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Geography: Australia’s New National 
Curriculum and Professional Standards 

Geography going national is the theme for the 
AGTA Conference in Adelaide in January 2011. In 
this volume we have a number of articles related 
to the development of the new national curriculum 
as well as teaching standards in Geography. This 
begins with Alaric Maude’s examination of the 
critical and unique contribution that Geography 
makes to the education of young Australians. As 
you read that article you may be reminded too of 
Nick Hutchinson’s editorial comment in volume 22 
about Geoff Conolly’s ‘black and red bound book’: 
“Geography is that subject which, when found to 
be important, is called something else”. 

Considering what a quality 21st Century school 
Geography curriculum should look like, Malcolm 
McInerney gives an informed view on what he 
considers it should be – especially in terms of 
global perspective, environment, society, culture, 
technology and the nature of change itself. This 
is a timely theoretical paper for you to consider 
in your teaching and where you see Geography 
heading. As Malcolm suggests: “Geographers 
in Australia [should] view the ACARA Australian 
Curriculum (in) Geography through the 21st 
Century lens”.

While having a high quality national curriculum in 
Geography is very important, arguably of greater 
importance is the quality of teaching. The research 
literature in education has long attested to the 
significance of what teachers know and what they 
do as a key variable in student learning gains. In 
their article, Nick Hutchinson and Jeana Kriewaldt 
examine the development of the Professional 
Standards for Accomplished Teaching of School 
Geography. The standards have recently been 
made publicly available and provide:

Aspirational goals for teaching as the 
standards are written to describe highly 
accomplished Geography teaching. 
They articulate common and distinctive 
elements of the specialised practice of 
Geography teaching as an alternative to 
generic standards. The standards are 
designed to offer a basis for planning 
professional learning and are supported 
by the professional learning website www.
geostandards.edu.au

Ken Purnell
Editor, Geographical Education

The development of the Professional Standards 
from research and the interplay of curriculum and 
the standards are explored by Nick and Jeana. 
As they state, “Standards for accomplished 
Geography teaching will strengthen Geography’s 
position in the emerging Australian curriculum”. 
This is a timely article on quality teaching and 
quality curriculum in Geography. The Professional 
Standards will help guide teachers as they reflect 
upon teaching and learning in Geography to 
inform practices.

Following this are articles that take up themes 
developed by Nick and Jeana as well as 
introducing one on misconceptions that are of 
interest to teachers of Geography. The first of 
these is by your Editor and explores how we may 
further support teachers who will very soon be 
required to teach Geography for the first time 
in primary and lower secondary schools across 
Australia. The article by Edrees Saleh examines 
issues in professional standards and curriculum 
from overseas where recently standards for 
Geography teaching have been introduced. 
That research found several obstacles in the 
implementation of the professional standards for 
Geography teachers and interestingly the key one 
had to do with curriculum followed closely by 
teacher knowledge and practices. 

Pedagogical content knowledge was explored 
in volume 22 of Geographical Education by 
Rod Lane. That examined the link to student 
preconceptions made prior to formal instruction 
that is also explored in volume 23. Geographical 
concepts are integral to the teaching and learning 
of Geography. We are often intrigued by the 
preconceptions that students possess and how 
to understand the sources of these and address 
those misconceptions. Mustafa Ozturk and Secil 
Alkis explore this in an example from Turkey. A 
number of the insights about the influence of 
community and the attitudes towards learning 
in formal settings provide food for thought as 
Geography teachers consider what to do to 
address student preconceptions constructed prior 
to formal education. 

Geoff Paterson has done a meticulous job as 
Reviews Editor and in proof reading. No doubt 
you may be familiar with some of the teaching and 

Editorial
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learning resources in the reviews and learn about 
new ones that may be of interest to you. Following 
the reviews there is a game that is described by 
Clinton D. van der Merwe and Adrienne Rivera 
that may be a resource that you may consider.

A very special thanks too to Nick Hutchinson for 
being Guest Editor of Geographical Education 
for volume 22. Nick’s expertise and hard work 
resulted in a high quality production exploring 
contemporary issues on the national scene in 
Geography. It is a delight to have a follow-up 
paper by Nick and his co-author, Jena Kriewaldt in 
this volume.

The theme for Geographical Education for volume 
24 is Geography going national. This will pick 
up on the AGTA Conference and provide further 
insights into implementation of the national 
curriculum in Geography as well as with teaching 
and learning.

Should you wish to submit an article for review 
with Geographical Education for volume 24, 
please email this to me at k.purnell@cqu.edu.au

Guidelines for authors for Geographical Education 
are available at:
www.agta.asn.au/Geographical_Education/index.
htm
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Chair of Director’s Annual Report 2010
Malcolm McInerney
AGTA Limited, Chair of Directors

2010 has been a dynamic and significant year 
for Geographical education in Australia. Most 
significantly, 2010 has seen the release by the 
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority (ACARA) of the draft Shape of the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography. Although the 
development of an Australian Curriculum has 
continued to dominate much of our work this 
year, AGTA has been very active in promoting 
Geographical education in Australia. 

Key activities have been the release of 
the Professional Standards for Accomplished 
Teaching of Schools Geography, the Australian 
Geography Competition, planning for the 2011 
AGTA conference, managing the Geocareers 
website and continuing work with the 
incorporation of technology in the teaching 
of Geography. 

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 Professional Standards for 
Accomplished Teaching of School 
Geography
Geography teachers are often asked the 
question; “What makes Geography teaching 
Geography teaching?’ In 2006 key Geography 
teaching and educational bodies (Australian 
Geography Teachers’ Association Ltd, the 
Geography Teachers’ Association of Victoria 
Inc, Melbourne University and the Victorian 
Institute of Teaching) worked with the Australian 
Government (Australian Research Council) to 
scope a research project to identify examples of 
outstanding Geography teaching. The project was 
an attempt to document and clarify the nature of 
exemplary Geography teaching in our schools and 
culminated in the recently released Professional 
Standards for Accomplished Teaching of School 
Geography.

The research process involved:

•	 Throughout 2007–2009, accomplished 
Geography teachers in government and 
non-government schools were videotaped 
in Victoria, New South Wales and South 

Australia. Each of the ten Geography teachers, 
with a reputation for accomplished practice 
were filmed across two lessons

•	 Interviews were then conducted with these 
teachers and their students to identify features 
of accomplished Geography teaching

•	 Panels of experienced Geography teachers 
were conducted across Australia during 
2009. These panels viewed the video footage 
of the teachers and provided advice to the 
researchers to develop the professional 
standards for accomplished teaching of school 
Geography.

As a result, the project has developed a 
dynamic set of professional standards for 
teaching school Geography, which are built on 
a platform of classroom practice. The standards 
posted at http://www.geogstandards.edu.
au provide an important resource to enhance 
the quality of teacher professional learning in 
Geography. In particular, the standards are an 
important professional learning resource for the 
clarification of content pedagogical knowledge 
in Geography to support the delivery of the 
Australian Curriculum for Geography in Australian 
schools. We also help that the standards and 
the Geogstandards website will inform teachers 
and the community of what makes Geography 
teaching Geography teaching. 

This work is seminal and groundbreaking for 
Geography and I am sure will provide excellent 
and necessary research-based standards for the 
implementation of the Australian Curriculum for 
Geography. Congratulations to AGTA’s Jeana 
Kriewaldt for all her dedicated and outstanding 
work on this project.

Geocareers Website

One of AGTA’s important 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. 

Reports
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Geographical competitions and events 
for students 
The National Geographic Channel Australian 
Geography Competition is a joint project 
between AGTA and the Royal Geographical 
Society of Queensland (RGSQ), with support 
from long-term sponsor National Geographic 
Channel. The number of students entering the 
2010 Competition was 85,131. The competition 
continues to be a great success in promoting 
Geography in schools around Australia. All 
students participating in the competition received 
a detailed results sheet and a certificate in one of 
four categories – High Distinction, Distinction, 
Credit, and Participation. Very high-scoring 
students across Australia and winners of states 
and territories each received a special certificate 
and a book prize. 

The Under 16 Final for the competition was 
held on June 7 at the Foxtel Television Centre in 
Sydney and compered by ex-Temptation host 
Ed Phillips, in front of a crowd of students, 
teachers and other invited guests. The results of 
the Final were:

First  Riley Kernaghan, MacGregor State 
High School, Brisbane 

Second  Allan McManus, Thomas More 
College, Adelaide 

Equal third Chris Krushka, The Hutchins School, 
Hobart 

 Amelia Rowe, home-schooled, 
Maldon Vic

 Tiffany Wu, The Hills Grammar 
School, Sydney. 

Riley won a place in the Australian team which 
will compete in the 2011 National Geographic 
World Championship in San Francisco, USA. 
National Geographic Channel broadcast a one-
hour programme on the Final on June 18. The 
Competition also received a lot of newspaper 
coverage – around 80 items this year.

The 2009 Geography’s Big Week Out was a week 
of fun, friendship and hands-on Geography from 
December 7 to 11 in Perth and at Rottnest Island. 
The focus was on fieldwork and GIS. It was 
organised by a group of dedicated Perth teachers 
from the Geographical Association of Western 
Australia including AGTA Directors Emmy Terry 
and Trish Harris, and under the leadership of Mike 
Fazio. The student participants were the highest-
scoring male and female Year 10/11 students 
from each state and the combined territories, plus 
two other high-scoring students, who took part in 
the senior division of the competition. 

Australia came second in the International 
Geography Olympiad held in Taipei, Taiwan, 
from July 29 to August 4, 2010. Twenty-seven 
countries took part – Australia, Belarus, Belgium, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Estonia, Finland, Germany, Hong Kong, Hungary, 
Japan, Latvia, Lithuania, Mexico, Netherlands, 
New Zealand, Poland, Romania, Russia, 
Singapore, Slovakia, Slovenia, Taiwan, Tunisia, 
United Kingdom.

Australia’s team was chosen from the students 
at Geography’s Big Week Out, based on their 
performance during the week and on an 
assessment item at the end. Australia’s team was 
supported by the Australian Government through 
the Quality Outcomes Program, administered by 
the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations. 

Samuel Buttenshaw, All Saints College St Mary’s, 
Maitland won Australia’s first ever gold medal. 
Baris Dilaver, John Paul College, Kalgoorlie just 
missed out on gold, winning a silver medal, as did 
Emily Thoday-Kennedy, Modbury High School, 
Adelaide. The Australian team received the second 
highest combined score, with Singapore first.

A great effort by all those involved in these events. 
AGTA thanks Kath Berg, Margaret McIvor, Trish 
Harris, Mike Fazio and Emmy Terry for their 
outstanding work on these important initiatives 
for Geography students and Geographical 
education in Australia.

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
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Surveying and Spatial Sciences Institute (SSSI), 
Spatial Education Advisory Committee: Malcolm 
McInerney

Big Week Out: Margaret McIvor, Mike Fazio and 
Emmy Terry 

ACARA’s Curriculum Development 
Process
On June 21, 2010 ACARA released for 
consultation the draft Shape of the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography. The release was followed 
by two months of intensive consultation with 
Geography teachers across Australia. ACARA 
received an enormous amount of feedback from 
geographers around Australia which showed the 
interest in the development of this very important 
curriculum for the future of Geography in 
Australia. At the AGTA Board meeting in Adelaide 
during October 2010 all the responses from the 
Geography teachers associations in Australia 
were discussed with the goal of developing an 
AGTA position on the direction of the Australian 
Curriculum for Geography.

The following ACARA timeline (a proposed 
timeline at this stage) will give an idea of the 
2010–2011 curriculum development process 
for the Australian Curriculum: Geography. 
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 
process.

•	 October—November 2010: Shape of the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography to be 
released. 

•	 November—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—July 2011: Course writing in line 
with the final scope and sequence document 
for national Geography curriculum.

•	 August 2011: Publication of the national 
Geography curriculum.

AGTA encourages all Australian Geography 
teachers to keep informed of the ACARA process 
via their website at http://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. 
AGTA with other Australia associations has been 
particularly active over recent months to ensure 
our voice is heard by government. Such a profile 
and lobbying of the powers determining the 
nature of the Australian Curriculum is crucial 
when discussing indicative times and elective 

status of subjects. 2010 has seen unprecedented 
lobbying by the Geography community to ensure 
that Geography has sufficient status and time in 
the Australian Curriculum to meet the needs of the 
21st Century student.

Way back in May 2009 ACARA commenced its 
work on the Australian Curriculum for Geography 
when it appointed Lucie Sorensen as the Senior 
Project Officer Geography. Lucie has finished 
working at ACARA and has returned to Brisbane 
to continue her great work in Geography. AGTA 
would like to thank Lucie for all her hard work 
with ACARA and wish her all the best with the 
next stage of her career.

Towards a National Geography 
Curriculum (TNGC) continues . . . 
The work of the TNGC 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. This has included 
writing a submission to the Federal Government 
requesting funding to ensure that whatever 
Geography curriculum is developed by ACARA, 
there will be appropriate and adequate teaching 
resources and professional learning opportunities 
for teachers. AGTA, IAG and RGSQ consider 
that they have an important role to play in both 
the development of resources and providing 
professional learning during the implementation 
phase of national curriculum. However as 
non-profit organisations run by time-poor 
professionals we require government support 
to fund much needed implementation strategies 
for the new curriculum. Over the next few years, 
issues associated with the implementation of 
Australian curriculum: Geography is likely to 
dominate the work of AGTA and affiliates. This 
work of AGTA and TNGC will be critical in 2010 
as we move from the curriculum development 
phase to the implementation of the Geography 
curriculum for Australia.

AGTA Conference 2011 – Geography 
going National, Adelaide 
The AGTA conference in Adelaide from January 
8–13, 2011 is almost a reality. 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. The response to 
the conference program (http://www.agta.asn.au/
conf2011/index.htm) has been very positive and 
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we are expecting to see one of the biggest and 
best AGTA conferences in Adelaide in January.

Considering the increased profile of Geography 
and the Australian Curriculum for Geography 
being imminent in 2011 we are expecting 
this event to be pivotal in the development of 
Geography in Australia into the future. As one of 
our keynote speakers, Dr Peter Hill, ACARA CEO 
says in his abstract:

Over the years, Geography as a discipline 
has undergone profound changes which 
in turn have impacted on the teaching of 
Geography as a school subject. With the 
renewed focus on Geography as a discrete 
subject within the Australian curriculum, 
there is an unprecedented opportunity to 
ensure that Geography in schools reflects 
amazing developments in ‘neogeography’.

At the same time, it is timely to reassess 
the role Geography should play in the 
broader curriculum of students in the 21st 
Century.

For many reasons, this should be an exciting time 
for the geographers attending the conference in 
Adelaide. This feeling of optimism for the future 
is eloquently described in the abstract of our 
other keynote at the conference, Dr Rita Gardner, 
Director of the Royal Geographical Society in 
London when she says:

Geography continues to hold such a 
fascination for her and why it is one of the 
most relevant and important subjects for 
young people to study in the 21st Century. 
With reference to her leadership of the 
UK’s Action Plan for Geography, and her 
involvement as government advisor and 
in recent curriculum reviews and using 
examples from South and East Asia, the 
Middle East, and South America she will 
argue that, more than ever, Geography 
offers an education not only about life, but 
also for life.

Geospatial Technology and Geography
AGTA has continued to promote the need to 
incorporate state of the art spatial and other 
technologies into the Geography classroom in the 
following ways. 

•	 All workshops at the 2011 AGTA conference 
have a spatial technology component and 
AGTA’s good friend George Daily from ESRI 
US is one of our keynote speakers. George in 
his abstract says:
Imagine a world where young people are 
strong problem solving, geographical 
thinkers who actively contribute to 

the good of their local and global 
communities. Bringing this ideal 
from model to action requires us to 
understand and embody the robust 
and far-reaching nature of Geography; 
embrace and leverage the relentless pace 
of technological advancements and their 
application in the world; inspire and instil 
geocuriosity and a passion for action great 
and small, near and far… and recognise 
‘It’s fun’!

•	 AGTA secretary Rebecca Nicholas hosts 
a wonderful technology in Geography 
blog called Minds Wondering at http://
mindswonderings.blogspot.com. The site 
is full of great innovative ideas on using 
technology in the Geography classroom.

•	 AGTA as a member of the Surveying and 
Spatial Sciences Institute (SSSI) National 
Education Committee has continued to play 
an important role in providing input to the 
spatial Industry and help inform the industry’s 
response to the development of the Australian 
Curriculum for Geography. 

•	 The Spatialworlds blog at http://spatialworlds.
blogspot.com continues to explore technology 
in Geography and the needs of the 21st 
Century student. 

•	 A Google Group titled ‘21st Century 
Geography in Australian schools’ at http://
groups.google.com/group/21st-century-
geography-in-australian-schools has been 
established to be a forum for information 
dissemination and discussion on the 
Australian Curriculum for Geography. 

If we are to have a 21st Century Curriculum in 
Geography it is imperative that AGTA continues 
to promote to ACARA and teachers the benefits 
and professional expectation that we incorporate 
spatial technology into the curriculum and in turn 
Geography classrooms around Australia. 

As this report shows, there is plenty going on 
in the world of Australian Geography! We are 
facing the challenges of being closely involved 
in the development of an Australian Curriculum 
for Geography, promoting the brand of 
Geography in the community, integrating modern 
technologies into our teaching, whilst continuing 
our essential role as an association supporting 
teachers. Thanks for the support and hard work 
of all directors on the AGTA Board and teacher 
members of affiliates for making AGTA a key 
organisation in the promotion of Geographical 
education in Australia.
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2010 is a significant year for school Geography 
as work continues on an Australian Curriculum 
for Geography and the Professional Standards for 
Teaching School Geography are published. These 
are provided in the centre pages of the Journal. 
Quality in curriculum and in teaching is necessary 
for improvements in student learning and together 
both these initiatives have the potential to reshape 
Geography teaching and learning in Australia. 
As well, the Australian Institute for Teaching and 
School Leadership (AITSL) is developing. 

National Professional Standards for Teachers has 
four career stages: graduate teachers, proficient 
teachers, highly accomplished teachers and lead 
teachers. 

The following elements of Geography teaching 
were identified and defined through the standards 
project:

1. Knowing Geography and the Geography 
curriculum

2. Fostering geographical inquiry and fieldwork 
3. Developing geographical thinking and 

communication
4. Understanding students and their 

communities
5. Establishing a safe, supportive and 

intellectually challenging learning environment
6. Understanding Geography teaching and 

pedagogical practices

7. Planning, assessing and reporting
8. Progressing professional growth and 

development
9. Learning and working collegially.

In the Standards, both common and distinctive 
elements of the specialised practice of Geography 
teaching are described. They are designed 
to provide aspirational goals for teaching as 
the standards are written to describe highly 
accomplished Geography teaching. The standards 
establish a framework for Geography teachers 
to reflect individually and collectively on their 
professional practice and engage in continuing 
inquiry into their own teaching.

The development of these teaching standards 
differed from many standards that have been 
developed. This is because they centred on 
examining classroom practices of highly 
regarded Geography teachers together with 
their students’ perspectives to investigate the 
nature of accomplished Geography teaching. 
The investigations took place at eight schools in 
New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia. 
The schools included the public, Catholic and 
Independent sectors. Twenty-two Geography 
lessons were videoed, and interviews were 
conducted with all teachers and fifty-seven 
students. In the following still images taken from 
two consecutive lessons, the teacher prepares 
students for forthcoming fieldwork (Figure 1). In 

The Geography Standards Project: Professional 
Standards for Teaching School Geography
Jeana Kriewaldt
Lecturer, The University of Melbourne

Figure 1: Teacher demonstrates developing a sketch from a photo using a projected image on the 
whiteboard. He then turns off the image to show the sketch 
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this class, all students sketch this coastline and 
the teacher then demonstrates the skill drawing 
on students’ work and ideas. In figure 2 students 
are completing a fieldwork sketch during their 
coastal fieldtrip.

The still images in the above figures are a minute 
sample of the professional learning resources that 
are now available at the www.geogstandands.edu.
au. These resources have been drawn from the 
data collected as part of this three year research 
project and includes: video clips of accomplished 
Geography teaching, videotaped extracts of 
teacher interviews, audiotaped files of student 
interviews, transcripts of the lessons conducted, 
and samples of students’ work. The site is 
designed to offer pathways to explore elements of 
accomplished Geography teaching by providing 
questions, samples of practice, and further links 
based on each standard. Groups of teachers 

across Australia used these samples to help 
develop the standards and they reported that they 
were a powerful springboard in stimulating their 
thinking about the strengths of their own teaching 
practice and also in critically analysing ways of 
improving their teaching.

Further results of this research project are 
reported on later in this journal (Developing 
Geography Standards: Articulating the Complexity 
of Accomplished Geography Teaching, pp. 
41–46).

This project, conducted from 2007–2010, was an 
initiative of the University of Melbourne. Funds 
were contributed by the Australian Research 
Council, the Australian Geography Teachers’ 
Association, the Geography Teachers’ Association 
of Victoria and the Victorian Institute of Teaching. 
AGTA’s support was crucial to the success of the 
project.

Figure 2: Year 9 Geography students completing a field sketch on coastal fieldwork trip
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The current Geography curriculum developments 
in Australia mean there has never been a more 
exciting or important time to focus on the 
professional development (PD) provision for 
Geography teachers. Geography’s importance in 
schools almost certainly depends on the quality 
of Geography teaching and the support available 
to its teachers. Since 2006, Geography teachers 
in England have been given a massive boost 
in the shape of the Government funded Action 
Plan for Geography project. Run jointly with 
the Geographical Association, this project has 
focused on many aspects of teaching and learning 
Geography, including professional development. 
One aspect of this – the Chartered Geographer 
(Teacher) accreditation – is available to Geography 
teachers worldwide. 

