
way to sort of work through things and 
I enjoy listening to what other people 
have come up with and put in my own 
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input sometimes. He does ask us a lot of 
questions, but I reckon that’s good, it’s 
stimulating. Evangeline

Setting up this climate requires both pedagogical 
skill and an empathy with others.

She always makes sure we know what 
we’re doing. And if we’re having trouble, 
she always asks, like tells us to ask for 
help. Anne

She sits down and goes ‘right, who doesn’t 
understand and who does?’ and if we 
don’t, she’s never like ‘you should know 
this, you should be able to do this,’ she 
always goes ‘right, OK. This is how you do 
it, this is how you should be doing it, now 
is everyone OK?’ And then she makes sure 
that everyone’s right with it. Lisa

But it is the students’ learning that is paramount. 
Providing a safe climate to analyse complex data 
is essential in this endeavour.

I think the classroom discussion was 
a good opening into it, but in order to 
achieve something solid, I think we 
needed to work as a pair and I found 
that really effective. I feel really confident 
speaking up in class, because I see it as 
a comfortable environment, like there’s 
not really pressures, it’s not really like a 
lecture, where you feel obliged to just sit 
there and listen. It’s very engaging, so I 
feel comfortable in both sort of situations, 
talking to my friend, and I think that we 
personally achieved more, when it came to 
discussing the different factors regarding 
population as a pair, but I think I gained 
more from the class discussion because 
you are getting insight, and like they say 
‘two minds are better than one’. When 
you’ve got twenty odd minds in there, it’s 
quite impressive. Amy

Such a climate engages most students, most of 
the time. They are seriously engaged in dealing 
with complex geographical data.

Yeah, that’s why he’s like really casual 
and easy going, because teachers that 
are really kind of strict, it makes you not 
want to go to their classes even more, we 
always do our work with him, but he kind 
of lets us have a minute when we can chat, 
because he knows that we are all in Year 
10 and it’s like the least thing that we want 
to be doing is … so it’s kind of good that 
he gives us work but lets us do our own 
thing at the same time ... Jim

Again, intervention was crucial in complex 
learning tasks.

When we were doing our maps, the 
teacher went around to every pair ...  . 
[He] doesn’t just leave you to do it, but 
goes around and sort of listens. First he 
was listening to what my friend and I were 
talking about. Then we showed him where 
we wanted to expand the population, and 
he was giving his insight, and then we 
were able to justify why we wanted to do 
it and I think that was really engaging, 
having that discussion there, once we’ve 
done the work we wanted to do. Having 
that discussion to show what we had come 
up with. Clare

Contextualising Learning To Develop 
Geographical Imagination 
Students identified a number of connecting 
features which helped their learning. Making links 
to prior learning and providing opportunities 
for students to make connections with their 
experiences and those of their peers were 
important. This frequently occurred during 
discussion. Contemporary links to current world 
events were mentioned. Students also liked 
teachers who used ‘stories’. Sometimes these 
were stories designed to personalise abstract 
concepts. More commonly stories commenced 
when the teacher told personal accounts of their 
life experiences which related to the lesson. This 
resonated with students at an interpersonal level 
giving insights to the teacher. As well, teachers’ 
personal stories may serve to demonstrate the 
benefit of the topic and make visible a component 
of how the teacher had constructed their 
knowledge. 

I think that because he has done a lot of 
things in his life, he always has a story to 
tell us about, when he was in America … 
so he always relates things to his life, and 
sometimes it’s really interesting because 
you don’t know these things about 
teachers because he has actually done 
quite a lot of stuff that we don’t really know 
about. Shannon 

The stories are linked to the notion of a 
developing a geographical imagination. Perhaps 
an embryonic geographical imagination starts 
here: 

Well Geography is more about the world 
around us, so things that are happening 
now, whereas the other subjects are just 
basically, like History or Math’s it just 
happened… take it in. Charles

When one student was asked about what helped 
her learning process she began to cautiously 



GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 22, 2009 33

that the complexity of influences of learning can 
be explored.

Pair and small group work was favoured as 
students have access to other people’s ideas, can 
discuss their learning, and check their progress 
without waiting for the teacher. It was a strong 
learning preference for some students.

I think it’s [pair and small group work] 
definitely beneficial, because obviously two 
people together, you’re going to have more 
ideas than one person by themselves. It 
balances your ideas and stuff. Annette

… I usually sit with my friend, and we 
usually get it [work] done together, but my 
two other friends pretty much know what 
they’re doing, so I always go to them and 
check, just in case. Cleo

With respect to the role of other students in 
assisting individual learning, three students 
commented thus.

Another thing that like helps you learn is 
when you’re working in partners. Working 
in partners you can kind of talk about what 
your thoughts on the actual thing are. 
Like if you’re working on your own, you’re 
not allowed to talk or anything, it’s kind 
of harder to relate. Like obviously if we 
were told today we could work in partners, 
so you could kind of, when you found 
something, or discovered something, 
you could say it to your partner and you 
could work on that together for a bit ... I 
think its just easier to ... than just keeping 
it all into yourself, if you get someone 
else’s opinion, or if you might not be sure 
on something, if you get someone else’s 
opinion you can determine whether you’re 
right or wrong. David

Having someone there to talk it through 
with [was helpful], even though the teacher 
wasn’t necessarily interacting with us. My 
learning bounced off my friend and vice 
versa. Evangeline

I would rather [be] working with other 
people than working by myself, because 
you get to interact with other people and 
you get more of an idea of what other 
people are thinking about it. Shannon

However working together did not help every 
student’s learning. Some preferred individual 
tasks to avoid the risk of public criticism. Working 
with less motivated peers was described as 
frustrating and group activities did not enable 
individuals to work at their preferred pace.

develop her geographical imagination, one that 
was supported by an enthusiastic teacher

Things like the casual talks, like about 
things not just the topic that we are 
learning, things that happen on the 
actual news and the happenings around 
the world. As … started in getting us 
interested. Jay

Clearly the connections between classroom 
geography and the wider world are important.

I remember because when the cyclones 
were going to America, the day before 
we just learnt how to track them, and the 
teacher had showed us that there’s three 
heading towards America, and then it was 
on the news, and I said, I knew that was 
coming before all of them, I could have 
told them. So it was cool. Then to see it all 
happen, it’s like ‘I knew about that a while 
ago’ that was interesting. Liu

One student, assigned the role of ‘hurricane 
expert’, illustrates how meticulous the teacher had 
been in setting up a simulation, designed, at least 
in part, to fire the geographical imagination. 

She was the maths person, so if I needed 
anything calculated, then she would do 
that. My other friend was the volcano 
person, and my other friend graphed 
everything for the rock fall and the 
… paddock tremor, like she graphed 
everything. Another girl was the evacuation 
person, she had the plans already and she 
also did the team log. So every time you 
got a piece of information off the board, 
you had to write it down in the team log, 
and if you were putting out a warning that 
a volcano was coming along, if you’re 
evacuating people from a certain area, then 
she had to write all that down in the log. 
Lauren

Finally, one student moved one short step towards 
Kirman’s ‘transformative geography’ (2003).

Yes, it did, because it made me more 
aware of third world countries and what’s 
happening, and how we’re really lucky and 
we should help them really. Cynthia

Collaborative Learning in Geography
A majority of students identified how peers assist 
their learning. Three students also strongly stated 
that their preference was to work alone because 
they can complete tasks more efficiently without 
distraction. This variation in the data is important 
to highlight as learning preferences differ and 
consequently it is only through wide consultation 
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of the time, you can just go about doing 
your own answers, you rush through 
them in class, and then if you’ve got them 
wrong, you don’t necessarily know where 
you got it wrong, so I think it’s good that 
he did come around to us. Evangeline

Not only is the teacher assisting individuals but 
monitoring how her knowledge of difficulties 
faced by individuals can benefit the whole group.

It’s good because if anyone has a query on 
anything she will go and help them, and if 
she thinks that it’s relevant for the whole 
class, she stops everyone and says ‘there’s 
a good point here, just remember to such 
and such’ which is really good because 
often it does apply to everyone ... When 
we’re doing our own thing she doesn’t sit 
back and work or something ... Jane

What is of particular importance here is the 
development of a set of spatial practices – 
concrete practices, flows and movements within 
and across the classroom. But the classroom 
is also a representation of space, a construct of 
continuity, tradition, rules, and regulation. The 
behaviour of the actors within the classroom is 
constrained by this representation. This sense 
of space legitimises some spatial practices and 
constrains others. A third aspect of space, lived 
space, refers to the construction of space by 
the students as they negotiate or feel their way 
through the labyrinth of the classroom. Again, the 
classroom resonates with ideology and authority. 
How teachers and students react in this tripartite 
space is instructive. 

The production of space unfolds as a corporeal 
theatre involving all classroom actors. When 
teachers observe videotaped classroom practice, 

They notice the use of hands to invite 
participation, the leaning of a body 
as the teacher listens, the smile as a 
teacher invites a pupil to contribute in the 
knowledge that the expected contribution 
is exciting. Franks and Jewitt [2001] list 
eye movement, direction and gaze, facial 
expression, hand and arm movements/
configurations, the use of the whole body 
to make gestures, body posture, the 
position of people in the room and their 
use of space, the location and context of 
action as the phenomena to be recorded. 
They help construct ‘thick’ descriptions 
which detail how action, visual and 
linguistic resources work together to make 
meanings. In this way, small gestures, 
such as hand movements and body 
inclination, can be understood as having a 
wider significance within the ecology of the 
classroom (Leat & Lin, 2003).

You really have to cater for all sorts of 
people, I would rather work on my own 
personally, but I know others would 
rather work in a group, because they are 
not exactly sure what the topic would be 
about, or they just enjoy working with 
their friends, … but you’re open to more 
ridicule. Sort of, no one else wanted to 
write and then when you do go to write, 
someone else is always going to say ‘that’s 
not right’ or ‘your hand writing is sloppy’ 
or something like that, so I would rather 
work on my own work. The only person 
to critique it is a teacher and they’ve got 
every right to ... Some people put in more 
than others, and that’s what I don’t like. If 
I am given a piece of work, I would rather 
commit to it, whereas someone else, like 
my classmate who sits back just chewing 
his nails, whereas the other three are all 
working, so you just mooch off the group, 
and I think it’s a bit soft. Riley

Spatiality: Using Classroom Space 
Effectively
The teacher’s use of space is crucial. A 
threatened teacher is more likely to be actually, 
or metaphorically, marooned on the front desk. 
Colloquially expressed as ‘my learning was 
helped when the teacher walked around the 
room’, this was a recurring feature discussed 
by students for multiple reasons. Students were 
able to access help as they needed it and it 
demonstrated that the teacher was approachable. 
Relational space was under construction. 
Teachers were monitoring individuals’ progress, 
checking understanding, helping, offering praise, 
encouragement and affirmation that the student is 
on track. On the contrary, teachers who didn’t do 
this were described as poor teachers.

Also I think it’s good ... that [she] kind of 
walks around the classroom, and sees if 
you’re going alright or have any problems, 
rather than just sitting up the front waiting 
for everyone to finish. It’s good ... [She 
is also] checking that you’re working 
properly. Yeah, just checking that you 
understand it all. Riley

If you really don’t understand something 
and he is coming around, you just wait and 
then he will come and he will explain it and 
then you can get on with your work again. 
Zoe

He goes around and checks what you’re 
doing, so we are not just left to come up 
with our own equations and solutions, like 
he will sort of monitor it kind of thing, and 
I think that’s really important, because a lot 
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admits the possibility of multiple meanings, a 
space that is under constant construction.

Well listening to other people talk about 
it was quite helpful, because I had some 
different views to what they were saying, 
so it was good to hear what everyone else 
had to say, so it was a good idea to ask 
people what they thought about it. Zoe

I have lived in South Africa, Thailand and 
Turkey, and I have been to Cambodia, 
which was what I was doing, so I kind of 
know what was happening ... Felicity

Sometimes it was space itself that was under 
discussion. Here again, making sense of spatial 
concepts is seen as a social process taking place 
within the relational space of the classroom.

The teacher has a lot to do with that, I give 
her a lot of credit, because at the start I sat 
there going ‘oh, gosh, with all the spatial 
concepts and ... do I have to remember all 
of them?’ But the way she went through it 
and she made sure we had it all clear and 
compacted in, it was good. And it made it 
a lot less stressful. Tammy 

Another student successfully articulated the 
interacted nature of social space where a series of 
distinct trajectories coexist and intertwine. These 
new constructs were cemented on to pre-existing 
understandings of population geography.

What we did today looking at perhaps 
limiting or reducing factors of the 
population was perhaps something a bit 
more new, I think it was sort of pulling 
all the strings together more so. It wasn’t 
necessarily throwing a completely new 
concept out there, a lot of us as you 
saw, could come up with reasons and 
factors when we were brainstorming, but 
I think it’s really important to sort of put 
everything in context, get it out in the 
open and tie all the strings together and 
perhaps add a few new ideas, in relation 
to population for example. Like legislation 
... that was new to quite a few girls and I 
think there was a few new concepts, but 
nothing quite major that we haven’t come 
across before. Victoria

Conclusion
Listening to these students speak of their learning 
does provide a small contribution to the potential 
to improve teaching and learning by highlighting 
the importance of incorporating interactive 
teaching approaches, contextualising learning, 
including collaborative learning opportunities and 
effective use of space. Even as the data provided 

All these are physical manifestations of the 
production of classroom space. Teachers are 
acting within spaces of embodiment (Murdoch, 
2006) reacting to other embodied entities seated 
at their desks.