The Chartered Geographer accreditation has been 
run by the Royal Geographical Society (with the 
Institute of British Geographers) in England since 
2002. Originally targeted at Geography academics 
and people using Geography heavily within 
their professions, the accreditation has proved 
extremely popular with around 350 approved 
so far. In 2006, the Action Plan for Geography 
paved the way for an education specific strand 
of the accreditation – Chartered Geographer 
(Teacher). With this new strand came increased 
opportunities for participation in PD, financially 
supported local networks of teachers, online 
PD modules written by Chartered Geographers 
and a raised awareness of the importance of 
professional development that meets the needs of 
Geography teachers, from those newly qualified to 
the very best Advanced Skills Teachers.

Becoming a Chartered Geographer (Teacher) 
has a wide variety of benefits. Firstly, where else 
can you have your hard work acknowledged 
by a subject-specific professional body? The 
accreditation is a great way to show current 
and future employers that you have met a 
set of rigorous teaching standards set out by 
England’s Privy Council, and that you have shown 
evidence that you have a commitment to PD and 
are actively involved in the wider geographical 
community. By joining the Chartered Geographer 

network you will have access to a wealth of 
experience and support from other teachers, and 
it may also help you when applying for leadership 
roles by increasing your employability. It shows 
that you are committed to Geography beyond 
your specific teaching responsibilities, and 
demonstrates that you have made a commitment 
to maintaining your professional standards. 
As a Chartered Geographer (Teacher) you will 
be selecting and undertaking your own annual 
programme of PD, and through the use of the 
post nominals FRGS and CGeog you will be 
helping to maintain the profile of Geography and 
Geographical education, helping Geography take 
its rightful place in schools. 

To become a Chartered Geographer (Teacher) 
you must have an Honours degree or B.Ed in 
Geography or a related subject; this must have 
at least 60% Geography content and you will be 
asked to provide details of the course content. 
For teachers with a Geography degree, you will 
also need to show evidence of at least 6 years 
of Geography teaching after your training year. 
For teachers without a relevant degree, you 
will be asked for evidence of at least 15 years 
of Geography teaching after your training year. 
Applicants are asked to submit a CV and a 
professional report outlining how they meet the 
requirements for Chartered Geographer (Teacher). 
These requirements are outlined in the application 
documents, and are split into three categories: 
professional knowledge and understanding, 
professional practice and professional attributes. 
In this report, applicants should describe 
how they are making an impact in the wider 
geographical community, what work they are 
doing with other teachers and schools, any 
published work they have, and any PD they have 
attended or conducted. 

Once an applicant has submitted their documents 
and become a Fellow of the Royal Geographical 
Society (with IBG) (this can be done at the same 
time as applying for CGeog), their application is 
seen by two initial assessors. These assessors are 
all Geography teachers who have been Chartered 
Geographers for several years, and have been 

Chartered Geographer (Teacher) – 
Recognising Outstanding Geography 
Teaching
Claire Wheeler
Professional & Communications Officer at the Royal Geographical Society, United Kingdom
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trained to identify suitable candidates for the 
accreditation. If both of these assessors agree 
that the candidate is suitable then the application 
will be forwarded to two final assessors, both of 
whom are in Geography education and have been 
Chartered Geographers since its introduction 
in 2002. Occasionally either set of assessors 
may request additional information or evidence 
from the applicant. Once both final assessors 
agree that the applicant is suitable and meets all 
the requirements, their name is put forward to 
the RGS-IBG’s Council for final approval. This 
approval happens four times a year.

As part of the Chartered Geographer (Teacher) 
accreditation, the RGS-IBG has supported the 
development of numerous local networks of 
Geography teachers. These networks allow 
teachers from neighbouring schools to come 
together for free PD and resource sharing, and 
as they mainly happen after school hours they 
mean a limited time away from the classroom for 
participants. The teachers within each network 
have ownership over the PD they provide and 
receive, with schools taking turns to host and 
present the PD sessions and the RGS-IBG 
providing external speakers when requested. 
These networks have focused on a variety of 
the topics, and have led to the emergence of 
local champions to take leadership over these 
networks and the free PD provision they offer. 
This model could work well with the introduction 
of the Australian National Geography Curriculum 
in 2012, providing a formalised approach to local 
support and Geography networking. With the 
need to provide resources in an Australian context 
for the new Curriculum, networks like this could 
become a lifeline to teachers for swapping ideas, 
fieldwork strategies and case studies, particularly 
those who are newer to teaching or are the sole 
geographer within their department.

With the Australian Curriculum being 
implemented for Geography in 2012, 
there will be a plethora of professional 
learning happening and also a heightened 
expectation that teachers are involved in 
professional learning and leadership to 
meet the needs of the new curriculum.

Malcolm McInerney, AGTA

As part of the ongoing maintenance of the 
Chartered Geographer (Teacher) accreditation 
once it has been achieved, CGeogs are asked 
to annually submit evidence that they have 
participated in at least 35 hours of PD based 
activities throughout the year. Not only does 
this provide evidence to employers about your 
commitment and motivation towards PD and 
professional standards, it also encourages 
professional reflection and involvement and a 
review of good practice. 

A recent applicant for the accreditation, Paul 
Ganderton from Sydney Boys High School, 
believes that Chartered Geographer (Teacher) 
could bring ‘a gravitas to the subject; the idea 
that Australian Geography education is seen 
in a wider context’. Paul hopes that CGeog will 
‘gain credence and recognition and be seen as 
evidence that a school is encouraging education 
beyond the traditional boundaries’. With the 
implementation of the National Geography 
Curriculum there has never been a better time 
for Geography teachers to look outside of their 
department for acknowledgement and support, to 
share their ideas and resources and to increase 
the profile of Geography as a vital subject taught 
by experienced and knowledgeable professionals 
who care about the quality of teaching and 
learning they provide and reflect on their input 
into the system. 

With the help of the Chartered Geographer 
(Teacher) accreditation, Geography PD could 
easily become the envy of all subjects. What 
could be better for advancing both the status 
of Geography and the quality of its teaching in 
Australia?

For more information and application documents 
go to http://www.geographyteachingtoday.org.uk/
chartered-geographer/introduction/

or contact:

Claire Wheeler, Royal Geographical Society 
with IBG, 1 Kensington Gore, London, SW7 
2AR Telephone: +44 (0)20 7591 3053 Email: 
c.wheeler@rgs.org 
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Geography in Tasmania is taught as a separate 
subject only in Years 11 and 12 and in some 
private schools in Years 7 to 10 as well. In public 
or state schools, from Kindergarten to Grade 10, 
Geography is taught as part of Society and History 
(previously known as SOSE). Society and History 
is an inquiry-based interdisciplinary curriculum 
area that draws on history, geography, ecology, 
economics, law, philosophy, political science, 
psychology and sociology. It is comprised of 
eight strands (see table) and even though these 
strands are interrelated and contain significant 
areas of overlap, the main Geography component 
is only one of these strands, Interactions With The 
Environment

Interactions with the Environment
Students learn to explain the local and global 
interconnections between people, resources and 
places and the impact of peoples’ actions on the 
environment. They investigate how particular 
aspects change or persist over time and space. 
Students gain an understanding of spatial context 
and the interdependence of natural and built 
environments through developing geographical 
knowledge and understandings. 

Key focus areas for this strand include:

•	 changing land use and care of places
•	 physical features of places
•	 natural and built environments 
•	 management and use of resources 
•	 conservation and sustainability.

In Years 11 and 12, students can choose a course 
of study (4 subjects each year) from a large 
number of foundation and university entrance 
subjects, including Geography. The number of 
students studying Geography has declined over 
the past 20 years due to:

1. the introduction of the Tasmanian Certificate 
of Education (TCE), in the early 1990s which 
replaced the HSC. This resulted in more 
students being locked into two-year courses, 
especially in Maths, Science and English, 
leaving little room for the study of other 
subjects.

2. the increase in new TCE courses – especially 
ones with overlapping content with 
Geography, such as Australia in Asia and the 
Pacific, and Environmental Science – has 
given students a greater choice of subjects.

The number of students studying Geography 
seems to have stabilised at around 220 over the 
past few years, which is maybe a half to a third 

Geography in Tasmania – now and in 
three years
Wayne Sutton
President Tasmanian Geography Teachers Association

Strands Performance criteria
1 Identity, relationships 

and culture
Understand how culture and community shape identity and 
relationships

2 Democratic values and 
processes

Understand democratic values and processes in society, 
government and law

3 Interactions with the 
environment

Understand relationships between people, resources and places

4 Interconnections 
between systems 

Understand social, economic and political systems and the 
connections between them

5 Responsible citizenship Understand how individuals and groups can take action to 
positively influence change

6 Historical inquiry Undertake historical inquiries in relation to continuity and change in 
society

7 Philosophical inquiry Undertake philosophical inquiries into issues and beliefs in society
8 Communication Acquire, critically examine and communicate information
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of the numbers studying Geography in the early 
1990s.

The introduction of the National Curriculum for 
Geography in 2012 will see Geography become 
an integral part of the K–10 curriculum, along 
with the other subjects in the National Curriculum. 
How much Geography is taught and how well will 
depend on:

1. How the National Curriculum is implemented 
into Tasmanian schools by the Tasmanian 
Government through the Department of 
Education. The payment of Federal money will 

need to be linked to the full implementation of 
the National Curriculum to encourage this to 
occur.

2. The professional learning that will need to be 
provided for teachers to enable them to teach 
all aspects of Geography in an interesting and 
stimulating way for students.

If the National Curriculum is fully implemented 
and quality professional learning is provided for 
teachers, there should be an increase in interest 
amongst students in Geography, with greater 
numbers enrolling in the subject in Years 11 and 
12 and at University.
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Abstract
Geographers investigate and interpret the places 
that make up our world. In this investigation 
geographers use three complementary analytical 
perspectives: place, environment and space. 
Geography’s distinct contribution to the school 
curriculum is that it teaches students essential 
knowledge about the world and their own place, 
contributes to their personal development, 
equips them with a unique range of specialised 
skills, develops a specifically geographical way 
of understanding, and examines important 
questions and issues that are essential for 
informed citizenship. Without Geography in the 
curriculum there would be some major gaps in 
the knowledge, capabilities and understandings of 
Australian students.

This article has been written to help Geography 
teachers explain their subject and promote its 
place in the school curriculum. It presents a series 
of statements in italics below, most of which are 
followed by comments and explanations. It briefly 
describes Geography and then identifies the 
specific ways in which the discipline contributes 
to the education of young Australians. It focuses 
mostly on the unique rather than the generic 
contributions of Geography—on what the 
discipline adds to the education of young people 
that other subjects do not, or do not to the same 
extent. It is designed to be compatible with 
Australian Curriculum, and Assessment Reporting 
Authority’s (ACARA) Shape of the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography (www.acara.edu.au), for 
which I was the lead writer, and it assumes a 
study of Geography to at least the end of Year 10. 
The issues that it identifies are those of relevance 
to Australians, and some will be different in other 
countries. For other reviews of the distinctiveness 
of a Geographical education see Balderstone, 
2006, Chapter 1; Berry & Smith, 2009; Catling & 
Willy, 2009, Chapter 2; and Lambert & Morgan, 
2010, Chapter 4. The views of a group of 
Australian students are wonderfully captured in 
West, 2003.

Geography
Geography is the investigation of the places that 
make up our world� Places are specific areas 

of the earth’s surface, and can range from a 
locality to a country to a major world region� 
Geography answers our questions about why 
they have their particular environmental and 
human characteristics, how and why they are 
changing, and their economic, political and social 
significance�

The characteristics of places studied in Geography 
include population, climate, economy, landforms, 
built environment, soils and vegetation, 
communities, water resources, cultures, minerals, 
attitudes and values, and landscape quality� Some 
are tangible, such as coasts and roads, while 
others are intangible, such as scenic beauty and 
socioeconomic status� 

In the investigation of places Geography uses 
three complementary analytical perspectives� The 
first is place-based� This examines the uniqueness 
of individual places as well as the similarities 
between them, sometimes using comparative 
analysis to identify the effects of factors such 
as climate, relative location, history, culture and 
governance� It also includes an exploration of 
what places mean to people, and the ways in 
which where we live shapes our lives� The second 
perspective is environmental� In Geography 
this includes the study of both the biophysical 
environment and of the interrelationships 
between that environment and people� The third 
perspective is spatial� Geographers use this 
perspective to investigate the spatial distribution 
of specific phenomena – their pattern of variation 
from place to place�

The subject matter of Geography, and its 
perspectives, methods and ways of explaining, 
contribute to the education of young Australians 
in the following ways�

Geography nurtures curiosity and wonder 
about the world. Geography teaching responds 
to students’ curiosity about places� It nurtures 
their wonder about the world and its diversity of 
peoples, environments, societies and cultures� It 
develops a geographical imagination that enables 
them to relate to other places and to the lives 
of people in those places, and helps to foster a 
sense of global citizenship and environmental 
responsibility�

What Does Geography Contribute to the 
Education of Young Australians?
Alaric Maude
Flinders University

Articles
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This statement on the contribution of Geography 
to education starts with the emotions rather 
than with knowledge or skills. Many Geography 
educators, especially those involved in primary 
school education, stress the vital importance of 
nurturing and building on the innate curiosity of 
children about places, and their sense of wonder 
at the diversity and beauty of the world they are 
starting to explore. Curiosity and wonder are 
not only to be valued in their own right, and as 
stimulating an interest in finding out, but can also 
be a basis for global citizenship and environmental 
responsibility. For example, students who come to 
appreciate the biophysical and built environments 
in an emotional and not just an intellectual way 
may also come to care for those environments. 
Similarly, through the exploration and study of 
places throughout the world students can develop 
a geographical imagination, defined as the ability 
to imagine other places and the lives of people 
in those places. They will hopefully also develop 
a geographical empathy, defined as the ability to 
understand why people in other places think and 
behave in the way they do. These are a foundation 
of global citizenship. 

Geography teaches global knowledge. 
Geography gives students a knowledge of the 
world� It helps them to understand its changing 
demographic, economic and political structure, 
and to comprehend the processes producing 
global integration� It investigates the effects of 
globalisation on Australian places, including their 
own, and explores how different places have 
responded differently to similar global processes� 
It can help students to understand a range of 
global issues, such as international migration 
and its consequences, pressures on global water 
supplies, climate change, world cities, global food 
production and consumption, and international 
geopolitical conflicts over resources, ethnicity, 
ideologies and borders� Geography also teaches 
students about places and countries throughout 
the world, as a foundation for understanding other 
peoples and cultures and international events and 
trends�

In his book, What is Geography?, Alistair Bonnett 
writes ‘To study Geography is to study the world, 
both near and far’ (Bonnett, 2008, p. 1). At one 
level this requires looking at the world as a whole. 
This includes an investigation of the changing 
global distribution of population, economic 
activity and political influence; the increasing 
integration of national economies; and a variety 
of global issues. At another level Geography has 
historically been the subject that teaches students 
about the main regions, countries and cities of 
the world. A geographical perspective enables 
students to study world regions, individual 
countries, regions within countries, and specific 
cities. By examining the characteristics of places 

at these different scales, a study of Geography 
leads to a growing understanding of the varied 
environments, peoples, economies and cultures 
of the world. 

Geography teaches local knowledge. Geography 
teaches students about their own place, and how 
and why it is changing� This provides them with 
an understanding of some of the influences on 
their locality and their lives, and in turn helps 
them to make informed decisions on a range of 
personal and community issues.

I believe that the Geography curriculum should 
enable students, by the end of Year 10, to have an 
informed understanding of the characteristics of 
their own locality and wider region, and how and 
why these are changing. For example, they should 
learn how to investigate the local biophysical 
environment and its management, understand the 
structure and functioning of their local economy, 
analyse local population trends, evaluate the 
design and planning of their area, and investigate 
the ways in which their community is adapting to 
or managing change. Geography must be local as 
well as global. 

Geography teaches the connectedness of places. 
Geography teaches how places are linked to other 
places throughout the world in a variety of ways, 
such as through natural processes, the movement 
of people, flows of trade and investment, cultural 
influences, the exchange of ideas and information, 
and international agreements� Geography 
examines their effects on places, the changes 
they produce, and the ways these changes can be 
managed, and shows students how to see their 
own place in a much wider context� 

An understanding of how one’s own place is 
connected to, and may be dependent on, other 
places throughout the world is an important 
contribution to education, and another foundation 
of global citizenship. However, students should 
not see the effects of these connections, 
particularly those relating to economic and 
cultural globalisation, as inevitable and irresistible. 
They should learn that different places have 
responded differently to similar global processes, 
and that communities and governments have 
choices. 

Geography emphasises the significance of 
place. Places share many similarities, but each 
is unique in some way� Consequently, while 
geographers often seek understanding through 
the operation of general environmental and 
socioeconomic processes, they also emphasise 
the place dependence of these processes� This 
refers to the way that the same processes can 
produce different outcomes in different places, 
through their interaction with the environmental, 
economic and social characteristics of individual 
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places� It also means that different strategies and 
policies may be needed for different places�

This idea is fundamental in school Geography, and 
is often summed up by the statement: ‘Geography 
matters!’ While many geographers search for 
regularities in order to make sense and meaning 
of the world, and study the environmental, 
socioeconomic and political processes which 
produce and change these characteristics, they 
are also likely to study how the outcomes of these 
processes vary from place to place. Each place 
has different characteristics, and the interaction 
between these unique characteristics and general 
processes produces different results in different 
places. Understanding the differences between 
places is also vital to the design of effective public 
policies. One size does not fit all.

Geography develops an understanding of the 
interrelationships between the biophysical 
environment and people. Geography teaches 
students about the resources and services 
that the biophysical environment provides to 
support their life� They learn how these are 
produced and maintained by environmental 
processes, such as the hydrologic cycle� They 
explore the opportunities and constraints that 
these resources provide for human life and 
economic activity, looking back in history as 
well as forward into the future� They explore the 
different ways people have perceived, managed 
and used these resources and services, and 
how they have changed them through this use� 
Where these resources are being degraded, 
students investigate the causes and consequences 
of degradation, and integrate environmental 
explanations with demographic, economic, social 
and political ones� 

This idea is also central to school Geography, 
and represents a long-standing tradition in the 
discipline. One of Geography’s strengths is that 
it views the biophysical environment as the 
home of humanity and the resource base that 
sustains our lives and economies. This means 
that students should learn at least as much about 
soil productivity, scenic quality, the attractiveness 
of climates, ecosystem services, and the sources 
and variability of water resources as they learn 
about soil-forming processes, landforms, climate 
classifications, ecosystems and the hydrologic 
cycle. They should also examine both the 
opportunities for exploitation that environments 
provide, and the constraints that they set, for 
economic development, population growth and 
human activities. This aspect of Geography is 
tainted by the past excesses of environmental 
determinism, but school students should not 
shy away from thinking about these questions, 
provided that they recognise the ways in which 

human societies can adapt to and overcome some 
of the limitations of their environment.

Geography teaches spatial thinking and spatial 
analytical skills. Geography develops an ability to 
think spatially, and to see spatial patterns and the 
relationships between objects in space� It maps 
spatial distributions as a way of understanding the 
characteristics of places and suggesting possible 
causal relationships� Geographers also evaluate 
the environmental, social, economic and political 
consequences of spatial distributions, and the 
policies that could be adopted in response.

Spatial thinking is another long-standing tradition 
in Geography. Study of the patterns made by the 
spatial distribution of the characteristics of places 
is a standard way of looking for explanations of 
the differences and similarities between places. 
If these patterns can be identified and explained, 
then the characteristics of a specific place can be 
better understood. For example, regularities in 
the distribution of rural settlements can be used 
to explain the characteristics of individual places 
by their position within a spatial pattern. Spatial 
distributions also have environmental, economic, 
social and political consequences, and students 
should have the opportunity to think about and 
debate them. Examples include the mismatch 
between the distribution of rainfall and population 
in Australia, and the concentration of poverty, high 
unemployment and low educational attainment 
in particular regions of Australia’s cities and rural 
areas. 

Spatial thinking also involves an understanding of 
the influence of location on places, and how this 
depends on the relative location of other places, 
the infrastructure and technology that links 
places, and the economic and social relationships 
between them� 

A second aspect of spatial thinking is the 
influence of location. However, in most cases 
what influences the characteristics of a place is 
not its absolute location but its location relative 
to other places. For example, while absolute 
location influences climate, so does location 
relative to land and water masses and mountains. 
In human Geography location relative to other 
places has a major influence on the economic, 
social and cultural characteristics of a place, 
because distance to other places can constrain 
economic opportunities and limit social and 
cultural contacts. However, the influence of 
distance between places is not fixed but depends 
on the time and cost of overcoming it, and these 
are determined by the quality of the transportation 
and telecommunications services that connect 
places. Technological improvements in these 
services have dramatically reduced the time 
and cost of moving commodities, people and 
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information, a trend that has been called time-
space convergence. Electronic communications 
even have the potential to make everyone equally 
accessible to the same information, and therefore 
eliminate one of the effects of location. However, 
these changes have been greater in some places 
than others, as some places are well connected 
to other places and some are not, and they have 
been greater for some people than others. Many 
places in Australia have inadequate broadband 
connections, while in some countries access to 
the Internet is restricted or completely blocked 
by government actions. Furthermore, the extent 
to which new technologies are used to link 
places depends on the networks of relationships 
between people and institutions in these places. 
For example, many Australians have stronger 
links with places in Europe than they have with 
much nearer places in southeast Asia. These 
trends provide a fertile ground for geographical 
studies of cyberspace, virtual communities, and 
the consequences of the digital divide in which 
access to the Internet varies spatially both within 
and between nations.

While distance may constrain, the proximity 
of people and organisations can enhance a 
range of transactions. For example, while much 
information can be accessed electronically, 
gaining other information depends on personal 
contacts. Information may also be generated as 
businesses and other institutions work together to 
solve problems and innovate. Personal networking 
is still an important strategy for gaining business, 
and face-to-face contact remains a critical 
ingredient in the construction of business trust 
and alliances. All of these processes are made 
easier and less costly in money and time by 
proximity, and this is one of the reasons for the 
growth of large cities.

It also includes understanding how spaces 
are organised, designed, perceived, managed 
and used, and the consequences for different 
groups of people� This includes study of the built 
environment, and of the structure, functioning and 
planning of cities�

Individuals, communities, organisations and 
governments organise space in a variety of 
ways, and these are all appropriate topics for 
geographical study. This could start with the 
organisation of space in the home and the 
school, and extend into the planning of suburbs, 
shopping centres and cities, the division of space 
into local government and natural resource 
management regions, and the spatial organisation 
of large businesses, sport and transportation. 
Within urban areas students could investigate 
how different groups perceive and use different 
spaces, frequenting some and avoiding others.

The spatial perspective in Geography has been 
reinvigorated by the development of a range of 
new computer-based spatial technologies, and 
Geography provides opportunities for students to 
learn and use these technologies� Geography also 
explores the effects of their adoption on places, 
businesses and people’s lives�

These rapidly growing information and 
communication technologies include digital data 
representation and management, specialised 
spatial technologies, digital and electronic 
maps, 2D and 3D electronic maps, geographical 
positioning systems (GPS), remote sensing, 
and geographical information systems (GIS)—
all rapidly growing areas of information and 
communication technology. Students of all ages 
in Australia are increasingly becoming familiar 
with these technologies in their out-of-school 
lives. Harnessing this knowledge in classrooms 
is an increasingly important challenge for school 
Geography teachers.

Geography teaches how to use scale in the 
exploration of questions. Scale refers to the 
hierarchy of levels of investigation from the 
personal to the local, regional, national and global� 
In geographical analysis, scale can be used in 
several ways� One is to investigate the additional 
understanding that can be gained by studying 
the same phenomenon at different scales, 
because relationships found at one level may not 
apply at a different level� Another is to look for 
explanations at a different level of scale than the 
phenomenon being studied, such as the influence 
of national economic policies on local economies, 
or of global warming on the local biophysical 
environment� 

Investigation at different levels of scale is another 
vital aspect of geographical inquiry, and takes 
two forms. In the first, studies of patterns, 
processes or problems at one level of scale 
are complemented by similar studies at other 
levels, because different patterns and different 
types of relationships may be found at different 
scales. An example would be to study spatial 
differences in human wellbeing, or the spatial 
distribution of types of vegetation, at the global, 
national and then local scales. The patterns and 
causes of these spatial distributions are likely 
to differ at each level of scale. In the second, 
explanations of something being studied at one 
level of scale may be found at a higher level of 
scale. For example, the growth of regional cities in 
Australia is not determined solely by local factors, 
but also by decisions made by higher levels of 
government, corporations located somewhere 
else, international demand for locally produced 
commodities, and other external influences.
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Geography teaches holistic thinking. Geography 
attempts to achieve a holistic and integrated 
understanding of phenomena� It draws on 
knowledge from the sciences, the social sciences 
and the humanities, and integrates them through 
the discipline’s three perspectives of place, 
environment and space� This helps students to 
see the connections between the more specialised 
subjects that they may be studying, and assists 
cross-disciplinary learning� In addition, they 
learn to become open to a wide range of ways of 
understanding and explaining the phenomenon 
or problem being studied� Geography’s holistic 
approach also extends to evaluation� When 
investigating questions students evaluate their 
findings against the three criteria of environmental 
sustainability, economic costs and benefits, and 
social equity�

Geography has a long tradition of attempting 
to understand how a wide range of different 
processes and phenomena interact. This 
integrative tradition is an important contribution 
to broadening the education of young Australians 
and helping them to gain a more holistic 
understanding of their world. In studies of the 
biophysical environment Geography complements 
science by investigating a wider range of 
relationships and interactions, and by integrating 
scientific knowledge with contributions from the 
social sciences and humanities. For example, 
in studying deforestation school Geography not 
only includes an investigation of the effects of 
land clearance on vegetation, soils, hydrology, 
erosion, sedimentation and local climate, but also 
on local economies and communities. Similarly, 
in the study of drought the science curriculum 
investigates the causes of low rainfall, and 
explores the ways science can be used in the 
management of drought events. Geographers, 
on the other hand, also examine the different 
and changing ways that drought is perceived 
and defined (as droughts can be meteorological, 
hydrological, agricultural or socioeconomic), 
the role of human activities in its impacts, and 
the policy debates about how these impacts 
should be managed. In relation to deforestation, 
Geography examines the causes (which are 
varied), the differences between world regions 
(which are considerable), and the management 
policies proposed. In the study of environmental 
sustainability, Geography complements the 
sciences by integrating the scientific study 
of sustainability with an examination of its 
contested meanings; a study of the economic, 
social and political causes and consequences 
of unsustainability; an evaluation of policies to 
improve environmental sustainability; and an 
interest in how sustainability problems vary from 
place to place, and have impacts on other places. 
School Geography also undertakes holistic studies 
of environments. For example, while science 

studies the processes producing weather and 
ecosystems, Geography examines the resulting 
local, regional and global climates and biomes, 
and their distribution, characteristics, and human 
use and modification.

However, integration means not only the 
connections between environmental and human 
phenomena, but also the links within each 
of these categories. For example, it is just as 
important to examine the relationships between 
the economic and demographic characteristics 
of places as those between the economy and 
climate. Integration is often neglected when 
Geography is taught through systematic studies 
of the individual characteristics of places, such 
as settlement, economic activity, population, 
landforms and climate. Integration could be 
promoted through the study of particular places, 
or of types of places such as rural areas, mining 
places, cities, deserts or coastal areas. It can also 
be aided by the use of mind maps and concept 
maps, as illustrated by Wood (2007).

Another contribution of the discipline’s holistic 
tradition is that Geography students learn 
to become open to a wide range of ways of 
understanding and explaining. For example, 
students may look for understanding through:

•	 a locational approach, which examines the 
influence of location.

•	 an interactional approach, which examines 
the cause and effect relationships between 
phenomena within the same place or in 
different places, and the processes involved 
in these relationships. Examples include the 
effects of rainfall on vegetation within a place, 
and of economic conditions on migration 
between places.

•	 spatial analysis, which examines how the 
object of study can be understood through 
an analysis of the spatial distribution of 
phenomena.

•	 a human agency approach, which examines 
how the object of study can be understood as 
a result of individual, group or organisational 
decisions, or by unequal power relationships.

•	 a scalar approach, which examines how the 
object of study is influenced by interacting 
environmental, economic, social and political 
factors and processes at different scales. This 
provides a place for political economy and 
political ecology perspectives.

•	 a temporal approach, which examines how the 
object of study has developed and changed 
over time.

•	 a cultural/social constructivist approach, 
which examines the effects of the different 
ways that phenomena and issues are 
perceived, constructed or represented by 
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different people, and how these differences are 
contested and negotiated. An example is the 
study of conflicts over wilderness preservation 
or urban redevelopment (Adapted from 
Maude, 2009).

These approaches range from empirical scientific 
epistemologies that attempt to develop general 
explanations of phenomena to subjective 
postmodern ways that reject the possibility 
of such explanations and argue that we can 
only gain a personal understanding. They have 
different methods of collecting and analysing 
information, they provide different answers, and 
they lead to different solutions or to no solutions 
at all. Combined, they provide students with 
a good introduction to the variety of ways of 
investigating, understanding and explaining, and 
teach them to be open to multiple explanations.

Geography’s holistic integration of elements of 
the natural sciences, the social sciences and 
the humanities can help students to see the 
connections between the various subjects that 
they are studying. West’s study of students’ 
conceptions of Geography found that they clearly 
identified this role of the subject, with comments 
such as ‘I can just make links between things, 
just combine it together’, and ‘It helps with other 
subjects as well’ (West, 2006, p. 113). West 
concluded that: ‘… Geography is seen in terms 
of its immediate relevance to other subjects. 
Students observed the advantages of Geography’s 
apparent transdisciplinarity for studying other 
subjects. This … clarifies and synthesises the 
connectedness between the material introduced in 
a range of subjects’ (West, 2006, pp. 114–5).

A holistic approach can also be applied to 
evaluation. When students investigate questions 
they should also reflect on what they have found 
out and, where appropriate, evaluate their findings 
against the criteria of environmental sustainability, 
economic costs and benefits, and social equity. 
An example would be an evaluation of the present 
pattern of outer suburban housing development in 
Australian cities, or of a proposal to ban logging 
in a native forest. These three criteria are the ones 
used in public debate, but often separately by 
different interest groups, and older students could 
be helped to think about how to combine them 
into an overall evaluation.

Geography studies the real world, and its 
futures. The case studies used in Geography 
teaching in the classroom are real world 
examples of places, patterns and processes, 
while field work, which is emphasised from the 
very beginning of schooling, enables students 
to see and investigate at first-hand the reality of 
what they learn in the classroom� Field work also 
provides opportunities for them to examine local 

issues and concerns, and to become involved in 
community projects that address some of these 
issues and concerns� This is a way of showing 
young people how to achieve positive outcomes 
through individual and group action� Geographers 
also question why things are the way they are� 
The subject can help students to imagine other 
ways in which their world could be organised, and 
to investigate and evaluate alternative futures�

Geography teaching explores real world and 
topical matters and issues which 

… can be at the level of the personal 
and everyday, about the weather or 
travel to work; about local matters and 
concerns, such as street closures to create 
pedestrian areas in the city centre; or 
about national to global actions and events 
that affect us directly or indirectly … 
(Catling & Willy, 2009, p. 15).

Geography also examines the actions that could 
be taken to respond to these issues, and so helps 
to prepare students to become active citizens. Its 
role in teaching about the future is long-standing, 
and was highlighted over twenty years ago by Fien 
and Gerber (1988) in their handbook Geography 
for a better world. Recent discussions of ways 
of helping students to think logically as well as 
imaginatively about the future can be found in 
Hicks (2007), Lambert and Balderstone (2009, 
Chapter 9), and Roberts (2003, pp. 189–191).

Geography produces informed citizens. 
Geography teaches students about aspects of 
Australia’s environment, demography, economy 
and society that are matters of regular public 
debate� An understanding of these questions 
will equip students to be informed citizens of the 
future� They include:

•	 perceptions of the biophysical environment 
and its management

•	 perceptions and management of 
environmental hazards, such as drought and 
bushfires

•	 the concentration of the population into five 
cities in Australia

•	 prospects for decentralising Australia’s 
population

•	 the differences between places and regions 
in economic, employment and population 
growth, and the consequences of these 
differences

•	 the differences between places and regions in 
economic and social wellbeing, including the 
divisions between and within metropolitan and 
regional Australia

•	 the economic and social sustainability of 
places
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•	 the structure, functioning and growth of 
Australia’s cities, and the differences between 
them

•	 the processes and patterns of international 
migration and settlement

•	 the movement of people within Australia
•	 the changing structure of communities
•	 the implications of Australia’s projected 

population growth�

These are all matters of public debate, and all 
students should have the opportunity to think 
about them in school. An understanding of topics 
like these, combined with the local and global 
knowledge identified earlier, gives young people 
the ability to follow and contribute to local and 
national debates on a wide range of topics. This 
is knowledge that is empowering (Lambert & 
Morgan, 2010, pp. 56–57).

Geography helps students to make sense of 
their own knowledge and experience of the 
world. Geography teachers can use the everyday 
experience of students of their own and other 
places, and the knowledge they gain from a wide 
range of sources outside school, to help them 
make sense of their world�

The reference to the everyday experience of 
students relates to teaching that builds on 
students’ own knowledge and experience. It 
is about the world in which they are active 
participants, not passive onlookers. It also 
acknowledges that students gain information 
from a wide range of sources outside the school, 
and that this information can be brought into 
the classroom and examined through more 
formalised processes of inquiry. (Barratt-Hacking, 
Scott & Barratt, 2007; Catling & Willy, 2009; 
Martin, 2006)

Geography teaches a wide range of research 
skills. Geography teaches a wider variety of 
research methods and skills than any other 
subject in the school curriculum� Geography 
students learn how to collect information from 
primary and secondary sources such as field 
observation, mapping, monitoring, remote 
sensing, interviews, studies and reports, and 
the Census� They learn how to process and 
analyse that information through cartographic, 
statistical, graphical and qualitative methods, 
and to communicate their conclusions in written, 
cartographic, diagrammatic, graphical, visual and 
audiovisual forms� 

For a brief discussion of geographical methods 
and skills see Matthews and Herbert, 2008, 
Chapter 5. For a much longer account see Clifford, 
French and Valentine, 2010.

Geography contributes to all the general 
capabilities. Geography helps students to develop 
a wide range of general capabilities, from literacy 
and numeracy to intercultural understanding 
and teamwork� Inquiry based learning and field 
work, both essential ways of teaching Geography, 
have been shown to be effective in improving 
interpersonal skills and students’ awareness of 
their own strengths and weaknesses� In addition, 
Geography builds the skills of graphicacy, 
or spatial and visual representation and 
interpretation, through work with maps, diagrams, 
photographs, remotely sensed and satellite 
images, and other visual material�

Geography makes an important contribution to 
the development of all of the ‘employability skills’ 
identified by the Australian Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry and the Business Council of Australia 
(Australian Council for Educational Research, 
2006, pp. 77–84). For a fuller statement on the 
contribution of Geography to the development 
of the general capabilities see McInerney, Berg, 
Hutchinson, Maude & Sorensen (2009). 

Geography helps develop identity. Geography 
contributes to the personal and social 
development of young people� It explores how 
they perceive places, the meanings they attach to 
them, how they experience them, and how their 
identity and culture is formed by this experience� 
Through an investigation of their own place and 
its significance to them Geography helps young 
people to develop their personal sense of identity, 
while through the study of Australia’s distinctive 
Geography they can develop their identity as 
Australians� 

Having a strong sense of personal identity is an 
underlying factor in social competence, and here 
Geography also has a role to play. Psychologist 
Christopher Spencer, after reviewing the work of 
mainly environmental psychologists, concluded:

It is clear that the plausible, intuitively 
persuasive, case for the importance of 
place in the development of a complete, 
rounded self-identity has begun to be 
made. And it is also clearly arguable that 
the subject of Geography, and its early-
years teaching, can have a major role 
to play in partnership with parents and 
peers and personal exploration of the 
neighbourhood . . . One could also make 
a parallel case for its importance for the 
sense of community and citizenship, as 
one moves the focus from individual well-
being to that of the wider social world of 
the child (Spencer, 2005, p. 308).

National identity is a more contentious issue, and 
can too easily become an element in xenophobic 
nationalism. As demonstrated most obviously in 
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pride in Australia’s military history and sporting 
achievements, nationalism is of profound 
importance for young people. However, integral 
to a sense of being Australian is a love of the 
Australian environment and an attachment to 
particular Australian places. An understanding of 
our diversity of places, economies, communities 
and political opinions, and the ways these are 
linked together to form a nation, is also important. 
Geography lets young people explore all these 
aspects of Australia.

Geography has career applications� 
A Geographical education contributes to an 
understanding of the world around us, but can 
also be applied in careers in environmental 
management; natural hazard management; the 
location of businesses, services and facilities; 
urban planning and design; housing and 
real estate; architecture; tourism and travel; 
marketing; environmental, economic and social 
research and analysis; travel writing; emergency 
management; international trade and business; 
spatial information technology; surveying; 
regional development; social planning; social 
work; community development; international 
development; and education�

A Geographical education is an excellent 
preparation for specialised training for a wide 
variety of careers that involve an understanding 
of places, environments, sustainability, cities, 
populations and communities, spatial patterns 
and the organisation of space, the connections 
between places, regional development, spatial 
technologies, field work, data collection, data 
analysis and presentation, and an ability to think 
holistically.

Conclusion
The distinctiveness of Geography’s contribution to 
the school curriculum is that it teaches students 
essential knowledge about the world and their 
own place that other subjects don’t, contributes 
to their personal development, equips them with 
a wide range of skills, develops a specifically 
geographical way of understanding, and examines 
important questions and issues that are essential 
for informed citizenship and are not studied 
in other subjects� Without Geography in the 
curriculum there would be some major gaps in 
the knowledge, capabilities and understandings of 
Australian students�

A geographical way of understanding can be 
summarised as involving:
•	 an understanding of the uniqueness of places, 

as well as of the similarities between them
•	 an awareness of the interconnectedness of 

places, and of the consequences of these 
interconnections

•	 an appreciation of the place dependence of 
environmental and socioeconomic processes

•	 an understanding of the significance of 
location, distance and proximity

•	 an appreciation of the role of the biophysical 
environment in human life, and of the effects 
of human activities on that environment

•	 an ability to think about the world spatially
•	 an understanding of the value of using 

different scales to explore patterns and 
relationships

•	 an ability to think holistically in seeking 
answers to questions. 
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Abstract
The article attempts to clarify what a 21st Century 
curriculum for the Geography classroom could 
look like.  To do so it was necessary to identify 
the ways that the 21st Century is different to 
the 20th Century in terms of global perspective, 
environment, society, culture, technology and the 
nature of change itself.  If indeed the 21st Century 
world is different and the change is discernible 
then there are significant implications for the 
learner, classroom, pedagogy and curriculum to 
meet the challenge of preparing a young person 
for the 21st Century. This article synthesises the 
writings on the topic and suggests geographers in 
Australia view the ACARA Australian Curriculum: 
Geography through the 21st Century lens. In 
doing so, Geography teachers need to ask; Does 
the proposed curriculum reflect the required 
21st Century skills and understandings and 
will it adequately provide the framework and 
opportunities for teachers to employ 21st Century 
pedagogies in their classroom? Hopefully the 
clarification of 21st Century pedagogy, skills 
and understandings will be a useful adjunct to 
the development of an Australian Curriculum for 
Geography which is of world standard and meets 
the needs of young people in the 21st Century. 

It isn’t about maintaining the status quo 
but the direction and implications of 
change . . . Our task is not to predict what 
will happen, but to tip the system so that 
what will happen corresponds in some 
measure to what we would like to happen 
…

The Chaos Point by Ervin Laszlo (2006)

Much is written about what a 21st Century 
curriculum is.  As we are immersed in the writing 
of the Australian Curriculum it is important that 
we review and assess the curriculum developed 
through the lens of the copious literature on the 
nature of 21st Century change and the need for 
a distinct educational response.  Since the early 
1990’s educationalists have been thinking and 
surmising about how the changing world of the 
21st Century will impact on education and in turn 
what the implications are for learners, teachers, 
schools, classrooms and curriculum.  

This paper challenges the notion that we can 
continue to maintain the education status quo 
and just ignore the societal, environmental and 
economic changes that are upon us in the 21st 
Century.  It is becoming increasingly obvious 
to many that the factory style of education 
which was developed in the 19th Century for 
the requirements of the Industrial Age is not 
suited to the information rich interconnected 
globalised world of the 21st Century. Although 
we have grown up with and feel comfortable 
with the system as it now exists, we may need to 
consider significant educational change to meet 
the requirements of the 21st Century citizen. 
What does this new world look like? Some would 
argue that a paradigm shift is not required but just 
some tweaking of what we presently do. There 
is a danger that this tweaking may simply mean 
technology is added but we continue to do much 
the same in philosophy and practice.  This paper 
will ultimately focus on the impact of 21st Century 
changes on Geography in schools but initially we 
need to look at the nature and the likely impact of 
the changing 21st Century world on educational 
practice overall.  

A Way to Look at the Big Picture For 
Schools in the 21st Century
There are a various spheres that are all connected 
and interdependent in determining the nature of 
education in the 21st Century (see Figure 1).

For the purpose of this paper the changes 
required to teach a truly 21st Century Geography 
will be explored through the spheres of: 

•	 What changes in the 21st Century are driving 
this need for change?

•	 The student learner
•	 Curriculum
•	 Teaching - pedagogy
•	 The Geography Classroom 

What changes in the 21st Century are 
driving this need for change?
Professor Brian Caldwell, Dean of Education at the 
University of Melbourne (2008) stated that:

Implications of 21st Century Change and 
the Geography Curriculum
Malcolm McInerney
Department of Education & Children’s Services Curriculum Services, South Australia and 
Chair of AGTA Ltd.
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In the school’s external environment 
there are at least four major revolutions 
occurring in knowledge, society, economy 
and technology.

Leaders in schools need to understand 
events in the external environment in 
order to determine the most appropriate 
responses.

The changes to the way of life and perceptions in 
the world of the 21st Century can be discussed 
under the broad headings of changing global 
perspective and globalisation, environmental 
change, cultural interaction, technology 
pervasiveness and information access and the 
phenomena of change.

Changing global perspective and 
globalisation

The western world is now one of:
•	 high connectivity due to communication 

technology and the ease of travel.  Distance 
is no longer one of friction but ease. One can 
have friends/business associates anywhere 
in the world and interact with them upon 
demand. 

•	 homogeneity. The mobility of individuals, 
global markets and communication 
technologies has resulted in the world 
becoming more homogenous.  The influence 
of multinational companies such as 
McDonalds and US TV networks have resulted 
in a phenomenon called cultural imperialism. 
No matter where you are in the world, a little 
bit of home is available. 