The teacher’s task hinges on the production 
of space, seen here as a delicate web of 
interrelationships.

Yeah, and she encourages if there are 
some quiet ones at the back, she is ‘what 
about you?’ and she dobs people in, 
which is good because she’s got a good 
relationship with them, they don’t get 
grumpy with her, it gets them all involved. 
Jane 

But classroom space is also the site of a 
multiplicity of student voices.

Yeah, it’s not really like a lecture 
atmosphere, I found it a bit more 
interactive. And I think that’s good because 
people, like you can explain something in 
a lot of different ways but it’s that dynamic 
that makes people understand. So for 
example if someone didn’t understand 
what the teacher has explained ... talk to 
the person next to you could explain it or 
clarify it better, and it could be ... I could 
ask my friend a question and not really 
understand and then ... the teacher, so I 
think he’s quite happy to let us, so long as 
it’s related to work ... for us to bounce off 
ideas and answers off each other. Jeremy

The spatial engagement by the students ranged 
beyond the classroom to pre-arranged fieldwork 
experiences. Cognitive conflict is apparent here, 
with references to understandings of longshore 
drift and primary and secondary dune fields, 
but the student’s spatial imagination is welding 
together the spaces of the classroom with those 
of the field.

Well in class we learnt about longshore 
drift and ... primary and secondary sources 
and then when we got to go on the 
excursion then we actually saw what we 
had been learning about, so that was really 
helpful to understand what we had just 
been through instead of just looking at it 
on the board, then we actually got to look 
at it, in real life, and that made it easier to 
understand. Paul 

Similarly, some students explicitly made reference 
to their global sense of place bringing their 
geographical imaginations to bear on conceptions 
of place and space.

These students listened to the different views 
of others but she also works with a space that 
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insights into elements of geography classroom 
practices which influence learning, yet in the 
fragmenting of these conversations with young 
people it is wise to be mindful that it is only in 
the blending of elements that a holistic vision 
of teaching and learning is possible. Overall our 
results indicate a noteworthy preference among 
students for constructivist learning approaches. In 
drawing together of all the elements - interactive 
teaching, contextualising to develop geographical 
imagination, collaborative learning and spatiality 
we suggest that student-centred learning 
approaches are at the heart of accomplished 
geography teaching. Many geographical educators 
advocate student-centred learning (Balderstone, 
2002; Butt, 2002; Roberts, 2003) and learners 
in this study concur. However, there needs 
to be real commitment on the behalf of the 
practitioner to engage students both emotionally 
and intellectually (Martin, 2006). McIntyre et al. 
(2005) describe this as providing students with a 
greater sense of agency and ownership through 
giving students’ choices in tasks, student-centred 
inquiry approaches, and with concomitant trust 
in students’ willingness to manage their own 
learning. Thus we concur with Rudduck et al. 
(2007) who challenge teachers to give students 
control over learning – choice in content, in 
activities, and in the pace of their learning. 
Underpinning the features identified in this study 
is the commitment of the teacher to take an 
interest in young peoples’ lives, their desire to 
strengthen pedagogic knowledge, and the will and 
motivation to improve their practice. 
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Abstract
This paper reports an analysis of the pedagogical 
content knowledge (PCK) of two experienced 
teachers; it examines how this knowledge is used 
to inform classroom practice and how it might 
assist in the process of the development of the 
accomplished standard for Geography teaching. 
These detailed case studies of the teachers 
examine their beliefs and practices as they teach 
a unit on tropical cyclones to Year 9/10 students. 
The studies highlight differences in the teachers’ 
content knowledge and their pedagogical 
understandings and contrast their approaches 
to investigating and assessing students’ 
preconceptions. These case studies suggest that 
a willingness to allow students’ expression of 
naïve theories in class, and a teacher’s confidence 
and awareness to use common preconceptions 
to shape teaching and learning may assist 
students’ educational development and their deep 
understanding of key geographical concepts. 
Recommendations are presented that have 
implications for the setting of the accomplished 
standard for Geography teaching.

Introduction
Teaching standards map what teachers need to 
know, understand and be able to do at different 
stages of career development, from novice 
to accomplished professional (NSW Institute 
of Teachers, 2005). Ingvarson and Kleinhenz 
(2006, p. 2) maintain that the aim of establishing 
advanced teaching standards is to articulate the 
qualities of accomplished teachers in order to 
‘provide inspiration to aspiring teachers, guide 
teachers in their professional development, and 
increase public recognition of the complexity 
of what teachers do’. In Australia, a number 
of individual professional associations in 
collaboration with Monash University have 
articulated key elements of teachers’ work as 
generic teaching standards at a domain specific 
level. These domains include English Language 
and Literacy, Science and Mathematics. These 
domain specific standards are important in that 
they recognise the unique knowledge and skills 

used by teachers in specific subject areas and 
the particular skills required to teach students 
of different ages. A distinct set of standards for 
Geography teaching is currently being developed 
to identify, articulate and measure what counts 
as accomplished practice in the Geography 
classroom. These standards will assist with the 
process of defining what is unique about the 
pedagogy of this discipline along with the features 
of effective practice that Geography teaching 
shares with other subject domains. 

This paper seeks to contribute to the process of 
standards development for Geography teachers 
by addressing the question: how should the 
role PCK and, in particular, the recognition of 
students’ preconceptions, be articulated in a set of 
standards for accomplished Geography teachers? 
The paper approaches this question by first 
providing an explanation of the link between PCK 
and accomplished teaching and an examination 
of the ways in which PCK is recognised in 
Australian teaching standards at both a generic 
and domain specific level. It then reviews the 
literature regarding PCK, especially teacher 
awareness of students’ preconceptions and use of 
this knowledge in the classroom. This is followed 
by an analysis of the knowledge, beliefs and 
practices of two experienced Geography teachers 
working in contrasting school contexts. The aim 
of this analysis is to build an image of the PCK of 
accomplished Geography teachers and the way in 
which this knowledge is used to inform classroom 
practice.

PCK and Accomplished Teaching
Shulman (1986) identifies four key areas 
of knowledge that teachers develop as they 
progress from college graduates to accomplished 
professionals: knowledge of the key concepts 
and structure of a teaching subject (content 
knowledge); knowledge of relevant curriculum 
documents and supporting resources (curriculum 
knowledge); general pedagogical knowledge; 
and PCK. Shulman (1986) maintains that PCK 
includes not only a knowledge of methods for 
representing and organising subject content to 
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make it comprehensible to students, together with 
the specific strategies and activities for promoting 
student understanding in the subject domain, 
but also an awareness of the preconceptions of 
key concepts that students of different ages and 
backgrounds construct prior to formal instruction.

The central importance of a teacher’s PCK and in 
particular the teacher’s awareness of students’ 
preconceptions has been confirmed by more 
than 30 years of analysis of student alternative 
conceptions and conceptual change in Science, 
Mathematics and Psychology (Taylor & Kowalski, 
2004). This research has demonstrated that 
teachers are in a better position to promote deep 
understanding when they know the common 
preconceptions that students hold of core 
concepts, the methods for assessing students’ 
preconceptions, and the ways of using student’s 
ideas to inform teaching practice. 

Given the established importance of PCK in 
the research literature, one would expect to 
see these sorts of characteristics reflected in 
statements of professional teaching standards. 
Certainly, the aspects of PCK that focus on the 
ways of organising subject knowledge and using 
appropriate subject specific strategies to promote 
student understanding are well represented in the 
generic teaching standards of Australian states 
and territories. The gap that exists is recognition 
of the need for teachers to diagnose and address 
common student preconceptions. While there 
is reference, for instance to the importance 
of building on students’ prior knowledge and 
understanding students’ backgrounds and 
experiences in a generic sense, recognition of 
the importance of student preconceptions for 
subsequent learning is largely absent. This is 
not surprising given the subject specific nature 
of alternative conceptions and the unique way 
in which these beliefs influence the nature of 
learning in individual disciplines. This aspect 
of a teacher’s PCK is going to vary much more 
across disciplines than some other aspects of 
pedagogical knowledge, for example, classroom 
management strategies. 

It is also not surprising that disciplines with a 
research tradition focused on the importance 
of student preconceptions are those where 
reference to preconceptions can be found in their 
professional teaching standards. The National 
Professional Standards for Highly Accomplished 
Teachers of Science (Australian Science Teachers 
Association, 2002), for example, specifically 
recognises the importance of knowing both the 
content of Science and the common conceptions 
and explanations of scientific phenomena that 
students construct prior to formal instruction. 

Highly accomplished teachers of science 
not only know their subject matter 
deeply; they know how to help others 
develop deeper understanding of that 
subject matter. Highly accomplished 
teachers have a rich bank of pedagogical 
content knowledge that allows them to 
make subject matter comprehensible to 
students. This expertise enables them to 
transform their content knowledge into a 
form that is understood by their students. 
It enables them to choose the analogies, 
examples or applications of a concept or 
skill that make the content accessible and 
interesting to a given group of students.

They know that all learning builds 
on previous experiences and mental 
constructs and that they must find a way 
of relating and meshing these constructs 
and experiences with those which are 
being introduced to their students. In 
teaching science, highly accomplished 
teachers are aware of the conceptions 
and explanations of science phenomena 
that students are likely to hold at different 
stages of development. They know how 
to explore, review and, where necessary, 
challenge these conceptions, through 
specifically designed learning experiences 
(Australian Science Teachers Association, 
2002, p. 13).

These standards indicate that PCK is not only 
an important element of a teacher’s professional 
knowledge but a key indicator of accomplished 
teaching practice in this domain. 

Research on Pedagogical Content 
Knowledge
Considerable research in geographical education 
has focused on aspects of PCK especially to 
do with strategies for promoting geographical 
understanding. These include: enquiry learning 
approaches (Roberts, 2003); concept mapping 
(Ghaye & Robinson, 1989); student discussion 
and debate (Lambert & Balderstone, 2000; Leat 
& Lin, 2003); open questioning (Leat, 1997); 
debriefing (Kriewaldt, 2006; Leat, 1997); mental 
model building (Reinfried, 2006); language and 
learning approaches (Slater, 1989); Write it right 
units of work in NSW schools (Write it Right 
Project, 1996) and encouraging students to 
explain themselves (Leat & Lin, 2003). Initiatives 
such as Thinking through Geography engage 
students in a combination of the above activities 
(Leat, 1997). 

Aspects of PCK that have received less attention 
in the geographical literature are those to do 
with awareness of student preconceptions and 
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the application of this knowledge into pedagogy. 
Research that does exist builds on the science 
literature (for example, Dove, 1999; Hoz, Tomer, 
& Tamir, 1990; Reinfried, 2006; Schoon, 1995). 
What that extensive science literature shows is 
that both practising and training teachers are 
frequently unaware of students’ naïve beliefs, 
have inadequate content knowledge and are often 
restricted in their ability to implement appropriate 
pedagogical strategies for addressing a student’s 
alternative conceptions (see Vosniadou, 2008 
for a recent review). This is not restricted to 
novice teachers since research into the practices 
of expert middle school Science teachers in the 
United States reveals that even when teachers are 
aware of the nature and importance of students’ 
preconceptions they often do little to either 
diagnose or address these ideas in the classroom 
(Morrison & Lederman, 2003).

In contrast to the literature in Science, specific 
research investigating Geography teachers’ 
knowledge of students’ preconceptions and the 
use of this knowledge to inform pedagogy is 
scarce. The work of Reinfried (2006) and (Dove, 
1996) are notable exceptions, however even 
these studies focus more on the preconceptions 
of teachers or student teachers than on the 
teachers’ awareness of student preconceptions. 
For instance, Reinfried (2006) studied the 
subject content knowledge and preconceptions 
of 30 German undergraduate teacher education 
students completing either a minor or major 
in Geography. She found that more than 75% 
of these student teachers held conceptions 
that were either unclear or incorrect, based on 
simple, ‘common sense’ views of groundwater 
deposits. Reinfried (2004) argued that teachers 
need adequate subject content knowledge and an 
awareness of their own mental models before they 
can diagnose and address students’ alternative 
conceptions. In order to enhance the PCK of the 
participating teachers Reinfried (2006) employed 
a mental model building strategy (Taylor, Barker, 
& Jones, 2003) which enabled the participants to 
experience conceptual change first hand, reduce 
their alternative conceptions and refine their 
mental models of abstract concepts. This study 
highlights the important links between Geography 
teachers’ mental models of key concepts and 
processes (subject content knowledge) and 
their ability to identify and address student 
misconceptions through instruction (pedagogical 
content knowledge). 