•	 ever increasing interdependence between 
places around the world is occurring in 

terms of information, people, ideas, trade 
and exchange.  Again, made possible by 
the reduction of the friction of distance and 
the growth of global markets. Australia’s 
increasing engagement with Asia is an 
outcome of these phenomena.

•	 increasing reliance on international markets.  
People need to be ready to move and interact 
with other parts of the world. No country is an 
island with the products and materials we use 
coming from every corner of the globe. In turn 
our industries are dependent on overseas 
markets for their survival. 

•	 diminishing size and power over the tyranny 
of distance. The power of technology not 
only shows you what something looks like 
but where exactly it is.  In the 21st Century 
it is estimated that over 80% of data is 
attached to place (Dongpo Deng, 2009) 
Such spatial awareness of where things 
are on the globe has changed individual’s 
perception of distance and accessibility. No 
longer is any place really out of our virtual 
reach. For example, with the capacities of GPS 
we also expect to be taken somewhere with 
minimal spatial thinking. What is the impact 
of such technology on our spatial, global and 
community sense?

Environmental change 

The world is now one of:
•	 environmental challenges.  Communities 

are aware of the degradation of their land, air 
and biosphere.  As a result there is an ever 
increasing awareness of the need to act and 
change aspects of our lifestyles. An aspect 
of this awareness is the knowledge that 
degradation does not respect national borders. 
For example, China’s loss of biodiversity is 
also other country’s loss of biodiversity. Such 
awareness will result in increasing global 
cooperation and in turn connectivity and 
interdependencies. These events/phenomena 
are challenging societies, livelihoods locally 
and globally in the 21st Century. These issues 
range from climate change to migration, from 
energy resources to environmental hazards, 
from food production to water resources, 
and from the future of the countryside to 
the impact of globalisation on developing 
countries

Cultural interaction 

The world is now one of:
•	 increasing cultural diversity.  The movement 

of people around the world for a range of 
reasons has resulted in most countries 
of the western world having highly multi-
cultural populations. The need for inter-
cultural understanding and cultural literacy 

Curriculum

Teaching

classroom

The geography 

The student 
learner 

Pedagogy

The 21st Century

Changes and challenges

Figure 1: Connected spheres of education in the 
21st Century 
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has become an important component of 
citizenship and cultural competency.

•	 awareness of injustices and inequities. In 
the 21st Century more people are aware 
of minorities and their plight.  Issues related 
to the indigenous community, the disabled, 
refugees and the homeless are highlighted by 
the media and socially there is a sensitivity to 
actions and remarks which may be deemed as 
racist or elitist. Recent outrage about racism 
in football codes around Australia indicates 
that attitudes do change and are changing. 
Although not a minority, the increasing 
influence of women in Australia in the 21st 
Century cannot be denied.  Although not 
universal, the issues of social justice and equity 
are concepts that have resonance in the 21st 
Century.

Technology pervasiveness and information 
access

The western world is now one of:
•	 all pervasive technology.  The use of 

technology impacts on every aspect of 21st 
Century life.  For entertainment, navigation, 
information and work in some countries 
many are hooked up to technology.  The 
implication of this for our understanding of 
the underlying principles governing many of 
these applications reduces our capacity to live 
without the technology. For example there is a 
belief that our increasing dependence on GPS 
technology may spatially de-skill individuals 
who feel quite lost if the technology fails. 

•	 visualisation and wanting to see what things 
look like.  Technology has increased the ability 
to show individuals what something looks 
like, even on the other side of the world. The 
world of ‘seeing and knowing without going’ 
is thriving though the virtual world of the 
Internet. For example, if you are interested in 
a holiday destination, virtual tours can give 
a taster; if you want to buy a house, you can 
view via walkthroughs. The visual coverage 
of every street and every house across the 
globe is growing day by day through the 
Streetview of Google Maps (http://maps.
google.com/) and the aerial view of Google 
Earth (http://www.google.com/earth/index.
html). Increasingly we are visiting places 
virtually before choosing to go there or not. 
No longer does one have to guess about what 
a thing or place looks like. The individual does 
not expect to be kept in the dark and only read 
about something!  

•	 the instant expert. Linked to our access to 
information at our fingertips is the birth of 
a population of instant experts. People feel 
prepared to comment and even criticise as a 
result of the knowledge they have acquired 

electronically. This trend is evident by the 
Blogger and Twitter phenomena where 
individuals feel they can comment on complex 
issues with the same credence as an expert, 
i.e., this represents the demise of the professional 
film and literary critic in the media.

•	 cynicism and questioning. The pervasiveness 
of information and communication 
technology (ICT), combined with the power 
and penetration of the media, has resulted 
in a world where people consider they are 
as informed as experts and those in power.  
Although a little cynicism or more politely, the 
art of questioning by an individual is healthy in 
a society, the denial and constant challenging 
of expert knowledge and the motives of 
our leaders may be dysfunctional trend in a 
democracy. 

•	 requiring critical analysis of issues and 
information.  An individual is bombarded 
every day with information and ideas in the 
media. This necessitates the ability to sift, 
customise and make sense.  Such problem 
solving and critical analysis skills are 
becoming increasingly important citizenship 
skills for any individual in society. In the age 
of the instant expert, such a skill within the 
general population is an imperative for an 
informed and considered society.

•	 media saturation.  In some places 
individual outlay on media has grown 
astronomically.  Whether it is the mobile 
phone, cable TV, iPad or Internet connection 
people expect to be in the know.  As a result, 
the media have continued to grow as social 
influences far outstripping more traditional 
influences such as schools.

The phenomena of change

The world is now one of:
•	 constant change.  Things are continually 

being updated and we strive for better 
versions.  Whether a computer upgrade or the 
latest digital TV, we expect the current version. 
Repair is a foreign concept and in most cases, 
it is easier to buy a new and upgraded 
version. As well as material change, we are 
also seeing significant societal change in 
terms of values and morals.  What was taboo 
or socially unacceptable last year can soon be 
changed through our connectivity with the rest 
of the world via the power of the media. An 
individual in the 21st Century needs to be able 
to cope and adapt to change.

•	 fast pace.  Communication technologies, 
information technologies and transport have 
resulted in increases in the pace of life.  
People expect, and indeed demand, speed of 
response. We are not prepared to wait for a 
letter to return but expect an email or answer 
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asap. The mobile phone has contributed to the 
pace of life by making everyone contactable, 
anywhere, anytime. 

•	 immediacy of life. If we want to find out 
something it is at our fingertips via Google. 
There is endless access to information and a 
huge potential for an individual to gain new 
knowledge immediately.  This has significant 
implications for the need for an individual 
to have a bank of known knowledge in their 
brain.  What is more important is how to 
access knowledge via the available information 
technologies and how to be discerning in 
terms of bias and reliability with the acquired 
knowledge.

In summary, the 21st Century world where young 
persons in our schools are presently living, 
is highly interconnected and interdependent, 
media saturated, culturally diverse, technology 
driven, rapidly changing, information overloaded, 
cynical, environmentally degraded, mobile and 
increasingly homogeneous.  How different is 
that to the world most teachers aged 40+ 
were born into?  The there was no Facebook, 
no computers, a monocultural society, only 
free to air TV, limited global interaction, books 
were the holders of knowledge etc.  Our present 
education system was developed for the world 
of the 20th Century (some will argue that it is still 
19th Century orientated).  Can this one size fits all 
education system developed in the 20th century 
continue to educate effectively the 21st Century 
citizen?  The literature says no because the needs 
of the 21st Century learner are vastly different in 
this changing world and that teachers and their 
pedagogy, curriculum, schools and systems need 
to change (Prensky, 2009)

What are the requirements and interests 
of the 21st Century learner?

Very often . . . ignorance of the way to 
learn, more than effort of learning itself 
breaks the spirit of those who are anxious 
to do so. 

(Ultibase articles; 21st Century
Learners, n.d.)

Today we must see learners in a new 
context. 

Possibilities of 21st Century
Education (n.d.)

Just as the 21st Century world is different in 
nature to the past, research is also showing that 
the nature of the 21st Century learner has also 
undergone significant change.  These changes 
may be categorised under the headings of what 
they require and expect, and what they are 
interested in.

The 21st Century learner requires and expects:

•	 not to have to learn facts by rote. They 
recognise that knowledge is important but do 
not expect to learn (de Bono Institute, 2008)

•	 chunks of deep knowledge instead of broad 
expanses of shallow knowledge 

•	 respect from their teachers and teachers 
expect to gain respect from the leaners

•	 to learn the skills of knowledge acquisition, 
analysis and synthesis

•	 to develop a taste for the ethos and 
frameworks of disciplines 

•	 relevance of learning to their life.  They ask 
how the curriculum delivered will prepare 
them for the real world whilst they are at 
school and when they leave 

•	 the freedom to personalise/customise their 
learning/tasks to meet their personal needs

•	 their learning to be flexible, self reliant and 
autonomous

•	 new technologies to be available to support 
their learning and collaborative work in the 
real and virtual space

•	 to be able to meet achievement standards if 
they work to the best of their ability 

•	 the opportunity to study in depth a topic/issue 
they find of interest 

•	 connectivity with their life and their learning 
experiences.

The 21st Century leaner is interested in:

•	 issues of social justice
•	 real stories
•	 connecting with others in the real and virtual 

space
•	 using current technology to learn – in 

particular to enhance connectivity
•	 being active citizens and making a difference
•	 embracing cross-cultural competencies and 

sensitivity to other cultures
•	 greenness and sustainability through real 

ecologically responsible acts 
•	 being global in outlook as citizens of the world
•	 customising their education to their needs – 

personal pathways
•	 being a resourceful learner, curious, enquiring, 

community relevant and learning beyond the 
school day

What does a 21st Century curriculum 
look like?

Some of the current efforts with 
curriculum writing is ‘trying to create 
change without actually changing – they 
are trying to take attributes of the 21st 
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Century and force fit them into the 19th 
and 20th Century ways of designing and 
delivering education.  It won’t work!’ 

Schools in the 21st Century will be laced 
with a project-based curriculum for life 
aimed at engaging students in addressing 
real-world problems, issues important to 
humanity, and question that matter.

Possibilities of 21st Century 
Education, n.d.)

The 21st Century curriculum needs to be 
written to ensure that ‘teachable moments’ happen 
to the maximum! To do so the curriculum should 
be written to incorporate: 

flexibility
•	 be flexible to meet the needs of both the 

self-reliant and autonomous learner and the 
dependent non-autonomous learner

multiple literacies
•	 recognise and consider as equally important 

the range of ‘non-traditional’ literacies i.e. 
visual, financial, health, media, environmental, 
spatial etc   

•	 develop cultural literacy and intercultural 
understanding 

orientation
•	 be thematic in nature, providing guidance 

via the provision of big ideas’ and essential 
questions, instead of discreet content alone

•	 view all topics studied though the lens of 
sustainability

inquiry focus
•	 build relationships with others/other students to 

pose and solve problems collaboratively and 
cross-culturally

•	 be inquiry based and integrate research and 
inquiry into the development of knowledge 
and skills 

integration
•	 integrate with other subjects in terms of 

knowledge and skills

authenticity
•	 relate to the community and interact with 

individuals and organisations in a meaningful way 
•	 have a focus on the citizenship capacity of the 

individual by referring to civic and global issues  
•	 customise learning to students’ personal 

pathways 
•	 provide ample opportunities for students to be 

involved in project based activities

global dimensions
•	 be global in perspective and share information 

from global communities to meet a variety of 
purposes

creativity
•	 enable creativity in thought and action 

communication
•	 recognise a variety of ways to demonstrate 

knowledge and skills

•	 encourage a variety of assessment strategies, 
including teacher, self and peer assessment 

challenges 
•	 challenge students to inquire as to possible 

futures and explore the question of not only 
what, why and where but also what if? 

•	 stimulate student curiosity and inquisitiveness

•	 reflect the intended outcomes for students 
by the development of clearly articulated and 
achievable standards

•	 emphasis in course design and assessment 
on the skills of synthesis, critical analysis and 
evaluation.

What does a 21st Century teaching and 
pedagogy look like?

The teacher needs to ‘move from the 
primary role as a dispenser of information 
to orchestartor of learning and helping 
students turn information into knowledge, 
and knowledge into wisdom’. 

Possibilities of 21st Century 
Education (n.d.)

Professor Brian Caldwell, Dean of Education at the 
University of Melbourne (2008) comments:

. . . tomorrow is not necessarily an 
extension of today.  It cannot be assumed 
that things as they exist today, including 
the institutional school and the current 
class teaching paradigm, will continue into 
the future.

Pedagogy must go beyond the teaching of content 
and skills. Teachers need to be aware of the 
learning requirements of 21st Century students 
and be prepared to address the very real issues 
of student motivation to learn and engage with 
the educational process.  The goal of the 21st 
Century classroom teacher is to engage students 
of the knowledge generation and involve them in a 
culture of inquiry. 
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A 21st Century teacher is one who has the 
capacity to address the following:

Approaches to learning
•	 be flexible and respond to students’ needs and 

interests
•	 instill curiosity, which is fundamental to 

lifelong learning
•	 encourage student self-direction
•	 facilitate critical analysis though the process 

of inquiry
•	 be creative in the broadest terms – to develop 

a young person’s capacity for original ideas 
and action.

•	 to work in groups for a real purpose 
•	 engage in high order thinking and problem 

solving 

Authenticity of learning
•	 respond to currency of events and be 

spontaneous to enable teachable moments
•	 tailor learning experiences to the interests and 

needs of students
•	 connect to a range of contexts
•	 provide deep content knowledge, structure 

and support for project-based student inquiry
•	 relate their learning to the real world through 

authentic and meaningful learning
•	 use the latest technology in a range of 

contexts for a variety of purposes
•	 interact with the real world and community
•	 develop a range of communication skills in a 

variety of contexts
•	 involving students in deciding what, when and 

how they learn. 

Considerations
•	 let go as the purveyor of knowledge and 

encourage students to undertake personal 
inquiry

•	 develop amongst students the desire to know, 
to motivate them to learn and inquire

•	 be aware of and connect their practice and 
content with learning in other areas of the 
curriculum

•	 develop the ability for students to manage, 
analyse and synthesise multiple and copious 
data and information

•	 reflect on personal values, attitudes and issues
•	 be able to monitor regularly the quality and 

extent of their learning 

What are the requirements and interests of 
the 21st Century Geography classroom?

We are shifting from the Information 
Age to the Conceptual Age. Successful 

individuals in the 21st Century will be 
required to develop and use the right brain 
abilities of high concept (seeing the larger 
picture, synthesising information) and 
high touch (being empathetic, creating 
meaning) (Pink, 2005).

The 21st Century teacher primarily needs to 
promote curiosity, creativity and imagination with 
the capacity to respond to change and engender 
critical analysis.

To do so the classroom should:
•	 provide project-based activities for students to 

work in teams and independently
•	 be an environment for active learning with the 

ability to be spontaneous in response to events 
and student interests

•	 provide students with the opportunity to solve 
problems and be active solution-seekers

•	 include activities to promote reasoning
•	 create an environment of unfinished business 

so that students remain curious and inquisitive
•	 provide the opportunity for students to 

connect with those in other disciplines, each 
other, the community, and others around the 
world (real and virtual)

•	 be one that encourages empathy and 
understanding

•	 have critical analysis and synthesis as a mode 
of problem solving

•	 be creative and encourage lateral thinking
•	 encourage students to see change as natural 

and the ability to adapt to change as an 
important skill 

•	 be dynamic and flexible, able to respond 
to change in situations, events and 
circumstances

•	 develop all modes of communication skills for 
students

•	 use multiple intelligences
•	 be as ‘real’ as possible, always looking for 

links with the world outside the classroom – 
the walls of the classroom to be as porous as 
possible. Such porosity would include service 
learning, fieldwork etc.

•	 be research driven with a veracity based in 
practice.

A different curriculum: thinking beyond 
geographical content in the 21st Century 
context

‘The 21st Century Skills’ project focuses 
on providing opportunities for applying 
21st Century skills across content areas 
and for a competency-based approach 
to learning. The curriculum developed 
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enables innovative learning methods 
that integrate the use of supportive 
technologies, inquiry and problem-based 
approaches and higher order thinking 
skills Most importantly it encourages 
the integration of community resources 
beyond school walls

Partnership for 21st Century Skills

Geography’s major contribution to 21st 
learning and curriculum is its ability to 
provide a ‘view through three lenses’: 
Scholarship; Stewardship; and Citizenship.

Partnership for 21st Century Skills

The ‘Partnership for 21st Century Skills’ is an 
attempt to develop a curriculum which takes 
into account the economic, environmental and 
social changes in the 21st Century and the 
changing student educational needs, as outlined 
above.   The project mapped 12 skill organisers to 
develop the 21st Century Geography curriculum.  
The learning outcomes for each year level are 
integrated into organisers and through inquiry 
based methodology, Geography knowledge 
and understandings (and in-turn content) are 
developed from K–12.  21st Century skills are 
the focus and from that quality 21st Century 
learning and good geographical understanding 
are actualised.   

The skills organisers are:
•	 information literacy
•	 creativity and innovation
•	 media literacy
•	 ICT literacy
•	 flexibility and adaptability
•	 initiative and self direction

•	 Social and cross-cultural skills
•	 Productivity and accountability
•	 Leadership and responsibility
•	 Critical thinking and problem solving
•	 Communication and collaboration

The following summary chart (see Figure 2) for 
one of the organisers from the ‘Partnership for 
21st Century Skills’, gives an insight into the 
approach of this new curriculum model designed 
for the 21st Century. For the purpose of this paper 
the columns Example activity and Related content 
are not from the ‘Partnership for 21st Century 
Skills’ document.

Organiser:  Information literacy – The skill of 
information literacy is designed to address the 
21st Century changes to information access, 
quantity and flow.

In a 21st Century curriculum the skill organisers 
are the prime focus of the curriculum, so as 
to ensure that all spheres of the educational 
process (classroom, curriculum and pedagogy) 
meet the 21st Century requirements of the 
learner.  Regardless of the content identified by 
discipline experts, in this case Geography, it is 
important that teachers in the classroom are able 
to provide the opportunity for students to learn 
the essential 21st Century skills discussed in this 
article. Such skill development opportunities must 
be embedded in the curriculum so as to guide 
our pedagogical approaches and the classroom 
environment (or fieldwork environment).  The 
philosophy of such a curriculum is that the 
content will flow from the skill development 
outcomes and associated task(s) created by the 
curriculum writers.  The mapping of this content 

Year level Outcome Example activity Related content
4 Ability to access information 

efficiently and effectively, 
evaluate information critically.

Uses a variety of online resources to 
develop a  linked database of countries 
and their socio-economic features.

Location world countries and their 
principal geographical characteristics.

8 Evaluate information critically 
and competently and use 
information accurately and 
creatively for the issue or 
problem investigated.

Students develop cultural and physical 
maps of various countries from on-line 
sources. Discuss the implication of the 
physical environment on the culture, 
history and politics of a country.

Case studies of countries and analysis 
of the impact of the physical world on 
transport networks and settlement.

12 Use information accurately, 
critically and creatively for the 
issue or problem investigated.

Students use Google Earth to map an area 
of the globe.  Using relevant databases, 
map a variety of physical and cultural 
features of the area (climate, vegetation, 
transport networks, industry, settlement, 
agriculture). Analyse the maps to identify 
spatial patterns and trends for the area.

Spatial patterns around the world 
and the influence of the landscape 
and climate on the distribution of 
vegetation and human use.

Figure 2:  Chart of organiser for new curriculum model

Source: Partnership for 21st Century Skills, N.D.)
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across the skill organisers and across the year 
levels is a highly specialised and time consuming 
task.  However, it must be done thoroughly to 
ensure the coherence, coverage and rigour of the 
curriculum to meet the 21st Century needs of 
the learner and the requirements of the discipline 
to provide knowledge and understandings for a 
world class Geographical education. 

Through the 21st Century lens
Knowledge is important, but because of 
time constraints it must be chunks of 
deep learning, not vast swathes of shallow 
learning.

http://wiki.bath.ac.uk/display/
charlescornelius/A+Curriculum

+for+the+21st+Century

The question to be asked when reviewing the 
Australian Curriculum: Geography is: ‘does 
it reflect the required 21st Century skills and 
understandings and will it adequately provide 

the framework and opportunities for teachers 
to employ 21st Century pedagogies in their 
classroom?’  

The following 21st Century skills checklist (see 
Figure 3) may be a useful way to view the ACARA 
Geography curriculum and guide the process of 
professional learning as we begin to consider the 
implementation stage in Australian schools.   

In view of the changing nature of the needs of the 
21st Century learner, an approach shift is required 
in curriculum development.  Too often the order 
of curriculum development is content, skills and 
then outcomes. What the shift advocates is an 
approach of skills, outcomes and then relevant 
content.  Regardless of the approach employed 
in the writing of the curriculum, what must not 
happen is that we create a curriculum which does 
not provide the promised flexibility and becomes 
too focused on what must be taught.  If so, 
teachers will not be able to integrate 21st Century 
skills and good practices in their classroom as 
outlined in this paper.  