Leat and Lin (2003) provide further insights 
regarding the PCK of accomplished Geography 
teachers in their research on the teaching of 
thinking skills. In this study Leat and Lin (2003) 
used student interview data to identify the roles 
that teachers perform during Thinking through 
Geography lessons to encourage metacognition 

and the transfer of critical thinking skills. Although 
this study did not aim to directly investigate the 
knowledge base of accomplished Geography 
teachers, several of the roles identified, for 
example, ‘providing heuristics and alternative 
representations’, align with Shulman’s (1986) 
dimensions of PCK. The difference from the 
current study, however, is that its data are derived 
from students rather than directly from teachers’ 
knowledge, beliefs and practices.

The work of Leat and Lin (2003), Reinfried 
(2006) and Dove (1996) highlight the need for 
further research into the PCK of accomplished 
Geography teachers. We do not, for example, 
know how aware Geography teachers are of 
students’ alternative conceptions in this domain 
or how they use this information in their 
classrooms. What we do know is that expertise 
is domain specific (Berliner, 2001) and that 
the skills of accomplished Geography teachers 
cannot be simply inferred from the literature in 
Science, Psychology and Mathematics. Targeted 
research is required to identify the knowledge 
that experienced Geography teachers have of 
student preconceptions in key topic areas and 
the ways they use this information to inform their 
classroom practice. 

The Purpose of the Study 
The data in this paper is a sample of the findings 
from a broader study that investigates the extent 
to which teachers of Geography are aware of 
common student preconceptions, the methods 
used by these teachers to assess student prior 
understandings and the ways in which information 
regarding common student preconceptions is 
used to inform classroom practice. The intention 
of this paper is to provide a rich account of 
the ways in which two teachers, with 5 and 15 
years experience respectively, work with student 
preconceptions in real classroom contexts as 
they introduce a unit on tropical cyclone causes 
and processes. Their knowledge, beliefs and 
professional practice are the focus of analysis and 
discussion. In order to contextualise the current 
data, an overview of the larger study, especially 
content knowledge context and participant 
selection, is first presented.

Research Method

Overview

The study had three phases: collection of baseline 
student data about preconceptions in the topic 
area in 2008; semi-structured interviews with 
17 teachers to identify their existing beliefs and 
practices with a particular focus on the use of 
students’ preconceptions in lesson planning and 
delivery; and a lesson observation and video 



GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 22, 2009 43

stimulated recall session with the teachers in 
2009 after they had received feedback regarding 
the students’ preconceptions.

Content Knowledge Context

In order to facilitate comparisons of professional 
practice between teachers, all observations and 
semi-structured interviews were conducted 
within the context of the NSW Stage 5 Geography 
focus area Investigating Australia’s Physical 
Environments (5A1) and the unit on Natural 
Hazards. Within this unit, the optional case study 
of tropical cyclone causes and processes was 
selected as the focus for investigating student 
preconceptions and teacher knowledge, practices 
and beliefs. This case study was chosen for a 
number reasons including: the likelihood that 
students living in Sydney would have been 
exposed to ideas about tropical cyclones outside 
of the formal classroom setting; valuable cross 
curricular links with Science; the ease with which 
the conceptual building blocks of understanding 
(such as air pressure) could be identified; and 
the existence of research in the Science literature 
indicating that concepts such as air pressure 
and cloud formation present difficulties for many 
students and adults because of their abstract 
and intangible nature. Each student would have 
been introduced to the concepts of pressure and 
weather in compulsory Years 7–10 Science. 

Sampling

A purposeful sampling approach (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 1992) was applied to ensure that the 
teachers chosen were at a level of professional 
development where they were potentially 
interested in students’ preconceptions and the 
implications of these beliefs for the development 
of deep understanding. The sampling process 
involved the identification of Geography teachers 
and students from 17 comprehensive (non-
selective) state, independent and catholic schools 
across the three New South Department of 
Education and Training regions – Sydney East, 
Sydney North and Sydney Central. Teachers 
and schools were selected for the study based 
on the results of a two tier screening process. 
Participants needed to have at least five years 
experience teaching Stage 5 Geography, be 
teaching tropical cyclones as a case study 
in 2009, and have tertiary qualifications in 
Geography. An important function of this 
screening process was to eliminate teachers who 
were teaching Geography but did not have formal 
training in Geography content and its specific 
pedagogy. 

Characteristics of the case study teachers 

The two research participants selected as case 
studies for this analysis had undergraduate 
backgrounds in physical geography including 
geomorphology, geology, climatology/
atmosphere sciences, resource and environmental 
management. They were both experienced 
teachers of Geography in their respective schools. 
They had also completed undergraduate units in 
Geography teaching methodology at university 
and had taught a unit on tropical cyclone causes 
and processes to a Year 9 or 10 (Stage 5) 
Geography class within the past 12 months. As 
the participants were purposefully selected as 
having at least five years of teaching experience, 
neither can be viewed as a novice. The research 
on novice teachers suggests that ‘survival’ 
and the operational aspects of the classroom, 
including resource preparation and classroom 
management are their prime concerns (Barrett, 
Jones, Mooney, Thornton, Cady, Guinee, & 
Olson, 2002; Huberman, 1993), and according 
to (Berliner, 1987) five years is the minimum 
classroom experience required before a teacher is 
able to move to a more expert level of functioning.

The first research participant, Sue (pseudonym), 
had five years of experience teaching Junior 
Geography and had taught in both private 
and state schools in Sydney (NSW). John 
(pseudonym) in contrast had 15 years experience 
teaching both junior and senior Geography and 
had taught in state and independent schools in 
NSW and in the United Kingdom over this period. 
Consequently, while neither teacher is viewed as 
a novice, they were chosen in the likelihood that 
there would be some beginning understandings 
linked to accomplishment after five years’ 
experience and a developed understanding after 
15 years.1

The following section examines the skills and 
knowledge of the two case study teachers across 
the three elements of PCK targeted by this 
research project: knowledge and use of strategies 
for identifying student’s existing ideas; knowledge 
of the core concepts and ideas in the topic and 
student preconceptions of these concepts; and 
knowledge and use of appropriate activities 
for addressing alternative conceptions in the 
classroom. 

Case Study 1 – Sue

Knowledge of core ideas and student 
preconceptions of them

During the semi-structured interview each teacher 
was asked to ‘complete a diagram of a tropical 
cyclone and include labels to identify the cyclone’s 
causes and processes.’ While constructing their 
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diagram, participants were asked to outline the 
core ideas that they would focus on in their 
teaching of this topic. Sue constructed a diagram 
similar to those presented in Geography textbooks 
and annotated the diagram with appropriate 
geographical terminology. When asked to explain 
the process of tropical cyclone formation Sue 
identified a number of contributing factors such 
as low pressure, and ‘mixing warm and cool air’ 
but struggled to explain the interrelationships 
between the different causal factors. Her reply 
was typical of what Biggs and Collis (1982) 
describe as a multi-structural response in the 
Structure of Observed Learning Outcome (SOLO) 
taxonomy. 

During her videotaped lesson in Phase 3 of 
the project Sue focused instruction on the 
physical and human impacts of tropical cyclones 
rather than causes and processes. In the video 
stimulated recall session that followed this lesson, 
Sue explained her reasons for focusing on this 
content: ‘students find learning about cyclone 
impacts exciting. It is an area of the course that I 
feel comfortable with and the students find easy 
to understand’.

When asked to identify the common ideas 
and beliefs about tropical cyclone causes and 
processes that students bring to class with 
them, Sue focused on the errors students make 
when analysing cyclones on a synoptic chart – 
‘they get the wind direction wrong and get high 
and low pressure systems confused’ and on 
the inadequate knowledge base of many of the 
students. Sue explained that her general approach 
was to ‘assume that students came to her class 
with little if any useful background knowledge’ 
and that it was often best to ‘start from scratch 
and assume that they [the students] know 
nothing’.

Knowledge and use of strategies for 
identifying student’s existing ideas

The initial semi-structured interviews revealed 
that Sue had made use of brainstorming as 
an instructional approach in past lessons on 
tropical cyclone causes and processes. Although 
she felt that students often possessed little 
useful background knowledge on this topic, she 
thought that the brainstorming approach might 
help to motivate students to ‘get involved’ in the 
lesson. When this strategy was used during the 
videotaped lesson sessions in Phase 3 of the 
project, students contributed a range of ideas 
including: ‘cyclones need hot water’ and ‘cyclones 
are like tornadoes, they suck things up and spit 
them out’. Sue praised a number of the students 
for their contribution to the brainstorm session 
and recorded their ideas on the whiteboard. 
Students who presented ideas that were perceived 

as being ‘incorrect’ or ‘off the topic’ were asked 
to rethink their responses. The ideas of these 
students were not included on the whiteboard 
summary. In the video stimulated recall session 
Sue explained that she was reluctant to explore 
the students’ ‘incorrect ideas’ during the lesson 
or include them in the class brainstorm because 
‘students might memorise this information and 
recite it in an examination’. Throughout the lesson 
a number of questions were asked by students 
which indicated that the student might hold an 
alternative conception that could interfere with 
their understanding of tropical cyclone causes 
and processes. One student for example asked: 
‘do tropical cyclones cross the equator?’ and 
another asked ‘Is a water spout a cyclone?’ Sue 
did not engage in answering these questions 
preferring to continue with the flow of her lesson. 
In the video stimulated recall interview she gave 
several reasons for this approach. Sue explained 
that she overlooked some student comments and 
questions because she was unaware that they 
might represent naïve conceptions that could 
potentially interfere with students’ learning. Other 
comments and questions from the students were 
intentionally ‘shut down’ because they were not 
perceived as being in line with the lesson goals or 
would have taken the lesson away from its focus 
on the syllabus. 

In my lesson I didn’t think these were 
important things for students to know. You 
can’t let the students take over the class 
with their own ideas; we need to keep them 
on track. She added that ‘students need 
to be prepared for the School Certificate2 
exams and I am very conscious of this. 

Knowledge of strategies for addressing 
alternative conceptions and use of data to 
inform classroom practice

During her lesson on cyclone causes and 
processes, Sue focused on one particular 
alternative conception that she considered 
students in her class might hold, namely the 
perceived differences between tropical cyclones, 
typhoons and hurricanes. She addressed this 
alternative conception by presenting students with 
three satellite pictures of tropical storms labelled 
typhoon, tropical cyclone and hurricane� The 
students were asked to explain the differences 
between these three types of storms. Sue did not 
directly address any of the other common student 
conceptions identified on the data sheet because 
the students’ ideas on the sheet provided were 
‘not presented in a way that reflected the structure 
of the syllabus’.
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for this topic, John was able to recognise that 
Jane’s preconception could cause her significant 
confusion when it came to understanding 
condensation and the process of cloud formation 
in a tropical cyclone. To address Jane’s beliefs 
regarding altitude and temperature, John asked a 
series of questions about her experiences walking 
in alpine areas and what she had noticed about 
the changes in temperature:

John: ‘You went to Kosciuszko National 
park last Christmas with your family didn’t 
you Jane?’

Jane (student): ‘Yep, we had to walk 
heaps… it was boring’

John: ‘Do you recall what it was like at the 
top? Would you have described it as being 
hot or cold?’

Jane (student): ‘Coolish I guess’

John: ‘Do you think it was hotter or cooler 
than Sydney at the time?’ 

This line of questioning stimulated a general class 
discussion about changes in temperature with 
altitude and the factors that might influence these 
changes. Other members of the class commented 
that the presence of snow on the top of many 
mountain ranges indicated that it was more likely 
that ‘things got colder as you get higher’. 

Use of the research data to inform 
pedagogy

As discussed above, John made extensive use 
of the research data to design the pretest and 
develop appropriate instructional strategies for 
improving student understanding of tropical 
cyclone causes and processes:

I just looked at the data and thought, I 
need to do this, this and this in the lesson. 
All of the information that was in bold, 
that’s where I thought I would target my 
lesson … if it was the general consensus 
[of the research] that students were finding 
these concepts difficult.

I just figured that, if this is what kids did 
not get right or did not understand, then it 
was likely to apply to my class also.

Use of strategies for addressing alternative 
conceptions in the classroom

After students had completed the quiz, John set 
up a class competition where students working 
in mixed ability groups were required to complete 
a series of challenges in order to score points. 
The first task required students to look at a 
number of stimulus materials: a map showing 

Case Study 2 – John

Knowledge of core ideas in the topic and 
student preconceptions of them

In the Phase 1 interview and drawing task, John 
demonstrated that he was able to identify and 
explain the key concepts that students need 
to learn in order to understand the causes and 
processes of tropical cyclones. He provided a 
detailed explanation of how water temperature, 
low pressure and the earth’s rotation interact 
together to form a tropical cyclone and why it 
is important for students to understand each 
of these underlying processes. In the Phase 2 
interview, John was able to identify the following 
common student beliefs about tropical cyclones: 
that twisters and tropical cyclones are the same 
phenomenon; that tropical cyclones can form 
over the land; and that hurricanes, cyclones and 
typhoons are different types of storms. John was 
also aware that students regularly find the Coriolis 
Effect and the relationship between air pressure, 
temperature and the movement of air difficult to 
understand. 

Knowledge and use of strategies for 
identifying student’s existing ideas

John used a number of strategies to capture 
and monitor student beliefs regarding tropical 
cyclone causes and processes during his lessons. 
At the start of this unit, for example, John asked 
each student to complete a ten item multiple 
choice quiz that had been constructed using a 
combination of the information from the Phase 
1 data sheet as well as his own knowledge of 
common student beliefs regarding tropical 
cyclones. The information collected from the 
quiz was used to help John design activities and 
select resources for his video-recorded lesson on 
tropical cyclone causes and processes in Phase 
3 of the study. John commented during the video 
stimulated recall interview that he planned to use 
a similar quiz as a post-test at the end of the unit 
to identify any changes in student conceptions 
that may have occurred as a result of instruction. 

In addition to the quiz, John used a range of 
other strategies throughout the lesson to explore 
students’ beliefs about the causes and processes 
of tropical cyclones. These strategies included 
asking probing questions to ensure that students 
provided justifications for their predictions and 
decisions made during the simulation activity. 
He also listened carefully to students’ comments 
and questions to identify their underlying beliefs 
about weather and climate. One student, Jane 
(pseudonym), for example, commented during 
the simulation: ‘but doesn’t it get hotter as you get 
higher?’ Although environmental lapse rates were 
not explicitly addressed in the syllabus content 
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Teacher beliefs about teaching and learning

The case study data indicate that the two 
participants are at different points in the 
development of their understanding of how 
students construct knowledge. During the semi-
structured interviews John commented that 
he was aware of the significance of students’ 
‘misconceptions about weather’ and was able to 
discuss a number of ways in which these ideas 
might be constructed. He spoke of the powerful 
influence that students’ everyday experiences 
can have on the formation of their beliefs about 
climatic processes and how difficult these ideas 
can be to shift through instruction. In contrast, 
Sue associated student preconceptions with 
incorrect factual knowledge or inadequate prior 
learning and believed that students brought 
little in the way of ‘useful prior knowledge’ 
to the classroom. These beliefs promoted an 
approach to instruction that focused on ‘building 
understanding from scratch’. Sue acknowledged 
the existence of alternative conceptions but did 
not consider the possibility that students’ naïve 
theories of weather and climate might interfere 
with the learning process. This suggests that a 
prerequisite for the effective application of PCK 
in the Geography classroom is for a teacher to 
understand the importance of preconceptions 
in the construction of student knowledge. An 
understanding and appreciation of the ways in 
which students construct naïve theories and the 
role of these ideas in hindering or supporting 
learning appears to be required before a teacher 
is able to appreciate the importance of diagnosing 
and addressing these ideas through instruction. 
This latter understanding is characteristic of a 
highly accomplished and successful Geography 
teacher.

Knowledge and use of strategies for 
diagnosing student conceptions

Having developed an awareness of the need to 
diagnose student conceptions, teachers require 
a tool box of strategies for drawing out, and 
assessing, students’ existing ideas. The case 
studies demonstrate that although both teachers 
used a number of diagnostic assessment 
practices in their lessons the more experienced 
teacher in the study possessed a broader 
repertoire of approaches. 

Tools for diagnosing student preconceptions 
are most effective when teachers have the 
patience and knowledge to look beyond students’ 
correct responses and question their underlying 
understandings (Leat & Lin, 2003). Evidence 
of this approach was seen in John’s lesson 
where he used a simulation task to encourage 
students to articulate their personal theories 
of tropical cyclone formation. In addition to 

the distribution of severe weather events across 
the globe; a diagram showing the causes of the 
seasons; and a table showing global weather 
events and their timing. Groups were required 
to use these materials to explain ‘why we find 
hurricanes, tropical cyclones and typhoons in 
these areas of the globe’.

The following two tasks in the class competition 
involved students sorting and matching a series 
of cards. The first set of cards focused on the 
categorisation of tropical cyclone intensity 
according to air pressure and wind speed. 
Students were required to match the wind speed 
and air pressure cards with the appropriate 
category of tropical cyclone intensity (1–5). The 
second matching task focused on the changing 
weather conditions that you would experience as a 
tropical cyclone moved over you. The instructions 
for this activity required students to match a 
series of descriptions of local weather conditions 
with the relevant points on a cross section 
diagram of a tropical cyclone. 

The final group work challenge involved a 
simulation activity where students were allocated 
roles as members of a hazard management team 
during a tropical cyclone event. The class watched 
a timed PowerPoint presentation containing live 
data regarding the progress of a tropical cyclone 
over Townsville (QLD). The presentation included 
a series of synoptic charts, satellite photographs, 
ground photographs, and messages from the 
Bureau of Meteorology regarding wind intensity, 
flooding and rainfall. At key stages during the 
simulation, groups were required to make 
predictions regarding the development of the 
tropical cyclone and the path it was likely to take. 
Groups were also required to make decisions 
regarding the issuing of cyclone alerts and the 
evacuation of individual communities. Each of the 
above activities stimulated intense discussion and 
debate amongst the students. These discussions 
resulted in a number of specific questions being 
directed to the teacher regarding the development, 
movement and management of tropical cyclones. 

Discussion
The two case studies highlight the complex links 
between knowledge, beliefs and professional 
practice that define the PCK of experienced 
Geography teachers. Both teachers in this study 
have reached a level of competency beyond 
that of a novice practitioner however they are 
at different stages in the development of their 
PCK and the integration of this knowledge with 
classroom practice. The discussion that follows 
demonstrates how content, curriculum and 
pedagogical knowledge deepen and become 
increasingly integrated with professional practice 
as a teacher progresses towards accomplishment. 
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to the video stimulated recall interviews indicated 
that he did not see his knowledge of either the 
content or pedagogy in Geography as being static. 
He explained that he often identifies alternative 
ideas during lessons that were unexpected 
and has to adapt his instructional approach on 
the spot to address these beliefs. The above 
discussion with Jane (a student in the class) 
regarding environmental lapse rates is an example 
of this. In a similar way, John explained that he 
is continually learning through trial and error 
about new methods for addressing particular 
alternative conceptions and for building bridges 
to connect students’ existing understandings 
with the concepts and processes being taught. 
This capacity to reflect and analyse practice may 
well be another characteristic of accomplished 
teaching. 

The influence of subject content knowledge 
and external tests

The above case studies also illustrate the central 
importance of subject content knowledge in the 
skills set of an accomplished Geography teacher. 
The less experienced teacher in this study (Sue) 
struggled with her understanding of the physical 
processes of tropical cyclone formation. She 
chose to focus on the impacts of tropical cyclones 
because they were perceived as being more 
engaging and easy to understand rather than 
processes and causes (the stated focus of the 
lesson). Sue identified general areas of confusion 
for example ‘students have difficulty with the 
naming of weather processes’ however she did 
not readily access knowledge of the scientific/
physical processes driving tropical cyclone 
activity and consequently, did not identify specific 
alternative conceptions in this area. As noted 
earlier, Sue chose to ignore a number of common 
alternative conceptions presented on the data 
sheet and did not pursue several of the questions 
asked by the students in class because they were 
perceived as being outside of the scope of the 
syllabus (or textbook). In each of these cases, Sue 
did not appear to recognise the significance of 
the students’ comments and the potential impact 
of these ideas on students’ understanding of the 
core concepts in this unit. She did not see the 
students’ questions and comments as resources 
of knowledge and understanding for her own 
teaching. Sue was focused on ensuring that key 
content was covered in the time available. 

Sue’s preoccupation with the structure of the 
syllabus was further reinforced by the existence of 
a formal external test at the end of Stage 5 in New 
South Wales and the perceived need to ‘cover 
the content so the students performed well’. She 
commented during the semi-structured interview 
that the external test at the end of Year 10 was 
a key reason for ‘focusing on the dot points in 

sharing personal theories and beliefs, students 
were encouraged to evaluate the ideas of their 
classmates in comparison with their own views. 
During this period of the lesson students were 
engaged in actively constructing knowledge 
through debate and discussion with peers. The 
process of learning was carefully orchestrated 
by the teacher. In order to assess student’s 
conceptions using this approach, teachers need to 
be comfortable with students expressing, sharing 
and evaluating naïve theories as a class. This level 
of confidence enabled John to establish a learning 
environment where alternative conceptions were 
identified and addressed by the students as they 
worked cooperatively on the simulation task. 
John monitored the students’ conversations 
and intervened on a number of occasions where 
groups were unable to derive useful geographical 
explanations of particular phenomena. 

Other useful strategies for eliciting student ideas 
applied with varying degrees of success in the 
above case studies included: brainstorming, 
diagnostic testing, probing and questioning (by 
both the teacher and students), narrative writing 
and the use of informal interviews with students. 
The teachers’ knowledge of assessment practices 
along with their beliefs regarding the role of 
assessment in supporting student learning, also 
appear to be important factors shaping their work 
with students’ ideas. John used assessment in 
a flexible way to identify students’ beliefs prior 
to instruction, to provide feedback to support 
learning and to evaluate the effectiveness of 
instruction. Much of this assessment was of an 
informal, formative nature consistent with the 
assessment for learning approach advocated by 
Black and Wiliam (1998). Using a combination 
of the assessment strategies discussed above 
and the research data provided, John was able 
to establish a broad knowledge of the alternative 
conceptions of tropical cyclone causes and 
processes held by students in his class. John took 
ownership of the research data and used it, along 
with the feedback from his own assessment of the 
class, to develop activities and resources which 
aimed to engage students whilst encouraging 
them to question their existing beliefs. The 
strategies utilised by John share many features 
in common with the Thinking through Geography 
activities developed by Leat (1998). These 
strategies aim to make Geography enjoyable 
whilst developing students’ capacity to process 
information, conduct inquiry, think creatively and 
evaluate alternatives.

The importance of reflective practice and 
continual professional growth

The case study data suggest that the PCK of an 
accomplished Geography teacher is continually 
being broadened and refined. John’s responses 



GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 22, 200948

during the above tasks, John introduced the class 
to a number of models, analogies and metaphors 
of key tropical cyclone processes. These 
instructional tools helped students remember 
the important links between biophysical forces in 
a tropical cyclone, for example, the relationship 
between water temperature, air movement and 
condensation. Throughout the observed lesson, 
students applied these models, analogies and 
metaphors with great enthusiasm to justify the 
predictions and management decisions they had 
made. Like their teacher, these students took 
ownership of their learning during this lesson. 
John’s knowledge of relevant representations of 
the content was in turn supported by an extensive 
knowledge of specific curriculum resources and 
stimulus materials that could be used to build 
student understanding of tropical cyclone causes 
and processes. 

Although the focus of Sue’s lesson was on 
tropical cyclone impacts and management, she 
had designed one activity with a focus on causes 
and processes. Sue’s approach for teaching 
these processes involved showing students an 
animation demonstrating the stages of tropical 
cyclone formation and asking the class to 
complete a table ‘summarising’ (from a webpage 
provided) the key stages of development of a 
tropical storm. This appeared to be a useful 
strategy for eliciting and challenging alternative 
conceptions as it prompted students to ask 
a number of important questions about the 
animation. In the post lesson interview, however, 
Sue revealed that the aim of this activity was to 
ensure that students ‘got the correct scientific 
explanations’ and ‘covered the content required by 
the syllabus’. No mention was made of the need 
to either identify or address student alternative 
ideas during the lesson. The students’ questions 
were seen as being a distraction from the main 
focus of the lesson and were for this reason 
either ignored or ‘shut down’ by the teacher. 
This suggests that another characteristic of 
accomplishment is a deeper understanding of 
the way in which students learn and the role of 
preconceptions in this process. 

Conclusion
The teachers featured in these case studies 
differed in their knowledge of common student 
preconceptions and in their ability to use such 
information to inform classroom practice. There 
is little point speculating about the sources 
of these differences except to highlight the 
importance of this set of knowledge and skills 
as indicators of accomplished Geography 
teaching. The characteristics of accomplished 
Geography teaching outlined above are consistent 
with the findings of research regarding PCK 
and the effective promotion of quality learning 

the syllabus’ and ‘avoiding the distraction of 
students’ incorrect ideas’. Sue’s concern with the 
syllabus requirements and School Certificate test 
is understandable given the focus of early career 
teachers on the formal requirements of the job. 
John on the other hand demonstrated how, with 
detailed content knowledge, it was possible to 
identify students’ ideas that could potentially act 
as road-blocks to understanding core concepts 
in the topic. The link he made between Jane’s 
alternative conceptions of environmental lapses 
rates and her potential grasp of condensation 
and cloud formation is an example of this. John 
was less concerned about deviating from the 
syllabus and more concerned to ensure that 
students had the required conceptual foundations 
for understanding tropical cyclone causes 
and processes. He demonstrated flexibility in 
his thinking about the students, content and 
pedagogy throughout this lesson. This case 
study highlights the central importance of subject 
content knowledge in the development of deep 
understanding. An additional implication of the 
above is that data on students’ ideas is likely to 
be ignored by less experienced teachers unless 
it is packaged to resemble the structure of the 
syllabus.

Knowledge of strategies for addressing 
alternative conceptions in the classroom

This research highlights another key characteristic 
of the PCK of accomplished Geography teachers. 
This is their knowledge of relevant analogies, 
examples, demonstrations and representations 
for challenging students’ alternative beliefs about 
tropical cyclone causes and processes.