21st Century considerations when developing the Geography curriculum Rating 0–10 

10 being highly achieved
Use of creativity and lateral thinking
Challenging with rigour
Global perspectives and interdependencies are frequently examined
Flexible and outcomes based, not content acquisition based
Encourages spontaneity to address current happenings
Inquiry-focused using inquiry methods as often as possible
Project-based to enable customised and personalised tasks
Strong links with the community – porous classroom walls
Authentic and meaningful learning relevant to the student’s world and future needs
Experiential in nature – opportunity for fieldwork and practical applications of theory
Wide range of literacies addressed including visual, cultural, spatial and media
Promotion intercultural understanding and cultural empathy
Citizenship focus incorporating the concept of active citizenship
The opportunity to work in teams to develop social competency 
Technology currency – use of current technologies, including spatial technologies
Identification of the big ideas in Geography and essential questions for students to explore
Opportunities for critical analysis 
Use diverse communication skills
The lens of sustainability is evident in all areas of learning
The capacity to be autonomous as learners with initiative and self-direction
Linking to other learning areas in terms of content and practice
Use problem solving and solution seeking
Opportunities to go deep into a topic/issue and not being primarily concerned with shallow coverage
Clearly articulated and achievable standards

Figure 3:  21st Century Skills Checklist
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Abstract
This paper reports on an analysis of the elements 
of Geography teaching drawing on classroom and 
focus group data which lead to the development 
of Professional Standards for Accomplished 
Teaching of School Geography. The research 
suggests that Geography education is a defined 
and unique area which also shares some elements 
with teaching in general. Standards are not 
simply viewed as written representations but also 
reside in other artefacts including video clips of 
practice. Analysis of these can hold up to view 
more complex understandings of the work of 
accomplished Geography teaching. Standards for 
accomplished Geography teaching will strengthen 
Geography’s position in the emerging Australian 
curriculum. Attention to a curriculum that works 
in professional practice and aspires to encourage 
teachers to experiment systematically with and 
evaluate their practices (National Curriculum 
Board, 2008) will inevitably be underpinned by 
attention to standards (Ingvarson & Kleinhenz, 
2006).

Introduction
Pence (1998) referred to the standards movement 
in the United States being ‘driven by a rhetoric of 
crisis, failure, and accountability’. Governments 
and educational authorities were convinced 
that stringent standards should be imposed on 
teachers and that such standards needed to be 
‘enforced’ (National Commission on Teaching and 
America’s Future, 1996, cited in Pence, 1998).

In the UK, the Office for Standards in Education 
(Ofsted) was established in 1993 and in the same 
year started a program of inspection of every 
state funded primary and high school. Smith, an 
Ofsted inspector, shared the main features of high 
quality learning and high standards of attainment 
in the learning and teaching of Geography with UK 
Geography teachers. The best features included:

•	 students’ work being based on their 
experiences;

•	 the use of real resources, such as 
photographs, maps and the experiences of 
places through films and reference books;

•	 exposition for activity followed by discussion 
and opportunities to draft ideas, often in small 
groups;

•	 personal investigative work through field visits 
which enthuse and motivate students;

•	 a clear understanding of the objectives of what 
is being taught (with teachers spending time 
at the end of the lesson to examine progress);

•	 secure knowledge and understanding as a 
basis for further work;

•	 work pitched at an appropriate level to 
challenge and stimulate (Smith, 1998).

This paper seeks to provide an answer to 
the question of what are the elements of 
accomplished teaching practice in Geography. 
There are four key claims in relation to the 
development of standards which frame this paper.

Teachers Need to Own the Standards
Firstly, standards are developed by teachers 
themselves through their professional 
associations (Ingvarson, 2002). In Australia, a 
number of professional associations and leading 
universities have embarked on the development 
of standards. The pioneer work on standards in 
Australia was conducted by English, Mathematics, 
and Science subject associations (Kleinhenz & 
Ingvarson, 2007). They now include standards for 
teaching of History, Modern Languages, Special 
Education and Music as well as those developed 
by the Australian School Library Association, the 
Australian Council of TESOL Associations, the 
Australian Association of Teachers of the Deaf 
(Hayes, 2006).

Performance-based Standards
Secondly, ‘standards are performance-based. 
They describe what teachers should know and be 
able to do rather than listing courses that teachers 
should take in order to be awarded registration 

Developing Geography Standards: 
Articulating the Complexity of 
Accomplished Geography Teaching
Nick Hutchinson
Macquarie University, Sydney
Jeana Kriewaldt
The University of Melbourne, Parkville
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or certification (Ingvarson & Kleinhenz, 2006). 
Australian Science, Mathematics and English 
standards developers have carried out trials of 
processes for evaluating teachers’ performance 
against the standards (Bishop, Clarke, Doecke, & 
Prince, 2004; Bishop, Clarke, & Morony, 2006). 
However they are tools that lend themselves to 
self-assessment rather than externally mandated 
performance measurement.

Application to Authentic Teaching 
Situations
Thirdly, standards conceive of teachers’ work 
as the application of expertise and values to 
non-routine tasks. Assessment strategies need 
to be capable of capturing teachers’ reasoned 
judgements and what they actually do in authentic 
teaching situations (Ingvarson, 2002). The US 
Social Studies-History Standards (for teachers 
of students ages 7–18+) detail that assessment 
processes involve two primary activities: firstly, 
the compilations of a portfolio of teaching 
practice over a period of time and secondly, the 
demonstration of content knowledge through 
assessment-centred exercises. Teachers prepare 
their portfolios by videotaping their teaching, 
gathering student learning products and other 
teaching artefacts, and providing detailed analyses 
of their practice. At the US National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards assessment 
centre, teachers write answers to questions that 
relate primarily to content knowledge specific to 
their fields (NBPTS, 1998).

Professional Learning and Development
Finally, assessment of performance in the light 
of teaching standards is becoming one of the 
primary tools for ongoing professional learning 
and development (Ingvarson, 2002). We concur 
with the claim of the Australian College of 
Educators (2003) that standards should be tools 
for measuring one’s own performance to improve 
teaching and learning in schools and resoundingly 
rejects their use in controlling teacher quality in 
this statement:

. . . standards are tools for action – tools 
with which the profession can exercise 
greater responsibility for the quality of 
teaching and learning in schools. Use 
of standards must primarily be about 
professional learning. It would be contrary 
to the spirit of professionalism if they were 
used for punitive or non-developmental 
purposes. Teachers should use them to 
create and monitor their own professional 
learning programs, either individually or 
as members of learning communities. 
(Australian College of Educators, 2003)

With regard to the excellent Standards for 
Teachers of English Language and Literacy in 
Australia (STELLA), their potential lies in their use 
as a professional learning tool which can engage 
teachers in social activities where they talk and 
collaboratively construct knowledge rather than in 
any performance culture (Doecke, 2006).

Standards can spell out how teachers can 
improve their practice over time and build on 
the assumption that teaching is not an art, nor 
a personal disposition or capacity that a person 
is born to teach. Standards are a not a complete 
road map, but they are the best navigational tool 
available to guide teachers’ progress when used 
in association with robust professional learning 
approaches.

Developing Geography Standards 
Through the Project
This study is situated in an Australian context 
where, with the exception of ACT Teacher Quality 
Institute1, every Australian State and Territory 
has a teacher registration body which employs 
generic standards to accredit school teachers. 
Recent graduates are familiar with teaching 
standards as they have undergone a process of 
providing evidence of competent practice using a 
generic standards framework so that they can be 
awarded ongoing registration. While standards for 
teaching in specialist areas have been developed 
by the teaching profession across Australia, the 
processes used to develop the standards for 
Geography were unique in two respects. Firstly, 
the actual classroom practices of Geography 
teachers were documented in order to investigate 
the nature of accomplished Geography teaching. 
Secondly, student perspectives about what 
makes for effective Geography teaching were also 
incorporated.

The authors have recently completed an 
Australian Research Council (ARC) project 
entitled Strengthening standards of teaching 
through linking standards and teacher learning: 
The development of professional standards for 
teaching school Geography� Conducted between 
2007and 2010, it was funded by the ARC in 
conjunction with the Australian Geography 
Teachers’ Association Ltd (AGTA), the Geography 
Teachers’ Association of Victoria Inc and the 
Victorian Institute of Teaching. This was an 
additional teaching standards initiative; another 
move towards improving the quality of Geography 
teaching and learning in schools.

In the first phase of this project lessons of highly 
regarded Geography teachers were video taped, 
the researchers took field notes, and teachers 
were interviewed before and after each lesson. 
Selected students were also interviewed after 
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each lesson. Eleven Geography classes were 
videotaped over the course of two lessons. 
Videotaping was undertaken in four government 
schools (including a primary school) and four 
non-government schools across three Australian 
states: New South Wales, Victoria and South 
Australia. Field notes of lesson events were 
written of all the lessons videotaped. 

The eight schools represented the Public, 
Catholic and Independent sectors from both 
metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas. The 
authors observed twenty-two Geography lessons 
conducted by accomplished teachers, who were 
selected through purposive sampling. Thus, 
members of the AGTA with its affiliates were 
invited to nominate teachers widely regarded 
professionally, using various criteria, including 
reputation for accomplishment within the field 
of geographic education. Their teaching practice 
was videotaped. using a three-camera system 
developed from earlier research (Clarke, 2006). 
One camera focused on the teacher, a second on 
individual students who were part of a working 
group, and a third on the whole class as seen 
from the front of the room. Used as a catalyst for 
discussion and reflection, the video record of the 
whole class, with the teacher’s image inserted in 
one corner of the display screen, teachers were 
invited to make reconstructive accounts of the 
lesson events deemed critical to student learning. 
Similarly, students were invited to reflect on 
lesson events, this time individual student camera 
images were inserted as a ‘picture-in-picture’ in 
one corner of the display screen. Interviews were 
subsequently conducted with fifty-seven students 
and their teachers; the classroom recordings 
were used to help capture the specificities of 
practice and stimulate the participants’ recall of 
key events. 

In the second phase of the research project 
seventy teachers from Victoria, South Australia, 
Queensland Western Australia and New South 
Wales viewed video clips of the classroom 
episodes using the ‘GEOGStandards’ panel 
consultation website. They responded to a 
series of questions online, before attending 
two panel meetings where they identified 
significant elements of accomplished teaching 
practice from the video clips and from their own 
classroom experiences. Thirty teachers were also 
interviewed to further substantiate their views of 
accomplished teaching practice.

Using grounded theory (Corbin, Strauss, & 
Strauss, 2008) we took a qualitative research 
approach to develop standards for accomplished 
Geography teaching. Videotape excerpts were 
coded, interviews transcribed and several 
readings were made to identify and cluster 
patterns of responses in the data. The range and 

frequency of episodes in the videotaped lessons, 
and of the elements of teaching that teachers 
identified, were recorded. As these elements 
emerged, similar elements were colour coded 
to refine and condense the extensive set to a 
more condensed structure forming standards 
and categories (Charmaz, 2006). The clusters 
of responses were not discrete and where 
possible, the relationships between categories 
were retained. Knowledge of other standards 
frameworks and Geographical education literature 
informed the researchers but they constantly 
endeavoured to keep an open mind asking what 
are the patterns in these data sets?

Standards for Teaching School 
Geography

Key outcomes of the project

The following nine standards of Geography 
teaching were identified and defined through the 
project.

1. Knowing Geography and the Geography curriculum.
2. Fostering geographical inquiry and fieldwork. 
3. Developing geographical thinking and 

communication.
4. Understanding students and their communities.
5. Establishing a safe, supportive and 

intellectually challenging learning environment.
6. Understanding Geography teaching and 

pedagogical practices.
7. Planning, assessing and reporting.
8. Progressing professional growth and 

development.
9. Learning and working collegially.

These nine standards, expand into 38 categories 
to express the specific characteristics of 
accomplished Geography teaching, but do not 
directly align with the generic or discipline-
specific standards that are commonly used in 
Australia or internationally. 

For instance, standard 1 Knowing Geography 
and Geography curriculum expands into four 
categories drawn from the data sets.

Accomplished Geography teachers:
•	 know the breadth and depth of the academic 

discipline including its concepts, skills, values 
and understandings;

•	 assist students to understand that Geography 
draws from the physical sciences, the social 
sciences and the humanities;

•	 understand current curriculum documents and 
reasons for curriculum change;
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•	 locate Geography within a wider educational 
context, making connections with other 
curricular and co-curricular areas.

In figure 1 the interdependence of the standards 
is depicted. Teachers likened the standards to the 
sails or blades of a windmill; each contributes 
to effectiveness of the windmill when they are 
aligned; together they can, in part, express 
accomplished practice.

Of the nine standards, this paper will focus on 
the standards which are specific to Geography 
teaching. 

Subject Matter Knowledge and 
Understanding Geography 
Teaching and Pedagogical 
Practices are United
In all of the data sets, accomplished teachers 
knew their subject and engaged in powerful ways 
to enable students to learn in that discipline. 
Overwhelmingly, the data led us to the conclusion 
that comprehensive subject matter knowledge 
is an essential component of accomplished 
Geography teaching, in conjunction with 
knowledge of how best to teach Geography, 

including understanding of common student 
preconceptionsii (Lane, 2009). Accomplished 
teachers need deep subject knowledge combined 
with sound pedagogical content knowledge 
(Shulman, 1987) and are able to incorporate 
these into their teaching practice. Consequently, 
teaching standards also need to capture what 
is unique about teaching in different fields 
(Ingvarson, 2002). Deep subject knowledge, 
for example, involves thorough understanding 
and engagement with geographic ideas (Kitchin, 
Valentine, & Hubbard, 2004) and the geographical 
experiment. ‘The geographical experiment 
has always been a contested and problematic 
enterprise, and its projects have varied so much 
over time and space, that it is really more accurate 
to speak in the plural. What most of us too 
readily treat as a universal discipline – a sort of 
‘Geography-with-a-capital- G’ – is really only one 
sedimented and situated product of a series of 
intersecting historical geographies and colliding 
geographical experiments’ (Barnes & Gregory, 
1997). 

Lambert and Machon (2001) declare that it is 
essential that we do not confine Geography to 
content alone. They explain that the teacher’s 
responsibility ultimately rests in ‘what resides 

Figure 1: Standards of accomplished Geography teaching
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in the person long after he or she has finished 
being a school student’ (Lambert & Machon, 
2001). Geography teachers need to be aware and 
analytical of the Geography that they represent to 
young people and the geographical meaning that 
they can derive from this (Morgan & Lambert, 
2005). Failure to engage with such an intellectual 
critique of the content of Geography lessons is 
morally careless (Brooks, 2006b).

Clearly, we are a long way from Geography 
teaching as craft here. Certainly, lists of lesson 
ideas have their place (Hutchinson, 2005) but 
Geography teachers need to be more concerned 
with quality teaching rather than checklists of 
standards; with the emphasis on quality teaching 
rather than successful teaching.

Geographical Inquiry and Fieldwork
The importance of geographical inquiry and 
fieldwork emerged as a key component of 
accomplished Geography teaching. Accomplished 
Geography teachers sought to develop not only 
students’ content knowledge, but also their 
capacity to use geographical inquiry processes. 
This learning can be facilitated in a variety of 
ways, ranging from structured to open-ended 
investigations; prearranged problem-solving 
and discovery learning, to negotiated inquiry. 
These inquiries encourage students to identify 
topics, generate questions, evaluate the quality 
of evidence, process and analyse data, and select 
presentation methods to communicate their 
research findings effectively. They also engage 
students to think analytically and creatively about 
geographical issues, and propose, or where 
appropriate, to take individual or group action in 
response to their research findings.

Two 15 year old students make the following 
comments after returning from coastal fieldwork:

I find it [field trips] much more useful 
because you’ve got something to look at. 
Not just, you know, when you are writing 
(things) down you are trying to think about 
what it would be like. This is what it is like. 
So it’s really good. 

In class we learnt about longshore drift 
and . . . primary dunes and secondary 
dunes 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.

These students appreciate the tactile and the real. 
They often enjoy the experiences. They articulate 

the value of fieldwork in enhancing their learning. 
Their teacher advocates the importance of 
fieldwork as 

students must be able to link their book 
learning and reality and they have got to 
see the link and they can’t do it by showing 
a video; you have got to get out and get 
their hands dirty and I know that two or 
three years down the track these kids 
will remember . . . and come back to it. 
From this particular group I am looking 
at making sense of this fieldwork and 
preparing them for later years . . .’ to build 
to more complex fieldwork by year 12.

Geographical Thinking and 
Communication
Students and teachers identified that 
accomplished Geography teachers are 
able to demonstrate ways of thinking and 
constructing knowledge in Geography that 
promote understandings of physical and human 
processes, recognise structures and patterns and 
acknowledge their interdependencies in place, 
space and time. They set this comprehensive 
knowledge in contemporary contexts, opening 
the way for significant interconnections to be 
made. This included supporting students to think 
spatially and use maps, visual images and new 
technologies, including geographical information 
systems (GIS), to obtain, present, analyse and 
evaluate information. It was challenging to capture 
what is meant by thinking geographically and 
we found that one promising way of expressing 
this is also known as the teacher’s ‘synoptic 
capacity for Geography’ (Lambert & Morgan, 
2010, p. 43), the ability to think creatively and 
productively about the subject. Here teachers 
with well developed synoptic capacities make 
powerful connections with contemporary life, the 
subject matter and the student’s world view to 
provide coherence and meaning. They realise the 
educational potential of Geography; they stir the 
geographical imagination and motivate worthwhile 
learning; they are intimately conversant with the 
knowledge and principles that bind the subject 
together (Balderstone & Lambert, 2006; Brooks, 
2006a).

Lambert counsels that there is nothing 
intrinsically ‘geographical’ about reading, 
writing, listening or talking or even reading or 
drawing a map (Lambert, 2003). Geography 
teachers may well regard literacy, numeracy, 
oracy and graphicacy3 as central constructs in 
geographic expression (Balchin, 1972) but as 
Lambert explains passionate Geography teachers 
commonly tell the stories behind the map. ‘Put 
another way: if the data on the map provides the 
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nouns and adjectives, then it is Geography that 
provides the verbs’ (Lambert, 2003).

Geographical knowledge is commonly divided 
into substantive knowledge, which is knowledge 
of Geography, and of the factors, processes 
and explanations that help in understanding 
Geography, and procedural knowledge, which 
is knowledge of the perspectives, questions, 
methods and skills that geographers use to gain 
new substantive knowledge, and of the concepts 
they use to organise and make sense of that 
knowledge (Berry & Smith, 2009). Substantive 
knowledge is commonly described as content, 
while procedural knowledge is about how to 
do Geography and how to think geographically. 
Lambert, explains that, ‘school Geography—living 
Geography—is not concerned with delivering 
slabs of content as an end in itself . . ., but with 
inducting young people into geographical enquiry 
and how to ‘think geographically’ (Lambert, 
2007).

In the following section, we argue that any list 
of standards of teaching practice cannot fully 
express all elements of accomplished teaching 
and their complex interrelationships and we draw 
on one case study (sample 11) to illustrate this. 

All Aspects of Quality Teaching 
Cannot be Disaggregated into a List of 
Components 
A central component of this project is to 
unearth what constitutes accomplished 
Geography teaching by documenting what 
Geography teachers do� To this end, the data 
that was sourced from teachers and students via 
videotaped recordings of accomplished teaching 

is ‘an effort to capture the specificities of practice, 
including the flow of teacher action and embodied 
judgement’ (Mulcahy, 2008).

The following provides background to one lesson 
that was videotaped.

Analysing the teaching/learning episodes that 
arises from the lesson summarised above, 
students are involved in predicting patterns, 
forming hypotheses, generating maps which they 
then analyse to develop their own sequences of 
inquiry. 

In the short background statement (figure 2) the 
teacher: 
•	 uses key concepts of the discipline notably 

distribution (standard 1); 
•	 incorporates the vocabulary of Geography 

(standard 1); 
•	 fosters geographical inquiry which is intrinsic 

to contemporary Geography teaching 
(standard 2);

•	 designs a lesson which is challenging and 
creates conditions for students to question 
complex geographical ideas (standard 5); 

•	 develops students’ ability to construct 
maps using ArcMap so that they can think 
geographically (standard 6).

These elements are able to be coded, yet it is less 
easy to capture the good humoured sparkle in 
the teacher’s eyes as he gently cajoles students 
to strive for the best that they can do, the subtle 
judgments he makes to respond to students’ 
questions with further questions to extend 
their thinking, and his capacity to adapt to the 
vagrancies of an imperfectly calibrated electronic 
whiteboard.

One student who was interviewed after this 
lesson describes a key aspect of teaching 
accomplishment:

All the students know if you ask a question 
he [the teacher] will never give you a direct 
answer so and it was really good the way 

Sample 11: Located at a large government co-educational school in metropolitan Melbourne, in Term 
2 of the school year, this year 9 Geography class has just begin a topic on plate tectonics. In this 
lesson they predict the global distribution of earthquakes and volcanoes, marking their predictions 
on a world outline map. They then undertake an analysis of the distribution of earthquakes and 
volcanoes using a data set available in ArcMap (a Geographic Information System processing 
program). The activity is derived from a supporting manual and the students work through a learning 
sequence using the instructions from the manual with the teacher’s guidance. Students are familiar 
with the software program. This lesson is designed to provide a platform so that the students 
can develop their own research question for a major project. Students comment on the use of an 
interactive whiteboard as this is the first time it has been available for their use. As the whiteboard is 
not calibrated precisely, the teacher must touch the screen slightly off the icon which makes its use 
awkward. 

http://www.geogstandards.edu.au/index.php/samples/62-sample11 

Figure 2: Background statement for sample 11
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he did it. Similarities, differences and 
things that stand out was what he said to 
answer the question with and so without 
actually saying they’re the similarities, 
they’re the differences and that stands 
out, he will let you do it yourself. So that 
was really good, that was the help that we 
needed.

He’s making you think about it and he’s 
steering you in the right direction, without 
actually saying this is what the answer is.

The student identifies an element that was coded 
as standard 5 as the teacher has created a safe, 
supportive and intellectually challenging learning 
environment in which the student is affirmed as 
an active participant in their own learning.