During the post lesson interview, John explained 
that his approach to instruction was to ensure 
that conditions were created where students were 
motivated to ask key questions and challenge 
their own understandings. John was aware 
that directly challenging students’ alternative 
conceptions can be an effective tool for improving 
the understanding of ‘some students’. However, 
for this lesson he chose to:

engage the students in an inquiry approach 
that would be fun whilst ensuring that 
students’ misconceptions were also 
addressed. 

This non-confrontational approach involved the 
use of a range of strategies including matching 
exercises, diagram construction, a simulation task 
involving the analysis of stimulus materials and 
group problem solving activities. Each of these 
activities was carefully designed to stimulate 
student discussion and debate about the key 
concepts and processes of tropical cyclone 
formation. To support the students’ thinking 
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departments see the results as important 
indicators of the quality of teaching provided 
in the middle school. 
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Abstract
The conduct of fieldwork and preparation of a 
written report for school-based assessment will 
become compulsory in the upcoming Hong Kong 
Diploma of Secondary Education examination 
in Geography from 2014 onwards. It is hoped 
that students will in due course become more 
independent and inquiry-oriented learners and 
that the validity of assessment can be enhanced 
by grading against prescribed criteria. The 
types of fieldwork commonly used in teaching 
the subject, their merits and shortcomings, 
and the adequacy of the assessment measures 
for the achievement of intended objectives, 
are analysed first in this light. Implementation 
problems are examined next together with 
suggestions for improving the assessment and 
learning process. Noting the value of assessing 
student performance in fieldwork and developing 
effective criteria for this purpose, the conclusion 
is that a global approach of enhancing teacher 
reconceptualisation of teaching and learning and 
student participation in decision-making should 
be adopted if this major curriculum change is to 
succeed as planned.

The use of school-based assessments (SBA) in 
public examinations is an increasingly popular 
development worldwide. The Diploma Programme 
examination of the International Baccalaureate 
Organisation (2004) for instance has been 
allocating 20% to 50% of the marks to SBA in 
all subjects since 1968. External examinations 
in Australia are widely accompanied by teacher 
assessments; in Queensland and the Australian 
Capital Territory they have even been completely 
replaced by SBA (Baumgart and Low, 1990). 
In England and Wales, SBA, under the name 
of teacher assessment was introduced to the 
General Certificate of Secondary Education 
examination (Gipps and Stobart, 1997) which 
was first implemented in 1986. Hong Kong, 
a former British colony returned to Chinese 
sovereignty in 1997, is following these examples 
by incorporating SBA into all subjects (except 
Mathematics) in the new Diploma of Secondary 
Education (DSE) examination, which is to be 

taken by students from 2012 onwards after three 
years of junior secondary and  three years of 
New Senior Secondary (NSS) studies, replacing 
the long-established five-year secondary and 
two-year Advanced Level system. The express 
purpose is to enhance the validity and reliability 
of assessment and redress the problems brought 
by the concentration of public examination papers 
on the more measurable and concrete cognitive 
objectives of academic subjects at the expense of 
authentic abilities and other less tangible learning 
outcomes (Education and Manpower Bureau, 
2005).

School-based assessments for DSE Geography, 
to be compulsory from 2014, will be based 
entirely on the reports completed by students 
after conducting their own independent 
field inquiry. A teacher survey (Hong Kong 
Geographical Association, 2004) and the 
related consultations revealed concerns about 
the fairness, manageability and impact of the 
arrangements. This paper attempts to examine the 
nature of fieldwork inquiry and its usefulness as 
SBA. Problems are discussed in view of teacher 
concerns, and improvements are suggested for 
assessment changes so that students can benefit 
from their inquiries. 

Nature and Purposes of Fieldwork 
in Geography for School-Based 
Assessment
Fieldwork is in essence the collection, processing 
and analysis of data about a feature or 
phenomenon on the spot. It can provide a sound 
basis for synthesising well-evidenced descriptions 
of problems and provide possible solutions 
for significant local issues. It enables students 
to evaluate arguments and provide solutions 
through reasoned explanations, both individually 
and in small groups. From the literature and 
teacher surveys, Job (1999) could identify five 
statements about the usefulness of fieldwork 
in promoting environmental understanding. He 
presented twenty-seven statements about its 
value in developing concepts, organisational and 
work-related skills, sensitivity to and appreciation 
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of landscape features and nature, social and 
ecological concerns, and self-confidence and 
readiness to work cooperatively with others. 
Kent and Foskett (2000) noted the value of 
fieldwork for developing skills in information 
technology (IT), critical thinking, values, inquiry 
and environmental education. With its concern 
for participation and sensitivity to the features 
and changes in the outdoors, fieldwork can 
enhance the development of positive moral 
and environmental behaviours (Lai, 2000). Its 
importance for geographical study and research 
is succinctly encapsulated in the statement 
‘Geography without fieldwork is like science 
without experiments’ (Bland, Chambers, Donert 
and Thomas, 1996, p. 65).

Smith, (1987) demonstrated that fieldwork can be 
classified three-fold into outdoor studies, outdoor 
pursuits, and personal and social development. 
Outdoor studies emphasise knowledge acquisition 
for testing hypotheses about processes, 
features or phenomena and practising subject-
specific skills (like field sketching) and generic 
skills (like problem-solving). Outdoor pursuits 
promote psychomotor development through 
physical challenges (like orienteering and 
hiking exercises) and the practice of mapwork 
and other geographical skills. Personal and 
social development is more affectively oriented 
and focuses on environmental awareness and 
learning effectively together in a team. Regarding 
teacher leadership and student participation in 
the fieldwork process then, Kent, Gilbertson 
and Hunt (1997) could identify the look-and-see 
Cook’s tour (where students are led to observe 
and understand what their teacher tells them) 
as distinct from the individual project approach 
(where each student investigates a self-chosen 
issue and writes a personal report). In between 
these extremes, there are the self-guided trails 
of an autonomous yet largely observational 
nature, staff-led projects which require active 
participation under close supervision, and group 
projects which encourage students to work 
together actively for mutual stimulation and 
cooperative learning.

Another way of characterising fieldwork is based 
on teaching strategies (Job, 1999; Kent, 2006). 
The following five types of teaching strategy may 
be so recognised, the first four differ in their 
emphasis on independent learning while the last 
is more dependent on sensory experiences. 

• Traditional field excursions – guided through 
a landscape, students have to listen, record 
what they can hear and see, and answer 
questions for understanding landscape 
features, processes and changes over time.

• Field research based on hypothesis testing 
– students test the hypotheses set by the 

teacher or themselves about a prescribed 
problem, through data collection in the field 
and statistical analysis afterwards.

• Geographical inquiry – students go further to 
identify a question, issue or problem, gather 
necessary information, explain and interpret 
their findings as well as apply them to 
decision-making in real-world situations.

• Discovery fieldwork – students choose their 
routes in the field. They ask questions and 
brainstorm among themselves to identify 
areas for investigation and determine their 
fieldwork focus, while their teacher acts 
mainly as a counsellor or stimulator in the 
process.

• Sensory fieldwork – students follow structured 
activities for understanding environmental 
characteristics and changes through aesthetic 
appreciation and feeling with all their senses, 
and for developing caring attitudes to Nature 
and other people accordingly.

In general, field research based on hypothesis 
testing and geographical inquiry can give more 
scope for applying knowledge to independent 
investigations as well as being amenable to 
teacher assessment, in terms of uniformity and 
fairness. When integrated with spatial learning 
skills, both offer important opportunities for 
students to apply map evidence to the description 
and explanation of geographical processes and 
changes. Geographical understanding becomes 
active and comes to life in the field as students 
read maps, photographs, diagrams and other 
images that are given to them by their teacher 
or are available in books, atlases or websites. 
Geographical understanding is enhanced when 
students enrich these forms of information with 
field data and produce illustrations on their own 
related to the themes under study. Through the 
collection and processing of field data (Winter and 
Berg, 2007), the skills of observation, experiential 
learning, analysis, synthesis and decision-making 
are further developed. Field research based on 
hypothesis testing in particular fosters reasoned 
thinking while geographical inquiry encourages 
students to ask questions, evaluate findings and 
make independent decisions where appropriate. 
Both can provide an authentic context for deep 
learning and opportunities for practising such 
diverse generic and subject-specific skills as 
problem-solving and investigating people-
environment relationships in a spatial context 
(Carter, 1999). Unfortunately, performance in 
these two types of fieldwork (covering skills 
like actual observation and data collection) are 
difficult to assess objectively under examination 
conditions, largely because of time constraints. 
Rectifying this unsatisfactory situation is 
precisely why fieldwork has been chosen as 
the focus of SBA in DSE Geography by the 
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Curriculum Development Council and Hong Kong 
Examinations and Assessment Authority (2007a).

In spite of the wide range of definitions in 
the literature, SBA is simply the judgement 
of coursework as a part or the whole of a 
public examination (Gipps, 1994). It can help 
to improve the reliability of assessment since 
performance under authentic settings (such as 
the ability to plan for, carry out and report about 
learning tasks) is also considered in determining 
examination results. SBA can also enhance 
assessment validity. It comprehensively measures 
authentic performance and addresses other 
learning outcomes, which the curriculum wishes 
to promote, but which are difficult to measure 
through written examinations under strict time 
constraints (Kellagan and Madaus, 2003). 
Compared to public examination questions, 
tasks set by teachers for internal assessment can 
resemble reality more closely and so are more 
effective for measuring judgement and innovation 
abilities, where phenomena occur and when the 
application of knowledge is required (Wiggins, 
1998). Greater attention is given to higher-order 
cognitive objectives (such as the synthesis and 
evaluation of alternative proposals for the routing 
of a highway) and affective objectives which are 
difficult to express in words (such as interest in 
the subject and commitment to environmental 
quality). Practical skills (like the collection of river 
flow data) for studying spatial and environmental 
processes can also be better addressed through 
SBA. Besides covering a more balanced and valid 
profile of subject content, coursework assessment 
is instrumental in promoting creativity in 
communication, stimulating sustained effort 
and thereby raising the quality and breadth of 
achievement (Marsden, 1995).

Given its value for active learning, making 
fieldwork the focus of SBA can also rectify the 
ironic situation with Advanced Level Geography 
today which requires field study for five days 
(e.g. Hong Kong Examinations Authority, 1986 
and Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment 
Authority, 2006) but which has been ignored in 
examination papers since its inception in 1988 
(presumably because of examiners’ concerns 
about manageability and non-standardised 
marking). To prepare students for SBA in the 
forthcoming DSE examination, teachers will 
need to organise training on collecting data 
in the field and preparing a 2000-word report 
with the use of IT including that of geographical 
information systems (GIS) where appropriate. All 
work, from problem identification to writing-up, 
has to be completed individually. Marks will be 
allocated according to prescribed criteria about 
(a) identifying study problem(s) and planning for 
inquiry, (b) gathering and processing data from 
field and secondary sources, (c) analysing data 

and drawing conclusions, and (d) presenting 
and interpreting findings in a systematic manner 
(Curriculum Development Council and Hong Kong 
Examinations and Assessment Authority, 2007a).

Using Fieldwork Performance For 
School-Based Assessment
Three questions about implementation are 
warranted in view of the above assessment 
arrangements.

1. Can fieldwork be effectively, fairly and 
comprehensively assessed in the way 
specified in the DSE geography curriculum?

2. What steps are necessary to improve the 
assessment of fieldwork performance?

3. Should SBA be composed only of fieldwork as 
required by the assessment authority?

The need for SBA, and preparing reports 
according to the above arrangements, provides 
a useful basis for examining the first question. 
Generally speaking, written work can be marked 
with high degrees of uniformity, fairness and 
dependability. This is what any examination 
board must strive to achieve (Black and Wiliam, 
2006). SBA by teachers in school can minimise 
the chance of penalising students unduly for 
presenting correct information which is less 
familiar to external markers, incompatible with 
commonly accepted understanding or not well 
expressed in terms of language or graphics 
(Stimpson, 2006). Assessing reports on an 
individual basis may pose a threat to fairness 
however disadvantaging students who are less 
fit (physically or otherwise) for outdoor study 
or more capable of doing rather than writing. 
Requiring the submission of reports at the end 
instead of in stages during the course also 
warrants reconsideration because teachers may 
not have opportunities to discuss common 
strengths and weaknesses with students and 
provide individualised feedback for stimulating 
further inquiry and improvements (e.g. Tunstall 
and Gipps, 1996). The effectiveness of SBA 
as a formal means of assessment for learning 
(that should otherwise be its major merit) will 
become difficult to employ. However, research 
evidence suggests that formative assessments 
for substantial learning gains are often hard 
to implement (Wiliam, Lee, Harrison & Black, 
2004). As a result of all these shortcomings, 
the first question cannot be answered definitely 
in the positive. Further measures, preferably 
based on rigorous trialling processes and proven 
research evidence, are needed for enhancing the 
effectiveness, fairness and comprehensiveness 
of the school-based assessment of fieldwork 
learning introduced by the new DSE examination.
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The second question requires teachers to rethink 
how authentic tasks can be assessed effectively, 
of which fieldwork is one. Eisner’s (1993) 
eight suggestions for reshaping assessment, 
subsequently applied to geographical education 
by Stimpson (1996), are useful for this purpose. 
The following describes how fieldwork processes 
and reports can be more effectively assessed if 
his suggestions (with page numbers in Eisner’s 
paper given in brackets) are closely observed.

1.  Relevance – ‘The tasks used to assess what 
students know and can do need to reflect 
the tasks they will encounter in the world 
outside schools, not merely those limited to 
the schools themselves’ (p. 226). Along these 
lines, student work should be assessed for 
its links with a significant issue for society, 
such as the impact of rapid industrialisation 
and urbanisation on river water quality in the 
countryside.

2.  Process – ‘The tasks used to assess students 
should reveal how students go about solving a 
problem, not only the solutions they formulate’ 
(p. 226). Valuing both learning process 
and outcomes, this criterion can be met by 
overseeing student progress and methods of 
identifying problems and suggesting solutions 
from time to time. A significant mark should 
be allocated to the monitoring process 
involved for encouraging students to improve 
whenever needed.

3.  Values – ‘Assessment tasks should reflect 
the values of the intellectual community 
from which the tasks are derived’ (p. 227). 
Accordingly, fieldwork progress and reports 
should be assessed for geographical values 
such as caring for the well-being of the 
natural environment and a readiness to use 
knowledge and skills for solving problems of a 
spatial and environmental nature.

4.  Divergence of thought – ‘New assessment 
tasks should make possible more than one 
acceptable solution to a problem and more 
than one acceptable answer to a question’ 
(p. 229). This requirement sounds redundant 
but is important because the features and 
processes which students will find in the 
field cannot be known precisely in advance. 
Teachers can meet this criterion by accepting 
alternative solutions in marking fieldwork 
exercises and SBA reports.

5.  Breadth – ‘Assessment tasks should have 
curricular relevance, but not be limited to the 
curriculum as taught’ (p. 230). Following this 
spirit, fieldwork reports should be assessed 
according to the analysis of field data and 
information about the outside reality that may 
be well documented in diverse sources like 
reference books, CD-ROMs, the mass media 
and the Internet.

6.  Holistic approaches – ‘Assessment tasks 
should require students to display sensitivity 
to configurations or wholes, not simply to 
discrete elements’ (p. 230). Fieldwork is 
valuable in this context because students 
are encouraged to study landscapes as 
dynamic, functionally linked entities instead 
of concentrating on processes and features 
in isolation. Reports should be assessed 
according to the presentation of balanced and 
holistic analyses and well integrated solutions 
for possible problems.

7.  Group as well as individual tasks – 
‘Assessment tasks need not be limited to 
solo performance’ (p. 228). This criterion is 
obvious for geography since many practical 
tasks, like finding slope gradients with ranging 
rods and an abney level and taking traffic 
counts in different land-use districts at the 
same time, cannot be completed by one 
student alone (Marsden, 1995). To make the 
assessment of fieldwork fair and reliable, the 
contribution of each student should be singled 
out if cooperation with others is needed.

8.  Flexible pupil responses – ‘Assessment 
tasks should permit the student to select a 
form of representation he or she chooses to 
display what has been learned’ (p. 231). In 
everyday life, people communicate in a large 
variety of visual, audio and written forms. 
Fieldwork reports can help students do so 
more effectively than conventional papers 
which emphasise written responses only. 
Maps, photographs, field sketches, audio-
visual records and posters are some of the 
numerous means of learning outcomes 
that can be assessed qualitatively and 
quantitatively in this connection.

The provision of marking criteria by the authorities 
as noted earlier in question 2 is another useful 
step for enhancing assessment validity because 
competence in completing learning tasks is 
specifically awarded and benchmarks are given 
for judging the appropriateness and adequacy 
of ideas. Because of their novelty to teachers’ 
repertoire of skills, however, comprehensive pilot 
testing of marking criteria with live fieldwork 
reports and in-service training programmes are 
needed. These should ensure that schools are 
sampled irrespective of students’ academic ability 
and motivation and that every teacher can attend 
such training programmes. Criteria should be 
revised according to trial results and teachers’ 
feedback given in subsequent consultations 
before being published as signposts to follow. 
With the use of jargon-free language, teachers can 
help students master them in pre-SBA fieldwork 
exercises by identifying and elaborating on exact 
areas for improvement (Gibbs and Simpson, 
2004).
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The third question about implementation is not 
as simple a philosophical issue as geography 
educators might expect in relation to the intrinsic 
value of fieldwork alone. For the future of the 
subject, the utilitarian view about whether 
making fieldwork the only component of SBA 
that can attract students has to be considered. 
The results from comparing the requirements 
of DSE Geography and its close competitors, 
namely Economics, History and Chinese History 
(Curriculum Development Council and the Hong 
Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority, 
2007a, 2007b, 2007c and 2007d; Hong Kong 
Examinations and Assessment Authority, 
2009a, 2009b, 2009c and 2009d) are not very 
promising. With SBA focussing on fieldwork, 
geography students have to meet challenges in 
preliminary reading, the planning and conduct of 
investigations, data collection and processing, 
and report writing. The demand is much less in 
Economics, which allots 15% of the marks to 
three presumably simpler news commentaries or 
essays/reports. History allocates marks to SBA 
only for a study outline (10%) and report (10%), 
while Chinese History simply requires a class-
wide exercise and an individually selected exercise 
for 20% of the marks.

Like its originator in England and Wales 
(Westaway and Rawling, 2001; Edexcel, 2007), 
Geography has remained a popular subject at the 
Advanced Level in Hong Kong over the past ten 
years (Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment 
Authority, 2007). The size of its candidature is 
however overshadowed by that of Economics and 
has not increased significantly like the cases with 
History and Chinese History. How far Geography 
can maintain its popularity each year in view of its 
fieldwork and SBA demands and the trimming of 
elective subject options in the DSE examination 
which accompanies the NSS curriculum (from 
five to three) is a challenge for planners and 
teachers of the subject alike. Careful analysis 
is needed also because of the shrinking of the 
overall student population in the territory and the 
falls in the proportion of the more able and highly 
motivated in recent years.

The third question invites reflection on 
whether fieldwork-based SBA has neglected 
other less-examinable learning objectives. 
The NSS curriculum and assessment guide 
(Curriculum Development Council and Hong 
Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority, 
2007a, pp. 4 and 5) suggests that it has attended 
to key cognitive and skills objectives but has 
ignored the regional concept, aesthetic values, 
social and personal development and a sense 
of belonging to society and the nation, with the 
result that fieldwork may degenerate into a data 
collection and processing exercise with no clear 
holistic educational focus (e.g. Kwan, 2000). The 

third question cannot be answered positively for 
this reason. Closing the gap obviously requires 
an exhaustive review of how the achievement 
of less-examinable objectives (such as active 
participation in the problem-solving process, care 
for environmental quality and respect for wildlife) 
can be assessed in a manageable way.

Problems Arising From School-Based 
Assessment of Fieldwork and their 
Possible Solutions
We have seen that fieldwork-focussed SBA may, 
in spite of its intrinsic merits, cause problems due 
to its demands and novelty. 

Workload for teachers and students

Teachers in Hong Kong are already facing 
excessive workload partly from large classes (with 
40 students each on average) and the demands of 
public examinations (Lee, 2006). The introduction 
of SBA will require geography teachers to 
spend more time on study techniques and 
arrangements, organising pre-assessment trips 
for familiarising students with the philosophy, 
benefits, procedures and skills of independent 
fieldwork, giving guidance on the identification 
of topics and sites, and negotiating with parents 
and principals about administrative arrangements 
and safety concerns (Lidstone, 2000). To prevent 
plagiarism as students from the same or different 
schools may choose very similar topics and 
submit highly similar reports, a teacher with two 
classes will have to help students identify 80 
different topics. The pressure can be particularly 
intense if they have to teach at more than one 
NSS level or at the Advanced Level, as well 
during the transition years (i.e. 2009–2012), and 
if resources and teacher confidence are lacking. 
Time for the continuous monitoring of fieldwork 
projects may be grossly insufficient under these 
circumstances especially if students are less able 
and motivated. All these areas of work on top of 
the existing schedule can lead to compromises in 
the quality of teaching. For geography students 
then, the need to work in pre-assessment trips, 
background reading, research methods, planning 
and conduct of fieldwork, progress monitoring 
and report reproduction (Rogers and Viles, 2003) 
can be daunting because of the complexity of 
these tasks, and their need to prepare for SBA in 
two to four other subjects as well.

To improve the effectiveness of teaching and 
assessment and thereby alleviate the problem of 
workload at least, teachers should first learn the 
whole concept and pragmatics of fieldwork in the 
context of SBA through seminars, courses and 
peer discussions, and produce manageable time 
schedules and guidelines for students. Time can 
then be better spent to clarify misconceptions, 
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increases in the distance of sites from school, 
study duration, task complexity, demand on 
fieldwork skills, and pupil autonomy in design and 
practice (Foskett, 1997) from the second junior 
year onwards.

Insufficient sites for fieldwork and insurance 
considerations

This problem is a result of the large numbers 
of students and schools involved and their 
natural tendency to choose sites according to 
accessibility. Frequented sites may be spoilt 
physically and residents may soon become less 
cooperative even though in a crowded territory 
like Hong Kong there are still many farmland 
and countryside areas suitable for outdoor work. 
Studying in the home or school neighbourhood 
is a possible way forward. However, there are a 
limited number of geographical issues that can 
be studied in adjacent urban areas (Arnold and 
Foskett, 1979). Within practical limits, students 
may choose less unfamiliar areas such as outlying 
islands and the more remote villages and country 
parks. Field study centres and holiday camps can 
widen their choices. Nearby sites can provide 
equipment and accommodation for these students 
relatively cheaply. Meanwhile, although insurance 
companies patronised by schools have to provide 
compensations for injury or death arising from 
outdoor activities, they may not extend this 
coverage to students studying in the field without 
teachers’ supervision. With its much greater 
bargaining power, the government can help to 
overcome this problem by negotiating for reduced 
premium payments on behalf of schools.

Risk of unfairness and cheating

Students have to complete fieldwork individually 
although simple direction from their teacher 
and help from a parent, relative or friend are 
acceptable. The latter source of assistance 
may not matter much unless the helper is a 
geographer. The former is a more critical issue 
as the difference between giving direction and 
offering excessive guidance is often subtle. For 
the sake of fairness, a teacher for instance should 
accompany all students to their study sites if he/
she has done so with any one of them. The same 
principle of uniformity must be adhered to with 
report writing and other tasks. Unfortunately, this 
rule is difficult to follow because of variations 
in the complexity of students’ fieldwork 
investigations and the large number of projects 
requiring monitoring and assessment throughout 
the busy school year. Performance indicators 
can be issued to alleviate this problem. Although 
teaching and learning may thereby be confined 
to the stated requirements, they should be made 
sufficiently specific and yet provide discretionary	
marks for exceptionally good ideas. Another 

highlight geographical features and fieldwork 
procedures with audio-visual aids, and alert 
students to possible pitfalls. Teachers should 
guide students on time management and actual 
practices through fieldwork exercises in the junior 
years. Drawing reference to district guidebooks 
and other information (e.g. Miller, 2000; Holmes 
& Farbrother, 2000), will enable local and rural 
students to understand the basics of study sites 
and techniques before starting their projects. The 
assessment authority should distribute exemplar 
projects together with specific marking schemes 
to facilitate the understanding of assessment 
requirements and ways for students to improve.

Demands on independent learning

Students in Hong Kong are long used to being 
taught didactically with an emphasis on the 
recall of facts (e.g. Morris, 1995). Helping them 
become adept in field investigations will require 
the use of independence-oriented problem-based 
learning (PBL) approaches (Chan and Sin, 2005) 
such as field research based on hypothesis 
testing and the geographical enquiries as outlined 
above. Kwan and So (2008) have found that 
senior geography students in Hong Kong were 
able to identify problems from authentic issues, 
formulate hypotheses, collect and process 
data, and draw valid conclusions based on field 
evidence. Collaboration among small groups 
should be encouraged in the learning process 
because of its value for developing personal 
confidence and facilitating reflection on strengths 
and weaknesses. Experience gained in this way 
is useful for developing the problem-solving 
abilities and study skills which are emphasised 
in SBA (Curriculum Development Council and 
the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment 
Authority, 2007a). Unfortunately, although these 
learning outcomes are what geographers should 
promote, achieving them can be a quantum leap 
for students, especially those who are less active 
and self-disciplined. To enhance the mastery 
of fieldwork and SBA skills, teachers should 
act as consultants in learning (Foskett, 1997), 
at first suggesting directions for inquiry and 
subsequently providing advice only after students 
have completed their background work. They 
must however take care not to over-participate 
in students’ inquiry processes, or else the aim of 
promoting independent learning will be defeated 
and their credibility as impartial assessors will 
become dubious. A fundamental approach is to 
begin the teaching and assessment of fieldwork 
in the junior secondary years, although this call 
(Curriculum Development Council, 1998) is 
often unheeded due to concerns with teaching 
time, class size, safety and insurance, and other 
administrative constraints (Kwan, 2000). A 
manageable solution here is to organise fieldwork 
along a progression from simple to complex, with 
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implemented in its currently stated form. One 
solution is to incorporate internal test and exam 
scores into SBA results, just as other subjects 
are doing. Another way is to streamline the 
time frame for report production and other 
learning tasks so as to minimise the burden on 
students, especially during SBA preparation 
and the closely ensuing examination period. 
Teachers should also reconsider the kinds of 
fieldwork worthy of promotion in view of the 
intrinsic merits and shortcomings concerned. 
They should give concrete suggestions about 
sites, issues, approaches and techniques to help 
students develop self-confidence and choose the 
right track. They should set problem-based and 
intellectually challenging tasks for students’ pre-
SBA exercises, and give timely and perceptive 
feedback on strengths and weaknesses in exact, 
understandable language (Gibbs and Simpson, 
2004). The arrangements and nature of these 
exercises should be effectively integrated into 
everyday teaching practices and be considerate 
of students’ motivation and capacity for self-
assessment and reflection (Assessment Reform 
Group, 2007). To promote deep learning after all, 
the teacher’s task is to use both formative and 
summative assessment practices with appropriate 
expertise and imagination, commensurate with 
variations in student ability and motivation.