Teachers who viewed this clip identified that 
the teacher opened up spaces for geographical 
thinking by building on conceptual understanding, 
inviting deep thinking and setting up a scaffold 
for inquiry learning. Because of the teacher’s 
deep content knowledge, he was confident in 
developing probing questions that could provoke 
subject specific thinking. Accomplished teaching 
standards were most evident as the teacher 
responds to student questions. He probes the 
students to think geographically, incorporates 
maps, and, demonstrates the application of 
geographic concepts to contemporary global 
events – in this case recent earthquakes and 
volcanoes. As Hubbard et al. put it, geographers 
‘are constantly employing theoretical tools and 
making claims or judgements about how the 
world works and our position within it’ (p.4).

Significantly, the standards are cognitive and also 
relational. In one student’s words

It’s good when the teachers don’t just act 
like a teacher, like they have a chat with 
you, they laugh at a joke. It’s good when 
they kind of involve themselves in the 
class.

This was, for the research team, the most difficult 
element to portray. It is alluded to in the standard 
‘Establishing a safe, supportive and intellectually 
challenging learning environment’. The use of 
video clips may go some way toward enabling 
a ‘lived sense’ of this dimension of teaching 
practice. 

Researchers coding sample 11 identified 
knowledge, inquiry, geographical thinking, 
using maps, integration of Information and 
Communication Technologies (Geographic 
Information System and interactive whiteboard) 
and open questioning approach. ‘Standards are 
everywhere apparent,’ asserts Mulcahy (2008). 
They are in the instruction sheet, the assessment 

criteria, the teacher’s instructions, elaborations 
and in the individual assistance that the teacher 
provides as he moves around the classroom 
monitoring and helping students. Mulcahy invites 
different thinking about standards in which the 
representations (written statements of standards) 
are but one small part of the complexity. Video 
and other material from the sample are available 
at www.geogstandands.edu.au. Two British 
geographers (Leat & Lin, 2003, p. 401) explain 
the efficacy of video clips for teachers observing 
practice: ‘The videos appear to bring a satisfaction 
to an audience and teachers have been heard to 
say “I see what you mean”. 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 . . .. 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. 
Whilst video carries the danger of detaching 
classroom action from its sociocultural setting, it 
has greater validity in representing certain aspects 
of teaching than a written generalisation.’ 

Panglossian Standards
In the best of all possible worlds, standards are 
not immutable; they need regular revision in the 
light of research and professional knowledge. 
Standards clarify what teachers should get 
better at over the long term. Standards indicate 
trajectories for professional development. 
While standards are only an approximation 
of accomplished teaching, and can serve to 
downplay the complexity of teaching, they are 
useful in guiding teacher professional learning 
and in providing a common language for the 
profession (Lustick & Sykes, 2006).

Conclusion
The Strengthening standards project emphasises 
the contrast between standards as situated, 
embodied practice and standards as apparently 
context free (finished standards statements). 
The contribution that the project makes is that 
it provides a strong sense of both. Accordingly, 
subject coordinators or aspiring leaders wishing 
to lead professional learning activities, using 
these sets of standards, can work from pictures 
of practice (video case examples) and/or from 
standards statements. 

All too often we lose sight of standards as 
practised or enacted in favour of standards that 
take the form of statements. Each of these types 
of standards does different work. Standards as 
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statements assist in the explication of practice 
and they foster an effective extrinsic language of 
practice. Standards as practised better resemble 
the real work of teachers articulating what is 
valued about teaching, the critical features of 
what teachers know, believe and are able to do. 
They make visible what was previously opaque: 
the entanglement of ‘behavioural, material and 
cognitive elements’ in a [Geography] lesson 
(Mulcahy, in press); they reveal the complexity of 
standards; they better capture the whole concept 
of teaching – the knowledge, the practice and the 
engagement (Parker, 2006).

Through the website repository GEOGstandards 
this project has the potential to enhance the 
Geography teaching community’s capacity to 
critically analyse their own practices and in so 
doing improve the teaching and learning of 
Geography and the position of Geographical 
education in schools. This is particularly 
important in the current Australian policy climate 
where Geography curriculum development is 
underway in phase two of an Australian National 
Curriculum.

Postscript
From mid-June to August 2010, the draft of the 
Shape of the Australian Curriculum: Geography 
was open for consultation (see: www.acara.
edu.au). This guiding statement for writers 
is structured as two organising strands – 
geographical knowledge and understanding, and 
geographical inquiry and skills. These strands 
describe what teachers want students to know 
and how this knowledge can be constructed, 
and resonate with the outcomes of the research 
project, which suggests that accomplished 
Geography teaching focuses on both how 
knowledge is made, and how students are able 
to learn a body of knowledge. This aligns with 
claims that teaching standards can be linked to 
curriculum standards to lift student outcomes 
(Ingvarson & Lacey, 2009).
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Endnotes
1  ACT Teacher Quality Institute will commence 

operations in 2011.
2  An opinion or conception formed in advance 

of adequate knowledge or experience, 
especially a prejudice or bias concerning a 
geographical concept or idea

3  Graphicacy refers to a visual-spatial 
‘intelligence’; since maps, diagrams, 
photographs, remotely sensed images and 
other spatial documents are the tools of 
graphicacy as well as the basis of Geography 
Balchin argues that Geography should 
rank with English and mathematics as a 
foundational school subject.
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Accomplished Geography teachers 
distribute and share their teaching 
expertise towards the continuing 
construction of a professional knowledge 
base for school Geography.
(University of Melbourne, AGTA, GTAV & 
Victorian Institute of Teaching, 2010a)

Abstract
Geography will be a compulsory school subject 
in Australian schools in the near future. The 
national curriculum in Geography is scheduled 
for release in September 2011. Many teachers 
in Australia will soon be teaching Geography as 
a subject for the first time. Supporting teachers 
to develop expertise in teaching Geography 
will require professional learning opportunities 
associated with specific discipline knowledge 
and pedagogical practices such as Geographical 
inquiry and fieldwork. This paper identifies ways 
of sharing expertise in Geography teaching that 
include use of the Australian GEOGstandards 
resources to inform professional learning, 
Geography professional association activities, 
and professional substantive conversations about 
experiences in teaching of Geography.

Introduction
For many Geographers, teachers of Geography, 
students and community members, the 
requirement to have Geography K–12 in the new 
national curriculum for Australia is most welcome. 
The new Geography curriculum is scheduled for 
release in September 2011 (ACARA, 2010). The 
implementation will occur over a two year time 
frame commencing in 2012 with a year of raising 
awareness and building understanding about 
the Australian curriculum content descriptions 
and achievement standards in Geography. The 
following year will see the commencement of 
teaching, assessing and reporting in Geography 
using the Australian curriculum. However, a 
number of concerns have been raised about 
the current proposed structure of the national 
curriculum and time allocations for different 
subjects (see ACARA, 2010; QSA, 2010a, 2010b; 
Tapper, 2010). For example, Geography is 
currently a compulsory subject in NSW where 100 
hours are mandated for the study of Geography 
in Years 9 and 10. In the current proposal in the 

national curriculum Geography is not mandated 
in Years 9 and 10. The various concerns have 
been well articulated to decision-makers by 
the Geography teachers associations (Tapper, 
2010) as well as boards of studies and schooling 
authorities (see, for example, QSA, 2010a, 
2010b). The outcomes of these debates will 
unfold in the near future.

Impact of new Standards on teachers of 
Geography
Notwithstanding these concerns, there will be a 
pressing need for teachers around Australia in 
primary schools and lower secondary schools 
to develop knowledge and skills in Geographical 
education. There will be a very widespread need 
to share the expertise in Geography teaching. 
Central to this sharing will be the development 
of teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge 
in Geography (Lane, 2009). As Shulman 
(1986, p. 9) contended, the interplay between 
pedagogy (the art and science of teaching), and 
content requires as, ‘the most useful forms of 
representation of those ideas, the most powerful 
analogies, illustrations, examples, explanations, 
and demonstrations – in a word, the ways of 
representing and formulating the subject that 
make it comprehensible to others’. Applying this 
to Geographical education, Lane (2009, p. 49) 
concluded that:

Geography teachers need to articulate the 
importance of knowing the subject matter 
of the discipline deeply; understanding the 
way in which knowledge in Geography is 
constructed; applying a range of evidence 
based strategies for assessing student 
preconceptions in core topic areas; and 
devising strategies for representing these 
concepts so that students can understand 
them.

Quality professional knowledge and practice 
has been similarly emphasised by the Australian 
Science Teachers’ Association (2002, p. 13): 

Highly accomplished teachers have a rich 
bank of pedagogical content knowledge 
that enables them to make subject matter 
comprehensible to students . . . It enables 
them to choose the analogies, examples or 
applications of a concept or skill that make 

Geography Teaching: Sharing the 
Expertise
Ken Purnell 
CQUniversity, Australia



GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 23, 201042

the content accessible and interesting to a 
given group of students.

Detail on the qualities of professional knowledge 
and practice in Geography for Australian teachers 
is provided in the newly released GEOGstandards: 
Professional standards for accomplished 
teaching of school Geography (University of 
Melbourne, AGTA, GTAV & Victorian Institute of 
Teaching, 2010a). The purpose of the Standards 
is ‘to develop a dynamic set of subject-specific 
standards for teaching school Geography in 
Australian schools, which build on a platform of 
classroom practice for the purpose of enhancing 
teacher professional learning’. The Standards 
cover nine areas: 

1. Knowing Geography and Geography 
curriculum; 

2. Fostering Geographical inquiry and fieldwork; 
3. Developing Geographical thinking and 

communication; 
4. Understanding students and their 

communities; 
5. Establishing a safe, supportive and 

intellectually challenging learning 
environment; 

6. Understanding Geography teaching – 
pedagogical practices; 

7. Planning, assessing and reporting; 
8. Progressing professional growth and 

development; 
9. Learning and working collegially.

Standards 8 on professional growth and 
development, and 9 on learning and working 
collegially provide insights on how professional 
learning by teachers of Geography may be 
approached.

Developing Expertise in Geographical 
Education
Being able to teach, assess and report in 
Geography in the manner envisioned in the 
draft Australian curriculum in Geography will 
require teachers to develop their professional 
knowledge and practice. This will especially be 
the case for teachers who have not previously 
taught Geography. Use of professional learning 
opportunities and resources will be fundamental 
to this. Processes by which teachers may develop 
their professional knowledge and practice in 
Geography are described in the GEOGstandards 
and especially Standards 8 and 9 (University of 
Melbourne, AGTA, GTAV & Victorian Institute of 
Teaching, 2010a):

8. Progressing professional growth and 
development

Accomplished Geography teachers:

8.1 continue to learn and develop as teachers, 
acknowledging that the greater the teacher 
learning, the more students learn as well

8.2 recognise that the subject of Geography 
is dynamic and evolving and therefore 
seek opportunities to further develop their 
disciplinary knowledge base

8.3 commit themselves to learning formally 
and to reflecting critically on their 
experiences both within the classroom 
and more widely, through travel, from 
literature and the arts and through 
engagement with professional learning 
communities.

9. Learning and working collegially
Accomplished Geography teachers:
9.1 build a culture of professional 

improvement by learning from and with 
their fellow teachers as well as learning 
from research

9.2 engage actively as members of their 
professional and wider community and 
work collegially with fellow teachers 
to improve their teaching and enhance 
student learning. In so doing, they create 
conditions for the growth of open and 
collaborative school cultures whereby 
parents and community members can 
play a dynamic role in supporting student 
learning about the world

9.3  distribute and share their teaching 
expertise towards the continuing 
construction of a professional knowledge 
base for school Geography

9.4 communicate educational ideas and 
promote Geographical education, 
contributing to the resilience and renewal 
of their professional field.

The concept of continual professional learning 
with the purpose of enhancing teaching and 
learning in Geography is central in these 
Standards. What is interesting is that these 
Standards apply to teachers of Geography in 
general – not only those teachers who have 
had preservice teacher education in Geography 
or perhaps specialised in Geography in their 
teaching career. The Standards provide detail on 
what accomplished teachers in Geography look 
like. The other significant question for teachers 
is ‘How do I develop the expertise described in 
the Standards?’ Standards 8 and 9 provide some 
ideas on the ‘how to’ question with strategies. 
Later in this article understandings from 
neuroscience are used to explore the efficacy of 
particular strategies such as reflective practices 
on experiences and professional conversations 
about Geographical education described in 
Standards 8 and 9.
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To support the professional learning of teachers 
envisaged in the Standards, there are a number of 
quality online learning resources available on the 
GEOGstandards website (University of Melbourne, 
AGTA, GTAV & Victorian Institute of Teaching, 
2010b). No doubt more online resources will 
become available including discussion forums 
and wikis. Such resources and communication 
technologies with quality pedagogical design have 
been found to be effective in teacher professional 
learning (Fasso, 2010). With appropriate 
design for interaction, these can provide 
enhanced teacher participation in online learning 
environments (Dron & Anderson, 2007; Fasso, 
2010). In addition, professional development 
by schooling authorities, employers and other 
organisations such as curriculum authorities (see, 
for example, QSA, 2010b) will seek to address 
the need to develop professional knowledge and 
practices of teachers in teaching Geography. 
Universities too may provide both credentialed 
and non-credentialed professional learning 
opportunities in Geographical education. 

Mentoring by more experienced teachers of 
Geography of other teachers may also be used 
within and between schools as appropriate. 
Berliner (1987; 2001) has presented strong 
evidence on the significance of more experienced 
teachers working with those of less experience. 
The draft National Professional Standards for 
Teachers in Australia envisage lead teachers 
providing mentoring and ‘giving back’ to the 
profession (AITSL, 2010). However, for many 
teachers due to individual circumstances, 
such direct access to experienced teachers of 
Geography may not be possible. To support 
teachers of Geography – especially as their 
numbers grow exponentially from 2013 – it will 
be critical to utilise a range of strategies. One key 
strategy that most current teachers of Geography 
are familiar with is belonging to their state or 
territory association for Geography teachers with 
the associated professional benefits (see AGTA, 
2010). Research in this area has demonstrated 
the benefits of such collegiality, cooperation 
and collaboration as well as networking, sharing 
resources, good practices and ideas (QSA, 2009).

In addition to these external professional learning 
opportunities it is important to use practices 
familiar to teachers in their day-to-day work. 
Such practices include engaging in professional 
substantive conversations about teacher work 
and reflective practices on teaching experiences. 
Such activities contribute to developing teacher 
expertise (Carlson, 2011; Dana & Yendol-
Silva, 2003; Hatton & Smith, 1995; QSA, 
2009; Snowman, Dobozy & Scevak, 2009). 
Conversations between teachers of a professional 
and substantive nature occur in schools, online 
and in other settings such as conferences and 
professional development days. The very act of 

having conversations in which experiences and 
ideas are shared on teaching and learning can 
support professional learning (Snowman, Dobozy 
& Scevak, 2009). Critical to this is the resources 
that are being drawn upon. For example, 
professional substantive conversations about 
use of the online resources at GEOGstandards 
(University of Melbourne, AGTA, GTAV & Victorian 
Institute of Teaching, 2010b) provide a valuable 
context. 

All professional learning, such as professional 
substantive conversations on the teaching of 
Geography, requires use of the brain. In the 
following section relevant aspects of brain 
functioning are overviewed with examples from 
Geographical education. How memories are 
formed and consolidated is outlined and the 
implications of teaching Geography are examined.

Brain Functioning and Implications for 
Geographical Education
Recent research has shown that all human 
activity is integrally related to brain functioning, 
our experiences, emotions and thinking (Kandel, 
2008; 2010; Knutson, 2009). In considering 
how people develop expertise, Cardoso (2001) 
commented that ‘all of our sensations, feelings, 
thoughts, motor and emotional responses, 
learning and memory . . . cannot be understood 
without the knowledge about the fascinating 
process of communication between nerve cells 
(neurons)’. Neimark (2004, p.51) similarly 
described this as ‘every image, event or emotion 
we experience is associated with a distinct and 
complex pattern of nerve cell firing and chemical 
release, called a neurosignature’. For each person 
this differs in accord with their own life histories 
and experiences such that the same event may 
affect two people quite differently. Teachers of 
Geography should appreciate these individual 
differences and cater for them as envisaged in the 
GEOGstandards (4 and 5). 

Particularly in Geography, where much spatial 
learning is required, different neural connections 
in the brain are used to perform tasks such 
as learning map features and analysing 
these. Associated with the neural connectors, 
researchers have created models of memory 
that often identify three phases (Carlson, 2011; 
Snowman, Dobozy & Scevak, 2009). In the 
following there is an overview of memory that 
is drawn upon to examine brain-compatible 
practices to develop professional knowledge 
and practice of teachers in Geography. Figure 
1 provides a model of the three interrelated 
phases of memory. In considering the model 
it should be noted that the neural networks 
associated with memory are not located in a 
single area of the brain. There is no single store 
but networks of neural pathways that form 
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memories are distributed across the brain (as 
some Geographers might describe it: systems 
within systems). So, for example, when a person 
recalls a map it is reactivated or reconstructed 
from different areas of the brain. When details 
may be missing, our brain is likely refabricate 
the memory to fill those in (Wolfe, 2003, p. 121). 
While the reconstruction/refabrication process 
is natural, teachers of Geography should be 
cognisant of how to address misconceptions they 
observe that may arise from it (see Lane, 2009 for 
discussion of preconceptions and the teaching of 
Geography).

As teachers of Geography, it is important to 
realise that we guide and facilitate the formation 
of neurological connections in the student’s 
brain as we focus on Geographical concepts, 
understandings, values and skills. For example, 
as adolescents use emotions extensively in 
communication, learning that involves an 
‘emotional hook’ and activates neurochemicals 
such as dopamine can enhance learning of new 
concepts when used appropriately. 

Briefly, our actual memories are made up of 
networks of neurons and synapses that work 
together in circuits (Hassed, 2008; Raymond, 
2009; Society for Neuroscience, 2008). Neurons 
are a specialised form of nerve and impulses 
pass from neuron to another ‘creating a chain 
of information within a network of neurons’ 
(Cardoso, 2001). Neurotransmission (messengers 
in the brain) involve nerve impulses being 
processed by two means: electrical (within the 
neuron), and chemical (between neurons). There 
are over a hundred different neurochemicals that 
have been identified to date and some are well-
known, for example, dopamine (the ‘feel good’ 
neurochemical), serotonin (the neurochemical 
involved in mood, anxiety and aggression), 
endorphins (modulate pain and reduce stress), 
and glutamate. These neurochemicals forge ‘links 
between neurons that are the basis of learning and 
long-term memory’ (Cardoso, 2001). Synapses 

that are the ‘connections’ between neurons are 
not static but change with experience: ‘Memory 
involves a persistent change in synapses, the 
connections between neurons’ (Society for 
Neuroscience, 2008, p. 20). 

For Geography teaching, it is critical to direct 
students on what to pay attention to of a 
geographical nature such as spatial patterns. It is 
equally important to advise students on what they 
should purposefully ignore. Such focussing of 
student attention can support geography students 
in improving their ability to interpret information 
from a geographical perspective. 

Memory is critical in developing expertise. Figure 
1 provides an overview of the three phases of 
memory. To develop expertise in say Geography 
teaching extensive use needs to be made of long-
term memory. New information is processed in 
working memory and the ability to do this relies 
heavily on the use of term term memory. Briefly, 
information is sent from immediate to working 
memory where it is processed. Working memory 
is critical in learning (Sweller 1988, 2007). 
As working memory has a limited capacity to 
process information it draws upon what is already 
stored in long-term memory (Sweller, 1988, 
2007). Sweller (2007) concluded that ‘working 
memory is only limited when you’re learning 
new information. Once information is in long-
term memory, it can be brought back to working 
memory in very large amounts’. 

As teachers of Geography become more 
accomplished they demonstrate automaticity of 
use of knowledge and skills. To achieve this, the 
goal is to hone knowledge and skills so that they 
become permanent long-term memories that 
can be automatically executed with little or no 
cognitive processing (Sweller, 1988). For such 
teachers, as they enhance their knowledge and 
practice, their working memory is able to call 
upon an extensive array of related memories from 
their long term memory. It is easy for them to 

Figure 1: Three phases of memory
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hook new concepts with a known concept (Wolfe, 
2003, p. 104). The repetition of experiences 
such as teaching using Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) enhances professional knowledge 
and practice by storing information in long term 
memory. Observing accomplished teachers in 
Geography, their practices look effortless. This 
is a result of the extensive neural networks of 
long term memories that have been honed by 
experiences and reflection on those as well as 
consolidation processes.

Consolidating new knowledge and skills in long 
term memory often takes time and requires 
experiences, conversations and practice (Wolfe, 
2003, p. 125.)

The brain remodels neural pathways in response 
to learning by strengthening those that are 
useful and pruning those that are not. Such brain 
plasticity occurs throughout life and the brain 
is remodelled on what we think, feel and do 
(Hassed, 2008, p. 32). Sleep has a critical role 
to play as the brain commits to memory things 
learnt during the day through consolidation (Mox, 
2010, p. 77). 

Conversations are important in memory 
consolidation. Such social interactions with other 
teachers about their work also satisfies social, 
emotional and professional work needs (Grubin, 
2009; Wolfe, 2003). Importantly, professional 
feedback from respected sources draws upon the 
brain’s hard-wired reward system for learning that 
supports the development of expertise (Knutson, 
2009; Neimark, 2004). Using that feedback as 
soon as practical has been shown to enhance 
knowledge and practice (Knutson, 2009). 