A more global but often under-rated approach 
for curriculum design and implementation 
is to improve the consultation process and 
widen the scope of teacher participation in 
central decision-making. Education officials 
preparing SBA plans and exemplar projects and 
inviting teachers to consultation seminars are 
essential but not enough for effective two-way 
communication. Piloting in a representative 
sample of schools about conducting fieldwork 
and report assessment during the first two NSS 
years is needed for learning comprehensively 
about teacher and student abilities, strengths, 
weaknesses and initial problems. Discussions 
with teachers and students may provide further 
stimulating conversations about resources, 
training and the fine tuning of procedures 
that are needed. Facilitating participation in 
reshaping these arrangements can help teachers 
empower students to take more responsibility for 
controlling their own pace and depth of learning 
(Withers and McCurry, 1990). Further discussion 
and information exchange can be made through 
electronic mail, websites and publications 
of the relevant authorities and professional 
organisations, as well as questionnaires, 
surveys, focus-group interviews and fieldwork 
observations. As a further step forward, 
curriculum and assessment planners should 
send the summary statistics and descriptions 
thus obtained to schools for consideration. 
They should use teacher feedback and first-

possibility is for the assessment authority to 
employ external assessors to monitor progress 
in a large random sample of fieldwork projects 
and take up the duty of second marking for 
all students together with teachers from a 
neighbouring school district.

For obvious practical reasons (like concerns 
about safety and language ability), the chance 
of plagiarism and impersonation in fieldwork 
and writing-up processes cannot be dismissed 
irrespective of students’ usual academic 
performance and the guidelines from the 
assessment authority. Teachers should highlight 
the precautions which students should take 
against plagiarism, and may allow one to go 
together with others on the understanding that 
the work will be assessed more strictly. Besides 
alerting students to the consequences of cheating, 
teachers should scrutinise topic choices and 
reports closely and check students’ progress 
more frequently. To facilitate the authentication 
of fieldwork reports, and to assess planning and 
analytical abilities, they should set a compulsory 
question in the final examination for students to 
write about their own experience. The score thus 
obtained should form a part of each student’s SBA 
result. 

Resource constraints

Many fieldwork resources, such as GPS receivers, 
data loggers and automatic weather stations, 
are expensive to buy and not easily available in 
less endowed schools. To overcome this threat 
to equal learning opportunities, the government 
should increase the funding to these schools and 
introduce a resource lending system at nominal 
rates. These measures are especially appropriate 
to IT-related equipment because of its usefulness 
and need for frequent upgrading to avoid 
obsolescence. Palm-top computers for processing 
data and facilitating discussion in the field 
(Foskett, 1997) and digital cameras for recording 
video images of relationships between landform 
process and products (e.g. Hassell, 2002) are 
resources that are often needed in this regard. To 
help students using IT effectively for fieldwork, 
teachers should refer them to appropriate 
literature (e.g. Martin, 2006).

Prospects and Conclusion
Fieldwork-based SBA is important for broadening 
and deepening students’ learning experience, 
stimulating interest in the subject, and promoting 
independent inquiry abilities. It is a kind of 
formative assessment (Gipps, 1994) but ceases 
to be so if it is conducted towards the end of a 
course because teacher feedback will not matter 
so much to students close to graduation. A 
wide range of problems will crop up if SBA is 
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233.

Foskett, N. (1997) Teaching and learning through 
fieldwork. In D. Tilbury & M. Williams (Eds.), 
Teaching and learning Geography, (pp. 189–
201). London: Routledge.

Gibbs, G., & Simpson, C. (2004) Does your 
assessment support your students’ learning? 
Journal of Learning and Teaching in Higher 
Education, 21, 1–30. 

Gipps, C. (1994) Quality in teacher assessment. 
In W. Harlen (Ed.), Enhancing quality in 
assessment, (pp. 71–86). London: Paul 
Chapman Publishing Ltd.

Gipps, C., & Stobart, G. (1997). Assessment: A 
teacher’s guide to the issues. London: Hodder 
& Stoughton.

Hassell, D. (2002). Issues in ICT and geography. 
In M. Smith (Ed.). Teaching Geography: 

hand knowledge of implementation benefits 
and problems to improve SBA arrangements. 
Exchanging views in these ways, assessment 
planners and teachers can help each other to 
become reflective professionals benefiting student 
learning.

While the implementation of SBA for students’ 
fieldwork has brought considerable challenges 
to all stakeholders (Lee, 2006), a paradigm shift 
from the traditional consultation focus towards 
active participation by teachers is needed 
throughout the curriculum and assessment 
planning process. As Morris (1995) has argued, 
a sense of ownership which participation brings 
can effectively encourage teachers to make 
the changes as intended and help planners 
prevent and solve unforeseeable problems. The 
conclusion here is that only in this way can 
the chance of achieving the objectives behind 
the school-based assessment of fieldwork 
performance be increased, and success in its 
implementation becomes more likely. Given that 
fieldwork-based SBA is an innovation in Hong 
Kong, this paper would serve a valuable cause if 
teachers are stimulated to reflect on their teaching 
and assessment strategies and solutions for 
possible problems. Meanwhile, curriculum and 
assessment authorities can consider these views, 
and of overseas experiences, as they seek to 
improve fieldwork learning and its assessment in 
schools.
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This series of four books contains factual, informational text, 
excellent illustrations and activities relating to map knowledge, 
map types, map reading and map drawing.

The books sit well as a series that complement each other and 
they could be used in sequence or as individual texts. Each 
book is written in a dialogue style, as Max, a cool kid shares 
his interest and knowledge about maps. The sequence of maps 
from his bedroom to his place in the world takes us from 
simple to more complex map styles and features and, on the 
way, highlights all the necessary attributes and uses of maps.

The outstanding features include clear concise age appropriate 
language suitable for a 7–12 year old audience. The outcomes 
for learning would cover Victorian Essential Learning Standards 
(VELS) levels 2–4 and the knowledge and skills would cover all 
the VELS descriptors. The information is repeated through the 
text using bold print, talking bubbles and signposts highlighting 
the information to be learnt and giving activities as practical 
applications to embed the learning.

The books are high quality publications with extensive use of 
colour, illustrations and maps to attract young readers. The text 
is large and the ratio of illustrations to text is high making it 
perfect for visual learners.

All of these attributes would encourage the child to select, 
stay engaged and explore the next book in the series or other 
mapping resources. I can envisage this resource to be really 
advantageous for independent learning as well as a resource for 
teachers in small or whole group situations.

The resource would be highly valuable in introducing younger 
children to the fascinating world of maps developing their 
knowledge about cartography and the skills needed to use 
them.

Although I personally found it fascinating to learn more 
about America as I reviewed the educational content, I feel 
the American context would be a drawback in an otherwise 
excellent publication.

Suzanne Muir
Caulfield Primary School, Victoria
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Pittock has sought to enlighten the debate over climate 
change by assembling the evidence and evidential models, the 
methodology of the science behind the evidence, and proposing 
a range of potential solutions. 

I read this with great enjoyment, while also reading Beyond 
the Limits by Meadows, Meadows, and Randers, and John 
Brunner’s The sheep look up. Meadows et al. use a number 
of scenarios and modelling to extrapolate likely outcomes for 
the future, based on the data available to them at the time. 
Brunner, in his apocalyptic novel, seeks to describe the state 
of the environment when the business as usual scenario has 
climaxed, in both social and environmental terms. 

Pittock, with greater amounts of data and readings at his 
disposal, and with greater optimism in the behaviour of humans 
and governments, also uses scenarios and data derived from 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. These range 
from the A1FI (Fossil Intensive) scenario, with a predicted 
CO2 average emissions increase of 2.4% (observed growth is 
3.3%), to a range of others with more positive outcomes. He 
distinguishes a range of global environmental outlooks (p. 50) 
with four governmental foci – markets, policy, security, and 
sustainability – and finds 1 and 3 lack effective environmental 
policies leading to significant increases by 2050; 2 would see 
a decrease in emissions starting around 2030, while the fourth 
would see a decline in emissions starting by the mid 2020s. 

Geographically, Pittock covers all spatial concepts, linking 
both the economic with the environmental. The level of detail 
suggests this would be most useful as a senior secondary 
reference for students, and for all geography teachers. It is 
easily read, with charts and diagrams to explain complex 
issues – for example, links between various elements of 
the climate system (p. 98). Each chapter is followed by 
comprehensive endnotes (including bibliography). By its very 
comprehensiveness, I found the text to be both riveting in the 
writing, and delightful in the explosion of ideas and information 
encompassed. 

Brunner states the possibilities of the results of non-action 
on climate change; Meadows et al. foreshadowed Pittock’s 
scenarios and data nearly 20 years ago. For these reasons, I 
feel this will become a resource for all geography and science 
teachers, and perhaps a number of our politicians, to generate 
the will to do that which is necessary. 
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David James
Trinity Lutheran College, Mildura, Victoria

This volume might well be described as an elegant paperback 
but it is much more than that. Very cleverly written by two able 
historians, its modern design brings to life the extraordinary 
journeyings of Australia’s probably most honoured Geographer 
and one of the country’s first public intellectuals.

Griffith Taylor, born in 1880, lived in England and in Serbia 
before his engineer father eventually moved the family to 
Australia. Very few historians have had the treasure of so much 
written material about (and by) their subject. His hero, Scott 
of the Antarctic, described him as “having a fertile brain and 
a prolific pen”. It was this fertile pen that made him such a 
controversial figure.

Strange and Bashford not only organise their material well but 
their skilful use of Taylor’s own illustrations is combined with 
many a pithy comment that gets to the heart of Grif’s ability to 
self publicise and disturb the often awful norms and habits of 
universities and the excesses of developers and politicians. 

Taylor was never afraid to enter the lists, and although he lived 
through a mostly booming century almost as a pariah, we can 
now recognise him as more of a prophet. In these times of the 
vapid parliamentary debates regarding climate change, Taylor 
would have been a beacon of light.

Ambitious from the outset, he was determined to be noticed 
whether it was via his provocative theories about race, about 
settlement and climate, or about the world in general. As a 
brilliant student in Geology in Sydney he worked on coral 
reef fossils before going to Cambridge. Then came selection 
as geologist in Scott’s Polar expedition. Back in Australia he 
was director of the Meteorological service before becoming 
Professor of Geography first in Sydney then later in Chicago 
and Toronto.

In his autobiography, Journeyman Taylor, published in 1958, 
he concluded with what he thought a teacher ought to be “The 
characteristic part of any man’s teaching is what is novel and 
heretical in it, not what he and his audience take for granted”. 
That was his credo and all present Geography teachers could 
do well to take note. 

John Collins
Richmond, Victoria
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This easy to read reference is divided into chapters each 
referring to different components of the study of Geography. 

Chapter one outlines how to formulate and carry out a fieldwork 
action plan. It is a step-by-step guide to identifying the key 
components of conducting fieldwork. Each key phase of the 
plan is explained in detail and key words are fully defined for 
the student. Useful grids on how to evaluate are included.

Chapter two on Investigating the physical environment 
introduces the student to rivers, intertidal wetlands, coasts, 
weather and climate, ecosystems, and soil testing. Each sub 
topic provides a general aim and outcome and what is needed 
in order to fulfil them. Useful diagrams and clear instructions 
are provided. 

Chapter three on Investigating the built environment takes the 
student through the main aspects of urban decay and renewal, 
shopping centres, and Australian residential architectural styles. 
This chapter contains diagrams and information not previously 
seen in other similar texts. It is this section which I find 
refreshing and very applicable.

Chapter four looks at Investigating communities and is made 
relevant by interesting graphics.

The section on how to construct an urban transect is valuable.

Chapter five on Spatial patterns I feel is light on and more could 
have been made of this important section particularly for the 
Victorian market where spatial concepts are so important in the 
Victorian Certificate of Education course. 

Chapter six feels more of a Studies of Society and Environment 
(SOSE) unit and as such will have limited appeal to 
Geographers.

Overall, the text has some refreshing new ideas, is well 
organised and explained. I think this text will be useful to any 
teacher as many ideas can be adapted to a variety of fieldwork 
areas. The text would be more appropriate to the Years 9 to 12.

I would highly recommend this text. 