Discussions by teachers about their work in 
Geography that are professional and rewarding 
have a key role in professional learning. Often 
such conversations have emotional content and 
any memories of this type are vividly recalled 
in detail (Knutson, 2009; Parrott & Spackman, 
2000). As Wolfe (2003, p. 88) observed ‘the brain 
is biologically programmed to attend first and 
foremost to information that has strong emotional 
content. It is also programmed to remember 
this information longer’. Experiences involving 
emotional content associated with professional 
activities in Geography such as fieldwork and 
conferences are likely to be more lasting and 
easily recalled. 

Conclusion
Being able to teach, assess and report in 
Geography in the manner envisaged in the draft 
Australian curriculum in Geography will require 
teachers to develop their professional knowledge 
and practice. With the likely implementation 
of the national Geography curriculum from 
2013 there will be professional learning needs 

for large numbers of teachers who have not 
taught Geography before, as well as teachers 
of Geography as they engage with the new 
curriculum. The newly-released GEOGstandards: 
Professional standards for accomplished teaching 
of school Geography (University of Melbourne, 
AGTA, GTAV & Victorian Institute of Teaching, 
2010a), provide a strong basis for planning 
professional learning. These are supported 
by the GEOGstandards professional learning 
website (University of Melbourne, AGTA, GTAV 
& Victorian Institute of Teaching, 2010b). In 
addition, Geography teachers’ associations, 
curriculum authorities, education departments 
and others are likely to provide professional 
learning opportunities for teachers of Geography. 
The main purpose of these will be to enhance the 
professional knowledge and practice of teachers 
of Geography. Accessing these professional 
learning opportunities will vary in accord with 
individual teacher circumstances.

Professional learning activities such as fieldwork 
and conference participation provide a range 
of opportunities with higher emotional content 
that was identified as having a strong positive 
impact on memory. Learning new Geographical 
knowledge and skills to inform practice and then 
using that over time consolidates long term 
memory for teachers. This is especially the case 
where there are conversations to replay those 
experiences with other teachers of Geography and 
elaborate and interpret these reflectively. 

Sharing expertise in Geography teaching amongst 
teachers will be critical in the implementation of 
the national Geography curriculum in Australia. To 
support teacher professionalism in Geographical 
education will involve collegiality, cooperation 
and collaboration as well as networking, sharing 
resources, good practices and ideas. While 
this may be done at a school or in groups of 
schools, online and in other ways, it was strongly 
recommended that belonging to a Geography 
teachers association should provide a range of 
professionally rewarding learning experiences. 
Whatever professional activities teachers of 
Geography engage in, sharing expertise as 
envisaged in the GEOGstandards will be critical. 

The challenge will be to create strategies that 
address the new landscape for Geographical 
education with a new national Geography 
curriculum. Inservicing current teachers of 
Geography, and informing preservice teacher 
education programs will be critical. Probably the 
most challenging area will be the professional 
learning for the tens of thousands of teachers 
currently in schools who have not taught nor had 
teacher education in Geography. This will provide 
new research opportunities examining solutions 
and best practices as teachers of Geography 
aspire towards attaining the GEOGstandards.
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Abstract
The aim of the present study was to investigate 
teachers’ perceptions of obstacles to implement 
Geography education standards in Egypt. The 
researcher developed a questionnaire that 
services this purposes and then administered it to 
sample of 108 Geography teachers in Egypt. The 
questionnaire tapped six categories of obstacles 
to implement Geography education standards 
in Egypt: teachers, curriculum, students, school 
administration, community participation, and 
education guidance and supervision. The 
results of the study showed that teachers differ 
significantly in their rating of these obstacles 
(from most important to least): curriculum, 
teachers, schools administration, students, 
community participation, and supervision. 
Teachers’ ratings of these obstacles did not differ 
significantly by school location, school type, 
academic qualifications, or number of years of 
experience. Implications of these findings for 
implementing Geography education standards in 
Egypt were discussed.

Introduction 
Geography is concerned with place. 
Understanding the nature and causes of a real 
differentiation on the global surface has been 
the geographer’s task since people first noticed 
differences between places. Geography’s 
focus is thus on the evolving character and 
organisation of the Earth’s surface, the way in 
which the interaction of physical and human 
elements creates distinctive places, and the way 
those places interact with or influence others in 
space and over time (the Canadian Council for 
Geographic Education, see www.ccge.org/default.
asp).

Geography is not characterised by the abstract 
description of land surface, or memorisation of 
population numbers and statistics on production, 
but a scientific discipline with a philosophy that 
depends on the analysis of phenomena, and that 
studies relationships and impacts. Geography 
is comprehensive and integrated with other 
sciences. It is based on analysis and reasoning 

and designed to take a positive role in the service 
of the individual, the community and humanity. 
This makes its study a necessity and an essential 
element of economic and social development 
(Abbas, 1999).

Despite the importance of Geography, the reality 
of Geography education is that there are many 
challenges that limit its effectiveness in achieving 
its goals in education (Abdel Razek, 2008; Al-
Jabr, 1994; Mohamed, 2008). For instance, there 
have been problems in the Egyptian Geography 
curriculum. Until recently, the Geography 
curriculum has been seen as insufficient and in 
need of substantial development in order to be 
brought up to date with contemporary educational 
theory (Ahmad, 1997; Al-gazar, 1999; El-Saied, 
2007; Gamal, 2006; Gomaa, 2003; Magawray, 
2006).  There have also been problems with the 
teaching performance of Geography teachers, and 
the low level of implementation of the Geography 
curriculum (Ahmad, 1996; Al-Sherbini, 2005; 
Abdul-Wahab, 2003; Hussein, 2002).

Geography has been recognised as an important 
field of education in Egypt, as well as in many 
developed countries.  Geography is considered 
as one of the five basic sciences of importance 
for the twenty-first century (Mohammed, 2001), 
in particular, the United States of America 
and Canada.  In both countries there are even 
a set of national standards for Geography. 
Standards contain broad learning objectives 
and sample learning activities that are based 
upon six essential elements of Geography: (1) 
The world in spatial terms (location); (2) Places 
and regions; (3) Physical systems; (4) Human 
systems; (5) Environment and society; and (6) 
The uses of Geography (Geography Education 
Standards Project, 1994; The Canadian Council 
for Geographic Education, 2001).

The National Standards are a definition of what 
students should know and be able to do in 
Geography. Establishing clear standards both 
raises expectations and lets everyone in the 
educational establishment know what to aim 
for. Standards provide an opportunity for goal 
setting as a means of strengthening Geography 
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Implementation of Geography Education 
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Assistant Professor of Geography Education, Curriculum & Instruction Department, 
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across the curriculum. Teachers, students, and 
parents know what is expected for success. 
Clear standards provide a basis to judge whether 
students have measured up to a well-defined 
and rigorous set of expectations about what is 
important in Geography (Marran, 1994).

Geography education standards will provide 
teachers with a Geographic perspective that will 
enable them to teach improved Geography content 
while building geographic skills and knowledge 
that will benefit their students for the rest of their 
lives. By taking a fresh look at the content in 
the curriculum from a geographic perspective, 
teachers can make connections between the 
Geography Standards and our own classrooms. 
The Standards provide information and strategies 
for teaching Geography. They can be used to 
create lessons which offer opportunities for 
students to do Geography and apply the skills 
they are learning (Gay, 1995).

As a result of the challenges experienced 
by Geography Education in Egypt, and the 
importance of the standards movement in the 
development of Geography education in many 
countries of the developed world, the Ministry 
of Education in Egypt has recently developed 
a project to establish national standards for 
education in Egypt.  There are five areas in 
which this project has focused: effective school, 
distinguished administration, community 
participation, learner and learning outcomes, and 
curriculum. Geography is one of the curriculum 
components that they have focused on.  With 
respect to Geography, the Ministry has worked 
to establish standards to define what students of 

Geography should know and what they should be 
able to do in Geography, at the end of secondary 
education. (Ministry of Education, 2003).

Following the completion of the national standards 
for education, the Ministry has developed a 
curriculum, with a Geography component, in line 
with these new standards, developed training 
programs for teachers, to improve their ability to 
implement the standards successfully (Ministry of 
Education, 2009).

The National Authority for Quality Assurance 
and Accreditation issued social studies and civic 
education standards in March 2009, including 
general standards for social studies for the first 
three grades of the primary stage (6–8years), and 
more specific standards for each branch of social 
studies (Geography, History, and Civic Education) 
for the primary (9–11years), preparatory 
(12–14years), and secondary stage (15–17years). 
Geography curriculum standards are based on 
three key concepts: place, human and time, 
then less abstract concepts were branched out 
of it: Location, place, interaction, movement, 
and region (The National Authority for Quality 
Assurance and Accreditation, 2009). 

There is a great deal of overlap between the 
Geography education standards in Egypt and 
those of the United States and Canad. This arose 
because these two countries were the first to give 
attention to the development of these standards 
as well as the participation of some US agencies 
in Egyptian educational development. Table 1 
shows the Geography education standards in 
Egypt.  

Table 1: The Egyptian Geography education standards

Elements Standards
The World in Spatial Terms How to use maps and other geographic representations tools.

The Physical and human distributions of places.
Place in the case of the movement and interaction.

Geographic Regions The Physical characteristics of geographic regions.
The Human Characteristics of Geographic Regions.

Physical Systems Classification of physical  systems on clear basis.
Places and spatial distributions of physical systems on Earth’s Surface.
Processes that form the physical systems.

Human Systems The concept of human system and its components.
Distribution of economic activities.

Environment, society and 
culture

Human Actions to Modifying the Physical Environment.
Effectiveness of Physical Systems and Human Systems.
The relative value of physical resources.

The Uses of Geography Geography and the Interpretation of the Past.
Geography and the Interpretation of Present and Plan for the Future.
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The Ministry of Education has adopted the 
national Geography education standards and 
obliges schools and teachers to implement 
them, because of the importance of standards 
to the promotion and affirmation of positive 
concepts, including individual differences, 
classroom student-centered, active learning, self-
assessment, high skills, and parent participation 
and contribution.

Despite the importance of Geography education 
standards, and the efforts by the Ministry of 
Education, and the National Authority for Quality 
Assurance and Accreditation, the reality is that 
there has been limited implementation of the 
Geography education standards. This is a result 
of numerous obstacles related to the individual 
teachers, students, school administration, 
community participation, and the standards 
themselves.  For instance, studies have shown 
poor performance of Geography teachers and low 
levels of active development of curriculum (Ali & 
Hassan, 2009; Mohamed, 2008).

The research reported in this paper addresses 
many of these obstacles, as they are perceived by 
teachers who are in a position to implement the 
Geography standards

The Present Study
The present study aims to investigate teachers’ 
perceptions of obstacles to the implementation 
of Geography education standards, and whether 
different teachers’ perceptions of these obstacles 
vary according to demographic characteristics 
(academic qualification, years of experience, 
school location, and school type).  This work has 
emphasised two specific research questions:

•	 What are teachers’ perceptions of obstacles to 
implement of Geography education standards 
in Egypt?

•	 Are there differences in teachers’ perceptions 
of these obstacles according to demographic 
characteristics?

Methods

Participants

Subjects of the present study included one 
hundred and eight public school Geography 
teachers. Table 2 summarises academic and 
educational background information about the 
participant teachers. 

Measurements 

The researcher developed a new measuring tool 
to serve the purpose of the preset study. The 
Obstacles to Implement Geography Education 
Standards (OIGES) consisted of 110 items that 
measure teachers’ perception of obstacles to 
implement Geography education standards in 
Egypt. These items were developed based on 
the work of (Abdel Razek, 2008; Ahmad, 1996; 
Ali & Hassan, 2009; Al-Jabr, 1994; Gamal, 2006; 
Hussein, 2002; Mohamed, 2008) as well as 
interviews with 20 Geography teachers. 

The OIGES included six categories that represent 
different obstacles to implement Geography 
education standards: (a) obstacles related to 
Geography teachers (25 items, α = .80), (b) 
obstacles related to the curriculum (25 items, 
α = .82), (c) obstacles related to students (20 
items, α = .76), (d) obstacles related to the school 
administration (20 items, α = .86), (e) obstacles 
related to the guidance and supervision of 
education (10 items, α = .83 ), and (f) obstacles 
related to community participation (10 items, α = 
.82). Teachers’ indicated their perception of each 
obstacle along three point scale that ranged from 
1 (low perception) to 3 (high perception). The 
OIGES internal consistency was evident based on 

Table 2: Number of teachers according to their school location, school level, academic qualifications, and 
number of years of experience (N = 108)

Factor Category Number of teachers
School location Rural 74

Urban 34
School type Primary 46

Preparatory 48
Secondary 14

Academic qualifications Educational 47
Non-educational 61

Years of experience < 3 years 27
3–5 years 17
> 5 years 64
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significant Pearson’s correlation coefficients (p < 
.05) between each item and the category which 
represents it, category to each other, and between 
categories and the questionnaire total score. 

Procedure

Data collection took place at the end of the 
2009/1010 academic year. Teachers were invited 
to participate in data collection during their 
normal working hours at their schools. Teachers 
were informed that participation is voluntary, and 
that they could deny their participation at any 
time during data collection without any penalty or 
cost to them. Teachers responded to the OIGES 
in about 40 minutes which means that the OIGES 
may represent a quick measure to tap teachers’ 
perceptions of obstacles to implement Geography 
education standards.

Results

1. Teachers’ rating of the six categories 
obstacles to implement Geography 
education standards in Egypt 

A repeated measures analysis was used to analyze 
the data concerning teachers’ perceptions of 
obstacles to implement Geography education 
standards in Egypt. Specifically, repeated 
measures analysis serves the purpose to 
investigate whether there were significant 
differences among teachers in their perception 
of obstacles to implement Geography education 
standards in Egypt. 

The analysis showed that there were significant 
differences in teachers’ perception of obstacles 
to implement Geography education standards in 
Egypt, F (4,445) = 1001.5, p < 0.01. This raises 
the question: In which way do teachers differ in 
their perception of the six categories of obstacles 
to implement Geography education standards 
in Egypt?  Sidak post-hoc analysis showed that 
teachers differ in all six categories of obstacles to 
implement of Geography education standards in 

Egypt. Teachers’ rating of these categories (from 
highest to lowest) was: teachers, curriculum, 
students, administration, supervision, community 
participation. Table three shows teachers’ ratings 
of these six categories of obstacles.

2. Teachers’ background characteristics

Several one-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) 
were used to examine whether  there were any 
significant differences in teachers’ ratings of 
the six categories of obstacles to implement of 
Geography education standards in Egypt that 
are due to teachers’ school location, school 
type, academic qualifications, and years of 
experience. In other words, do teachers’ ratings 
of the six categories of obstacles to implement of 
Geography education standards in Egypt differ as 
a function of their school location, school type, 
academic qualifications, and years of experience?  
The analysis showed that school location (F = 
.24, df = 4,345), school type (F =.67, df = 8,345), 
academic qualifications (F = .45, df = 4,345), and 
years of experience (F = .85, df = 8,345) did not 
have significant effects (p > .05) on teachers’ 
ratings of the six categories of obstacles to 
implement of Geography education standards in 
Egypt. This means that teachers’ perceptions of 
obstacles to implement of Geography education 
in Egypt are stable and consistent across teachers 
from different school locations, school types 
and across teachers with different academic 
qualifications and years of experience.

Discussion
The results of analysis show that teachers 
statistically differed in their assessments of the 
obstacles in general. Comparison analysis also 
showed that the rating of obstacles, from most 
important to least, was as follows: Curriculum, 
teachers, schools administration, students, 
community participation, and supervision. The 
analyses did not find statistical differences 
in teachers’ assessments of obstacles due to 
demographic characteristics.

Table 3: Means and standard deviations of teachers’ ratings of the obstacles to implement Geography 
education standards in Egypt (N = 108)

Category Mean Standard deviation
Teachers 56.4 .76
Curriculum 51.2 .75
Student 46.7 .71
Administration 46.1 .55
Supervision 25. .38
Community participation 21.4 .46

  Note. p < 0.01 
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An analysis of the responses to items within each 
category shows that there are many obstacles 
that affect teachers’ implementation of Geography 
education standards, as they are perceived by 
them. The most important obstacles related to 
curriculum are focused on memorisation without 
understanding and application of knowledge. 
There is also ambiguity of geographic concepts 
in the curriculum, a discarding of geographic 
inquiry process in the curriculum, and insufficient 
treatment of global issues.

The most important of obstacles related to 
teachers are the low level of performance of 
the teacher for Geography teaching, focus on 
use of traditional teaching methods, scarcity 
of professional development program for 
them, scarcity of opportunities to participate in 
Geography curriculum development, and weak 
incentives that encourage them to creativity.

In addition, teachers realise that there are 
other obstacles related to students, school 
administration, supervision, and participation 
community combine with the previous obstacles.

For example, low motivation of students to learn 
Geography, ignorance of the importance of 
Geography, neglect of the school administration 
to follow up the implementation of the curriculum, 
a weak relationship between students and the 
teachers, supervisors focused on the traditional 
methods of supervision, lack of educational and 
academic experiences, weak participation of 
parents and local community in decision-making 
within the school.

Perhaps this is in line with the results of 
studies that dealt with Geography curriculum 
in education, and confirms that the Geography 
curriculum suffers from many problems that 
hinder the implementation of Geography 
education standards.

El-Saied, 2007; Gamal, 2006 have shown that 
there were problems in the objectives and content 
of the curricula of Geography in middle school, 
and its incompatibility with the movement of 
national standards.

Louis (2006) confirmed the existence of problems 
in the objectives, content, activities and education 
aids and methods of teaching and evaluating 
Geography learning. It does not keep pace with 
the criteria set for the curriculum, focusing on the 
cognitive domain without concern for the Affective 
and Psychomotor domain. Other problems 
include the ambiguity of some of the concepts 
contained in the curriculum, the lack of clarity of 
images and maps included Geography textbook 
books, less attention to the exercise of educational 
activities, and focus on the memorisation without 
understanding and application.

Other studies indicated problems in teaching 
Geography stem from the use of traditional 
methods of teaching, based on lecture and 
memorisation, rather than from dialogue and 
discussion and development of thinking skills, 
or to facilitate the use of technology in learning 
Geography (Abdel Razek, 2008), as well as, poor 
use of sources of modern learning technology-
based instruction with a computer, and Internet in 
the teaching of Geography (Abdul-Wahab, 2004).

Studies have shown (Ali & Hassan, 2009; 
Mohamed, 2008) that the performance of 
the Geography teacher does not comply with 
professional standards for teachers, since there 
are many problems in planning, implementing 
and evaluating teaching methods in Geography 
education, as well as poor academic background 
of teachers, which is reflected on the teaching of 
the curriculum and to achieve its objectives.

This is similar with other countries that suffer 
from problems of implementation of Geography 
education standards, For instance, the US 
studies have shown there are many factors that 
influence implementation of Geography education 
standards. These factors include preservice 
training, in-service training (Geography institutes 
and workshops), and number of minutes per 
week Geography is taught (Gandy & Kruger, 
2004). External factors (authority, power, 
prescriptiveness, and consistency) influence 
teachers’ decisions to implement educational 
innovation. Internal cognitive issues of teachers’ 
misconceptions, perceptions, prior knowledge 
and experiences play a role in how they come to 
interpret and understand the nature (form) and 
intent (function) of an innovative educational 
reform such as the introduction of subject matter 
standards (Bednarz, 2003).

This means that the full implementation of 
Geography standards will require their adoption 
by all school districts for use in every school. 
Strategies for achieving this goal include: using 
the consensus process to its fullest, involving the 
energy and resources of Geography organisations, 
and reaching out to others to help maximise the 
standards’ influence (De Souza& Munroe, 1994). 

Conclusion
Results showed that the implementation of 
Geography education standards faces many 
obstacles that limit the effective implementation of 
those standards.  The Geography curriculum was 
the main obstacle, followed by the suffering of the 
problems in the objectives, content and teaching 
methods, educational aids, educational activities, 
and evaluation methods. Obstacles related to 
the teacher were second, followed by the school 
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administration, students, community participation 
and, finally, guidance and educational supervision. 

This makes it imperative for those who are 
responsible for the development of education in 
Egypt to reconsider the Geography curriculum 
and develop it so as to achieve effective 
implementation of Geography education 
standards. Secondly, it is important to focus 
on the development of Geography teacher 
preparation programs in light of Geography 
education standards. The development of training 
programs for teachers in-service to help them 
with the implementation of Geography education 
standards is needed. Also, the development of 
school management, and benefit from community 
participation in the implementation of Geographic 
education standards in Egypt.
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Abstract
The number of studies focusing on students’ and 
teachers’ understandings of scientific concepts 
has grown significantly during the last past three 
decades. Even if many studies have been carried 
out to investigate misconceptions about several 
science topics, relatively fewer studies have been 
done to determine geographical understanding 
and misconceptions. Since Geography, as it is 
usually considered, acts as a bridge between 
natural and social sciences, it borrows many 
concepts from both natural and social sciences 
as well as having its own concepts. So learning 
Geography means learning many concepts. In this 
paper, we examine the significance of geographic 
concepts and the reasons for misconception in 
Geography.

Introduction
Everyday we observe people using geographical 
skills (for example, using mental maps to travel 
around, or deciding where to buy their new 
homes etc.), but when asked what Geography 
is, for many people the answer is very often 
encyclopaedic knowledge and maps. Although 
we all have some competence in using some 
geographical skills (otherwise we would not be 
able to survive), and although Geography plays 
a central role in our daily life, many people do 
not necessarily have easy access to its inner 
workings. This leads us to the central issue 
in describing Geography. Holloway, Rice and 
Valentine (2003) argues that the main reason for 
this could be that while other disciplines such as 
sociology or biology that have society and living 
things as their focus respectively, Geography does 
not have one central organising concept. Rather it 
has many. So learning Geography means learning 
many concepts. 