Cathie Meyenn
Xavier College, Kew, Victoria

The title of this book, Making sense of place, is a major task for 
Geography and geographers and thus it deserves our attention 
as geographers and geography teachers. However, this is not 
a book for school use but a book that challenges us about our 
conception of what Geography is and of the links between 
Geography and related disciplines that also see concepts and 
views of place and space as part of their demesne. That is 
not to say that teachers couldn’t use some of the ideas and 
techniques with their students as they work to involve them in 
understanding their world.

Making sense of place is composed of four parts – Narratives 
on the experience of place, Understanding Indigenous sense 
of place, Making places, and Analysing and utilising the sense 
of place. Within these four parts across 31 chapters the 
richness of people’s ways of creating their meaning of place 
are described and explored. And the people included in the 
discussion are indigenous people across the world but largely 
Australian, children, women, and men. The wealth of examples, 
both in terms of people but also of the types of place (roadside 
memorials, suburban gardens and so on) open up meanings of 
place that are rooted in all of our experiences of the world. The 
local experience of place is as meaningful as are the exotic ones 
the travel industry is so keen for us to explore.

Each of us will find ideas in this book that will open our mind to 
the meaning places have for us and I would hope provide ideas 
for teachers in helping their own students to see their own 
places as meaningful in so many ways. It was John Collins, 
at one of the events celebrating 50 years of the Geography 
Teachers’ Association of Victoria, who introduced us to this 
book. He emphasised the last three chapters of the book and 
drew attention to the last line. “To have a sense of place is not 
to own, but rather to be owned by the places we inhabit; it is 
to ‘own up’ to the complexity and mutuality of both place and 
human being.” As humanity grapples with the realisation that 
we are part of the world, and should not be exploiters of it, this 
book makes clear the relationship between each human being 
and the place they inhabit. This sense should be a key part of 
geographical education. I urge you all to read it.

Bill Stringer
Balwyn North, Victoria
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In the introductory chapter of this text there is a sub-section 
Why be concerned about the Australian physical environment? 
Here the authors identify a major aim – to help the reader 
to develop a better understanding of the Australian physical 
environment in order to avoid some of the negative impacts of 
human exploitation of the landscape which have occurred in the 
200+ years since European settlement.

The text achieves this aim very nicely. It is a daunting task 
to produce a textbook which combines what is effectively an 
introduction to physical geography, a consideration of the 
human impact on natural landscapes, and specific applications 
to the Australian physical environment. 

By taking a systems approach, a structure is provided for the 
study of the many interactions which operate to produce and 
shape the natural landscape globally and within Australia. 
The natural systems model might have been introduced and 
explained more forcefully with a diagram of the model. This 
would have assisted the uninitiated reader to obtain a visual 
impression (and, therefore, a better understanding) of how 
the model can be applied to the real world and will be applied 
within the text. The role of human activities is superimposed 
across the natural system, thereby illustrating how humans use 
the environment in both sustainable and non-sustainable ways. 
Case studies are drawn from Australia and around the globe. 

The book is divided into five parts – Introduction, The 
atmosphere and the climate system, The surface of the Earth, 
The biosphere, and Looking towards the future. Chapters 
within each part cover such topics as The Earth in Space 
and Time, Global energy systems, Atmospheric circulation, 
Hydrologic systems, The development of landscape, Water 
in the landscape, Aeolian and coastal landforms, Ecological 
Biogeography, and Current trends in environmental systems. 

Generally, the content is succinct, logically structured and 
comprehensive, although volcanic landscapes might have been 
included in more depth in Part 3 – The Surface of the Earth, 
rather than briefly in the Introduction. 

A pleasing characteristic of the book is its readability, with 
language more than suitable for senior secondary students. 
Technical terminology is explained clearly and most pages 
display a definition box for key terminology. While the book is 
more likely to find its market as a teacher reference, it would be 
an excellent reference for any student developing an interest in 
physical geography – a stepping stone towards more specific 
references on topics such as climatology and meteorology, 
geomorphology, hydrology and biogeography. 

Each chapter concludes with a chapter summary, a glossary 
of key terms, a list of relevant internet sites and suggestions 
for further reading. The text is supported by a comprehensive 
Online Resource Centre that offers further resources for both 
teachers and students. 

The book contains much illustrative material in the form 
of maps, photographs, graphs, diagrams and tables of 
information. Many of the illustrations and photographs are 
presented initially in black and white and tend to lack contrast 
and/or are rather small in dimension. In these cases it is often 
difficult to see clearly what is being illustrated. Colour versions 
of some of the illustrations are provided in one section in the 
centre of the book. This may be designed to reduce publishing 
costs but, had the colour plates been distributed throughout 
the book at relevant places, it would have made for a more 
attractive presentation and avoided replication of images.

Overall, I thoroughly enjoyed reading this text. The aims of 
the authors meant that it had the potential to be a much larger 
volume. They have done well to cover their subject matter 
in a mere 438 pages. I would recommend this text, in the 
first instance, as a teacher reference introducing many of the 
complexities of physical geography but, also, as a worthwhile 
addition to the library of any aspiring student of physical 
geography. The Australian physical environment was the winner 
of an Australian Education Publishing award in 2009 in the 
Tertiary (Wholly Australian) Single Title category.

Doug Esler
De La Salle College, Malvern, Victoria

Set in Indonesia the camera pans through a tranquil rainforest 
in harmony, orangutan moving through the trees, then you 
hear the sound of chainsaws, and see trees falling to the earth, 
and orangutans walking through the destroyed and cleared 
rainforest area. The narration starts talking about the burning 
and felling of trees and the impact on the wildlife and global 
warming (the environment). The amount of rainforest being 
removed from Indonesia every year is about the size of the 
country of Denmark; the aim of destroying the rainforest is 
to grow palm oil and at this stage the trees, which have been 
felled, have no value. 

There are some specific individuals who are followed 
throughout the film, the farmer Achmadi, the rescuer of 
orangutans Lone Droscher-Nielsen, the Australian entrepreneur 
Dorjee Sun (who wants to put a value on the rainforest in 
relation to carbon trading), the two main villains (the palm oil 
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and the fire), and the governors (from Papua and Aceh) who 
form a lobby group to reduce the burning of the rainforest.

Apart from the obviously engaging and fascinating footage of 
the orangutans themselves, the idea of carbon trading which 
is presented throughout the film, is a very new and interesting 
concept, and can be linked to some of the ways in which the 
current Australian Government is attempting to make citizens 
aware of their own waste and emissions. Similarly interesting, 
was the way in which bankers and politicians shifted their views 
(in the film) and saw that responsibility needed to be taken for 
carbon emissions and global warming. These environmental 
issues can open discussion and debate among students of 
many ages.

The many geographic concepts which are included 
throughout the film include habitat loss, species conservation, 
deforestation, environmental economics, and climate change. 
The film could be utilised across a number of subject areas; 
however, the depth of the material presented would be more 
suitable for students in Years 10 to 12. If shown to Year 9, 
various scenes could be selected and discussed in part – 
however, there is at present no direct place in the current 
Victorian curriculum where this could easily just slot in. 

The Study Guide is a useful teacher’s resource, and there are 
a number of guidelines and questions which could be given to 
students before, during and after viewing the film. A teacher 
would need to spend some time reviewing the film and aims 
of their lesson/s – the resource booklet has a lot of guidelines 
which can be sifted through. Furthermore, the cost of the DVD 
and resource booklet is a little more expensive than many other 
single films and resource booklets on the market.

When thinking about the film for Years 10 to 12 students 
– there are no specific criticisms if it is being linked to 
curriculum. In the current Victorian Certificate of Education and 
International Baccalaureate programs offered at our school, 
there is no specific place where the film could easily slot in. 
Likewise, the length of the film – would need to be shown 
over two or three lessons – as sections need to be paused for 
explanation and discussion.

Peter Molloy and Jo Leech
Carey Baptist Grammar School, Kew, Victoria

The coast of Australia is a concise yet comprehensive account 
of the coasts of Australia. The book’s greatest utility would 
be as a reference for secondary school teachers. However, it 
would also prove useful for university undergraduates or senior 
secondary school students. 

The book’s nine chapters can be divided into three sections: 
Overviews, Landforms and Impacts. Chapters one to three offer 
a broad overview of the Australian coast: Evolution discusses 
the geological formation and subsequent modification of the 
coast; Processes discusses the extant atmospheric and marine 
processes affecting the coast; and Ecosystems outlines the 
major biological communities distributed around Australian 
coasts. Chapters four through eight focus on specific coastal 
landforms and their distribution: river deltas and estuaries, 
beaches, coastal dunes and barriers, rocky coasts and reef 
coasts. The book concludes with a single chapter devoted to 
human impacts on Australian coasts.

The coast of Australia would be a useful reference for senior 
secondary school geography teachers planning curriculum or 
just revising their content knowledge. It contains numerous 
references to geographical concepts such as geomorphological 
processes, geological time, spatial association and spatial 
interaction to name but a few. In its entirety, the academic level 
of the text would be suitable for Years 11 and 12 curriculum 
only, however selected material could be simplified for middle 
and junior years. The book is also littered with stunning colour 
photos of a vast array of coastal landforms, numerous tables, 
graphs and figures.

The most impressive feature of the book, however, is its 
readability. There is a complete avoidance of jargon, relying 
instead on clear, yet detailed text which flows superbly. In 
addition, no prior knowledge is assumed of the reader. While 
each chapter offers advanced analyses of the topic, even basic 
concepts are introduced and clearly explained. 

The cost may seem slightly excessive for a smallish book of 
only 288 pages, however it must be emphasised that the quality 
of text and photos, and avoidance of filler material, justifies the 
price. 

Overall, The coast of Australia is hard to fault. It is the clear 
standout in a small field of texts that deal with the entire 
Australian coast. It is a must for any senior geography teacher 
and highly recommended for senior secondary school or 
university libraries.

Stuart Kerr
Diploma of Education student, Monash University, 

Clayton, Victoria
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This is a curious book. It is not about development itself, 
but rather assumes we know what that is. There is therefore 
no reference to either capitalism or socialism in the index, 
and the Millennium Development Goals get just one line in 
the book. Even development itself is not discussed, though 
poverty and power are important. What it is however is 
an analysis of a sequence of approaches to developing 
appropriate methodologies and techniques for ‘development 
inquiry’. That is it examines how useful and practical 
knowledge may be collected to ensure that such data and 
the techniques have ‘transformative potential’. It is very 
obviously about grassroots and taro shoots development. 

Robert Chambers has spent most of a lifetime based at the 
Institute of Development Studies in England but engaged 
in rural development, mainly in Africa but with occasional 
forays into South Asia. The book too is therefore primarily 
about Africa. It is very much a summation of the collected 
wisdom of decades of work, and seven of the nine chapters 
are developed from previous publications. 

He describes and analyses the evolution of a sequence 
of approaches to development inquiry, beginning from 
the ‘dinosaurs’ of large scale questionnaire surveys, to 
the  ‘biased visits and perceptions’ of what he long ago 
called the ‘Friday flash syndrome’ – where urban ‘experts’ 
(government and aid agency officials) pass rapidly and 
superficially through. A wide range of methodologies have 
followed although most readers of this book may wonder 
at the many subtle shifts in focus, and just how distinct 
participatory learning and action (PLA) is from participatory 
rural appraisal (PRA) . As Chambers recognises, even with 
the best will in the world, all too often there are very real 
practical constraints to the idealism of lengthy participatory 
studies and data sometimes need to be obtained quickly. 

How then do we get around that? Interestingly the answer 
for Chambers lies in a combination of choosing the right 
participatory methodology – getting down and dirty – and 
participatory mapping of farms, ecosystems, houses, crops 
etc. Disappointingly he provides just one example, and the 
outcome is unclear. 

There is wonderful sensitive stuff here, with heartfelt pleas 
to stay, empathise and understand – and contribute to 
empowerment and acting. But it is rather assumed that 
we know and that with the right knowledge all may be 
well. Curiously many of his past and present colleagues 
– several of whom have themselves developed and used 
complex and sensitive approaches to understanding 

grassroots development, notably Michael Lipton and Harold 
Brookfield – are simply not there. There are in fact multiple 
approaches to the muddy boots or dusty thongs strategies 
of assimilating wisdom and empowering local people. 

The book is annoyingly replete with vast numbers of 
references to utterly inaccessible references (even in an 
electronic age – unpublished 1974 conference papers 
anyone?) that should have been excluded, paraphrased, 
digested or ignored. There are three pages of acronyms – 
my favourite being the rather delightful ERR (egocentric 
reminiscence ratio) – that don’t always make the going 
easy. Some pruning of the book would have emphasised 
that less can so easily be more.

Yet Chambers’ heart is absolutely in the right place He 
reminds us that development is about people, it is not 
technocratic, it must avoid the ‘urban trap’ and it is to be 
approached with sensitivity and humility, emerging through 
‘creative and eclectic pluralism’ as drivers of personal, 
professional and institutional change. It is about ensuring 
better ways of incorporating people through sensitivity: 
about doing development rather than accounting for (non)-
development. For readers of this journal there are more 
accessible and practical studies of the methodology of 
development but this is certainly a valuable accompaniment. 
But anyone who really wants to work at the grassroots will 
find it fascinating. 

John Connell
The University of Sydney, New South Wales
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