The study of Geography represents human 
endeavour to discover more about ourselves 
and the world around us. Such representation 
‘happens when we attempt to make our concepts 
of the world (both human and physical world) 
concrete’ (Raper, 2000). Thus, Geography 
education aims to help students to understand 
the world through the concepts within the 

discipline of Geography by representing them 
(making them concrete). And if students are able 
to explain articulately and usefully the concepts 
of Geography, then they are demonstrating a 
special cognitive skill usually brought about by an 
extensive consideration of Geography as an object 
of knowledge. However, a common challenge 
that is faced by many Geography teachers is that 
students do not adequately grasp the meaning of 
some geographic concepts and, in fact in some 
cases misconceive the concepts. Consequently, 
they cannot use the concepts in related contexts 
and real life situations skilfully. 

In this paper, we reflect upon the common 
challenge Geography educators face particularly 
with respect to misconceptions and alternative 
conceptions. We also raise awareness of 
Geography student teachers and teachers of the 
significance of concepts and, the nature and 
causes of misconceptions in Geography. 

Some Definitions
Many people regard concepts as words. However, 
words are symbols of concepts. For example, 
the word rain in English or yağmur in Turkish 
functions as a symbol of the real life phenomenon. 
In fact, the word rain is a symbol of the mental 
concept that we have of rain. A concept, based on 
what Atasoy (2004) suggests, could be defined by 
using a metaphor of spider net, which consists of 
cluster of propositions, episodes, images, mental 
and motor skills that are connected to each other. 
In more concrete terms when we think about the 
concepts that we teach, it could be considered 
as an object, process or event that has a number 
of common properties or features which enables 
us to classify and differentiate it from others (Cin 
& Ozcelik, 2002). Moreover, the concepts might 
have different natures. Alkis (2006) in reviewing 
seminal literature on concepts observes that there 
are a number of classifications: Scientific and 
everyday concepts (Vygotsky, 1962), abstract 
and concrete concepts (Gagne, 1966), technical-
vernacular concepts (Marsden, 1976), lower level-
higher level concepts (Graves, 1982) and simple-
complex concepts (Kaminske, 1997). 

Misconceptions in Geography
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In general, if a student perceives a concept 
during the teaching and learning process in a 
way different from that which is scientifically 
accepted, then this means s/he misconceives 
the concept. And such situation is called as 
misconception. However, in the literature, a 
variety of concepts are being used to define when 
students’ concepts and understandings differ 
from those of scientists; namely, misconception, 
preconception, misunderstanding, alternative 
conception, alternative framework, alternative 
theories, naïve understanding, spontaneous 
knowledge, preconceived notion, children science, 
untutored beliefs, intuitive notions, naive belief or 
non-scientific belief. As Dove (2002) points out 
the debate about which term is most appropriate 
remains unresolved. However, a distinction has to 
be made between three of these concepts that are 
most widely used. While misconception, as stated 
earlier, is error regarding a concept that is already 
taught, alternative conception is error that is 
constituted by the child themselves with her own 
interpretations. The concept of misunderstanding 
implies a wider meaning than misconception, as it 
is an error about both a concept and phenomenon 
itself.  

Why Worry About Misconceptions
Since Geography acts as a bridge between natural 
and social sciences, it borrows many concepts 
from both natural and social sciences as well as 
its own concepts (Yazici & Samanci, 2003). This 
means that there is a wide range of concepts to 
be taught through Geography education. However, 
not all concepts of Geography have a similar 
complexity. The more abstract, technical, higher 
level and complex concepts are more difficult 
to be taught and comprehended¹. Considering 
the example of rain again, when someone says 
the word rain, almost all people above a certain 
age would understand what is meant. This is 
because there are agreed conventions about 
the interpretation of the word rain, otherwise, 
without such conventions, communication would 
not be meaningful. However, when it comes 
to higher level concepts such as precipitation, 
sustainable development, space, and social 
justice, the relationship between a word and the 
entity (concept) that it symbolises is much more 
complex than for others. The meaning of such 
complex words may vary in different contexts 
making it more complex to teach and learn. 

Partly because of such difficulty, traditional 
education systems emphasise easy-to-memorise 
factual information in the teaching-learning 
process. They assess the learning to the extent 
that factual information related to, for example, 
rain, is recalled by students without checking 
to see what kind of mental understanding 
students have really constructed for the real 

life phenomenon of rain. In such learning 
environments, it is very likely that learning has 
taken place in a surface level of memorising some 
facts related to the term rain rather than having a 
conceptual understanding which leads students to 
grasp inner workings of precipitation process. 

Conceptual understanding is an important 
educational objective at all school levels 
particularly if we want to teach students principles 
and theories. The principle could be defined as 
a statement of relationships among two or more 
concepts (Klausmeier & Ripple, 1971). Similarly, 
generalisations and theories are built up of 
specified relationships among concepts (West, 
1971). Then, at the heart of the teaching-learning 
process lie concepts as they are building blocks 
(constructs) of principles and theories through 
which students make sense of the world around 
them. 

The socio-cultural context that students come 
from is also of importance because, as Leat 
(2000, p. 139) asserts, ‘most of what we learn is 
learned through the framework of what we already 
know’. Students learn things from books, films, 
parents, friends, tradition, and culture at large that 
they grow into so they come to the classroom 
with partial schemata (Bennett & Dunne, 2002). 
Bennett and Dunne (2002) provide, for example, 
an account of a top junior class that was asked 
‘what are the clouds made of?’ They report that 
there were many different answers to the question 
such as ‘made of smoke’ and ‘being made over 
sea’ so concluding that there was great variation 
in the schemas held by children which they use 
to make sense of everyday experiences. This is to 
say that children are not empty vessels to be filled 
as they most probably know something about the 
topic they are faced in the classroom from their 
previous experiences. Polard and Filler (1999, p. 
5) observe that ‘both the concepts to be learned 
and appropriate forms of cognition itself are 
embedded in the culture of a society’. 

Then, constructive learning theory states that 
knowledge is perceived as resulting from 
people’s personal experiences and as created 
by building on the person’s previous knowledge 
and experiences (Bruner, 1985; Claxton, 1990; 
Strommen & Lincoln, 1992; Vygotsky, 1991). 
‘Reality is made not found’ as Bruner (2002, p. 
13) notes citing from Nelson Goodman. If this 
is the case, then misconceptions and alternative 
conceptions will inevitably play a significant role 
in students’ further learning. If misconceptions 
and alternative conceptions are learned early 
on, a stable but incorrect view of the world may 
result. Students will then interpret subsequent 
knowledge in light of past experiences, episodes, 
and images. On the contrary, those students who 
master concepts will then more adequately be 
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able to construct knowledge and meaning for 
themselves so ‘better adapt to the world in which 
they find themselves and to help in the process of 
changing it as required’ (Bruner, 2002, p. 13). 

Then, the obvious question comes to mind: what 
is the job of the teacher in such context? A useful 
answer for this and the question asked in the title 
of this section is provided by Bennett and Dunne 
(2002, p. 31): 

The teacher’s job [here is] to find 
effective ways of modifying, extending 
or elaborating the children’s schemata. 
Indeed, we can define learning in these 
terms as the extension, modification or 
elaboration of existing cognitive schemas. 

Misconceptions in Geography: 
What the Literature Says
There has been a considerable body of research 
completed in science education related to 
concepts, conceptions and misconceptions 
particularly since the late 1970s. Writing in 
1993, Ozmen and Ayas noted that there had been 
an increasing interest to determine students’ 
alternative views about science concepts and 
scientific events. This interest has a large body 
of research published in the 2009 Journal of 
International Science Education where the 
theme of concepts and misconceptions was a 
special topic. There are far fewer studies with the 
similar focus in geographical journals. Moreover, 
Duit’s (2007) bibliography includes about 7700 
entries concerning alternative conceptions in 
science education. The reason why concepts and 
misconceptions started to be extensively studied 
approximately three decades ago is arguably 
related to the major movement of 1970s. 

The 1970s were years that in almost all 
disciplines a critique of behaviourist approaches 
to knowledge acquisition were developed 
including science and Geography. Behaviourist 
approaches have deterministic and consensual 
assumptions in terms of teaching and learning 
process so that knowledge acquisition is mainly 
considered resulting from positive and negative 
reinforcements. One of the most prominent 
critiques of behaviourist model of learning came 
from science educators and is known as the 
Alternative Conceptions Movement (Gilbert & 
Watts, 1983). This movement was ‘contextualist 
and (saw) all knowledge as being personally and 
socially constructed: reality may exist but all 
knowledge is made in context’ (Boulter & Gilbert, 
1995, p. 87). This notion, later increasingly 
termed as ‘constructivism’, then picked up pace 
and spread widely (Bouldter & Gilbert, 1995). In 
this respect, constructivist approaches in science 
education are usually considered to begin with 

Driver and Easley’s work in 1978 on children’s 
perceptions of particular concepts in science 
(Dove, 2002).

Counter attacks to constructivism has come later 
in 1980’s in science education, particularly based 
on the ongoing debate over the value of engaging 
students in laboratory-type activities in order 
to better advance students’ understanding of 
scientific knowledge (Erickson, 1994).  However, 
as argued by Bennett and  Dunne (2002), without 
taking existing cognitive frameworks of students 
into consideration, learning will most likely be 
impeded. This is because children are natural 
scientists (Worth, n.d.). They ask questions, 
observe and investigate things, reason and 
reach conclusions about the phenomena they 
could sense based on their experiences with 
environment and through shared language 
and social understanding (Brook, Driver & 
Johnson,1989; Worth, n.d.). 

Subsequently, ‘this has given rise to research 
into how these conceptions can form the basis 
of classroom work and to new materials for 
classroom use’ (Boulter & Gilbert, 1995, p. 88). 
For example, the Children’s Learning in Science 
Research Group, that was initiated in 1983 by 
Rosalind Driver, is one of the most prominent 
research groups that has carried out research on 
classroom activities in science education. The 
research on science concepts, conceptions and 
misconceptions has varied over time and could be 
roughly categorised as follows: descriptive studies 
that investigate how students conceive certain 
concepts such as nature of matter and shadows; 
analysis of variations of certain concepts such as 
gene and electricity in different sub-disciplines of 
biology, chemistry or physics and in textbooks; 
investigations on change in students’ concept 
understanding; action researches aiming a better 
practice for teachers in terms of teaching certain 
concepts. 

More particularly, students’ conceptions (and 
misconceptions) have been the subject of 
investigation in physics education in a variety 
of domains such as Newtonian mechanics, 
electricity, and geometrical optics (Eshach & 
Schwartz, 2006). Also, research on students’ 
understanding of chemistry concepts has revealed 
that students have many misconceptions. 
The concepts examined include equilibrium, 
phase changes, chemical reaction, gases, 
stoichiometry, atoms and molecules, acids and 
bases, and covalent bonding (Demircioglu, Ayas 
& Demircioglu, 2005). In addition, students’ 
understanding of heat and thermal phenomena 
has been the subject of considerable investigation 
in the science education literature (Greenbowe 
& Meltzer, 2003; Sozbilir, 2003). Likewise, 
Shepardson (2002) states that much research has 
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been conducted on children’s biological ideas in 
science. In the teaching of biology, several topics 
have been the central focus of attention over 
the past two decades; namely, photosynthesis, 
photosynthesis and respiration, respiration, and 
ecology (Lin & Hu, 2003).

Although the research on children’s ideas 
concerning geographical concepts was started 
with Piaget in 1929, relatively few studies have 
been carried out to determine geographical 
understanding and misconceptions. Platten 
(1995a) states that it is surprising that so 
little research has been undertaken into 
the development of children’s geographical 
understanding and the use of geographical 
language. Likewise, having stated that students 
develop alternative conceptions in physical and 
environmental Geography for a variety of reasons, 
Dove (2002) indicates that there is considerable 
potential to investigate alternative perceptions in 
human as well as physical Geography. Further, 
she particularly stresses that students’ ideas 
about many topics in physical Geography have 
yet to be researched. A similar remark is made 
by Lane in 2009 that in contrast to the literature 
in science, specific research investigating 
Geography teachers’ knowledge of students’ 
preconceptions and the use of this knowledge to 
inform the pedagogy is scarce (Lane, 2009). Little 
has changed since then in terms of the above 
identified need for misconceptions in Geography. 

Some of the milestones in terms of research 
on misconceptions in Geography are: McAulay 
(1966) focused on  to determining growth in 
conceptual understanding in relation to some 
natural phenomena such as mountain, forest, 
and location; Sheridan (1968) focused on 
finding out children’s awareness of physical 
geographical concepts; Milburn (1972) found out 
that although some geographical concepts were 
well understood by children, others caused great 
problems; Wiegand (1993) summarised research 
which focused on children’s definitions of words 
and feature recognition in photographs. Harwood 
and Jackson (1993) investigated children’s 
understanding of some vernacular physical 
landscape features. 

Platten (1995a) investigated the understanding by 
seven-year-old children of certain geographical 
concepts which teachers are required to teach 
by the English National Curriculum. The findings 
clearly indicate that children have considerable 
difficulty with some concepts and that even 
vernacular terms are often misunderstood. The 
study also revealed that most children were 
classified as having an inconsistent or restricted 
understanding of most of the concepts. Another 
study of Platten (1995b), after two years of 
implementation of the English national curriculum 

for Geography, found no significant differences. 
Furthermore, Kaminske (1997) investigated the 
effects of complexity of geographical concepts 
on students’ understanding in certain age 
groups. Barratt and Barratt (1998) researched 
students’ mapping misconceptions. May (1998), 
Cin (2004) and Mackintosh (2005) investigated 
children’s perceptions of a river. Also, Cin (1999) 
investigated the influence of direct experience of 
the physical environment on concept learning in 
physical Geography. A paper by Trend, Everett 
and Dove (2000) reported research into children’s 
understanding of mountainous landscapes and 
mountain genesis as revealed in their drawing 
and modelling representations and in subsequent 
interviews.

Henriques (2000) provided a synthesis of the 
existing research about children’s misconceptions 
relating to weather, climate and the atmosphere 
which does not depict a promising picture. 
Writing two years later Dove (2002) also found 
that alternative conceptions are common with 
the concepts of weather, climate, rainforests 
and deserts. Also, processes of weathering and 
erosion are commonly confused. Having stated of 
that ‘they span the gamut from the lithosphere to 
the hydrosphere and the atmosphere and include 
incorrect notions about location’, Nelson, Aron 
and Francek (1992) draw a conclusion that in 
the day-to-day teaching of physical Geography, 
a number of misconceptions seem to resurface 
again and again. In the same vein, Hannibal, 
Vasiliev & Lin (2002) assert that teaching young 
children basic concepts of Geography such as 
location, place, human-environment interaction, 
movement, and region is a great challenge. 
Similarly, Reinfried (2006) in investigating the 
concept of groundwater among undergraduate 
teacher education students in Geography 
concluded that teaching and learning by the 
mental model-building approach seems to help 
undergraduate students to improve and refine 
their mental models of the abstract concept of 
groundwater.

As seen from the literature, children develop 
misconceptions about many concepts of 
Geography which then requires teachers to 
provide learning experiences that help change 
students’ schemata. What teachers may do in this 
area is now discussed. 

Why Students Develop Misconceptions 
and What Should Be Done
Teachers need to explore why students have a 
particular understanding of key geographical 
concepts and where that understanding comes 
from. This information can provide a basis 
for challenging alternative conceptions and 
supporting students’ understanding (Dove, 2002). 
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Although a variety of reasons might cause 
misconceptions in students, we believe that they 
are centred on four interrelated issues. So a 
teacher who would like to avoid the development 
of misconceptions in students needs to consider 
carefully these four issues in her planning and 
practice.  

The first issue in terms of misconceptions 
seems to be related to the nature of Geography. 
Geography has a language of its own that every 
child starts learning even without noticing at very 
early ages (in fact when they start speaking) and 
that is consolidated through formal education 
(Karabag, 1998). That is to say that Geography 
and geographic concepts are very much related 
and connected with our daily lives. As a result, 
the culture has usually a significant impact on 
students’ understanding of Geography. Students 
do not come to Geography lessons as a tabula 
rasa but with prior knowledge and preconceptions 
related to their world. They all learn, for instance, 
something about rain, earthquakes, seasons etc. 
even before they start school from the culture 
(i.e. their family). A point forcefully made by 
Yasar, a Geography teacher, was ‘Turkish society 
tends to believe more in what they heard from 
their grandparents rather than what they are 
taught in school in terms of Geography’ (Ozturk, 
2005). Yasar further noted that the reason for this 
was that ‘we could not bring Geography down 
to the (level of) society’. By this he meant that 
Geography education has got nothing to do with 
people’s lives but a discipline which is carried out 
in ivory towers of academia. 

Then how a teacher could make use of such 
prior and ill-defined knowledge of students for 
a better understanding in Geography? In this 
respect, Lane (2009, p. 49) found out 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’. 
On this account, what students already think 
and understand is the starting place for the 
introduction of new concepts in Geography 
and from which conceptual understanding is 
developed. In this respect, a variety of methods 
to probe for misconceptions of students could 
be tried. Common research methods used to 
detect misconceptions in Geography include 
questionnaires, concept mapping, word 
associations, drawings and photographs. A 
very simple and widely used technique of brain 
storming would also suit well for such purpose. 
When the teacher is going to introduce a new 
concept, s/he could get students to do a brain 
storming on the concept and list all suggestions 
offered by the students on the board or flipchart. 

Depending on the time frame, the teacher may 
chose to classify suggestions made by the 
students and then may want to play devil’s 
advocate. The teacher here aims to create a 
conflict by drawing out the contradictions in 
students’ suggestions (Lochead & Mestre, 1988). 
When the students are persuaded that some of 
their ideas are wrong through the process of 
resolving the conflict, then the teacher should 
explain the misconceptions they hold providing 
a scientific basis for the concept. The main 
aim here is to create a cognitive dissonance in 
students by first exposing of misconceptions and 
then by providing clear and rational correction 
(Nelson, Aron & Francek, 1992). 

Another very important aspect that may result 
in misconceptions in Geographical education 
is related to the pedagogy used by teachers. In 
many cases in Geography lessons teachers are so 
busy with delivering the curriculum that they do 
not provide adequate opportunities for students 
to learn about the concepts through constructivist 
and active learning techniques. What we know 
today about how children learn tells us that 
effective learning takes place if we provide 
learning environments for students to build up 
new knowledge upon their existing knowledge and 
give them opportunities to link new knowledge 
with their previous knowledge actively (Ozturk, 
2006; Simsek, 2004). Furthermore, learning is 
more effective when theory is put into practice. 
Since knowledge is a result of people’s personal 
experiences, it is better learned through the 
interaction with the environment where possible. 
However, in some cases there is no link 
constituted between school and students’ lives, 
students think that what they learn in school 
stays in school, and they cannot easily use this 
knowledge outside the school. Students, then, 
tend to memorise the concept and cannot put it 
into practice so more comprehensive learning 
does not take place. Then what is learnt from the 
culture prevails. 

In this respect, simply relecturing or repeating a 
lesson on a misconceived concept would not help 
many students to correct their misunderstanding 
of the concept at hand. Since students actively 
construct knowledge by building upon previous 
experiences, teachers must help them dismantle 
their misconceptions by actively getting them 
engaged with the concepts (Lane, 2009).  On this 
account, students should be given opportunities 
to confront their misconceptions.  The teaching 
of argument, rather than learning by consensus, 
encourages students to confront their alternative 
ideas (Dove, 2002). In this respect, a widely 
advised method, cognitive conflict described by 
Liew and Treagust (1995) as predict-observation-
explain teaching sequence, could be used 
(Presscott and Mitchelmore, 2005).
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and meaningful learning (solution to the problem 
at hand). After all, ‘learning contributes to 
developing knowledge structures, in which items 
of knowledge are connected to make wholes that 
are more significant than the sum of the parts’ 
(Leat, 2000). 

The content provided by the textbooks is also 
something to be considered seriously because 
misconceptions are induced not only by culture 
and teachers but also textbooks. For example, 
Jae-hyun (2009) reports from the work carried 
out by the Academy of Korean Studies on 
descriptions of Korea in 1,147 textbooks from 58 
countries and found that more than half included 
erroneous information as illustrated below: 

A textbook in Chile calls Korea ‘an 
undernourished country’ and books in 
Paraguay call it ‘a colony of Portugal.’ 
Apparently ‘Korea uses Chinese’ according 
to an Argentine textbook, ‘former military 
personnel rule the country’ according to an 
Italian textbook, ‘it is a developing country’ 
according to an Iranian textbook and ‘it 
has no international cultural heritage’ 
according to a Mexican textbook.

There is a body of literature that particularly 
focuses on misconceptions in science textbooks 
(e.g. Gibson, 1996; Dancis, 2008; Sanger and 
Greenbowe, 1999).  Similarly, as Dove (2002) 
indicates, popular Geography text books can be 
a source of misinformation and geographical 
inaccuracies.  The danger concerning the 
misconceptions in textbooks is exacerbated 
when students and even teachers treat textbooks 
as the main (in some cases the only) source of 
knowledge. For example, in Turkey and arguably 
in many other countries, teachers tend to treat 
textbooks as curriculum. According to Ozturk 
(2005), the majority of Geography teachers who 
took part in the study kept giving reference to 
textbooks when they were asked questions about 
the Geography curriculum. 

Teachers may find it comforting to follow a 
textbook page by page because of various reasons 
(e.g. they may feel safe in terms of what they 
cover or they may be reluctant to do extra work 
of searching new resources etc.). However, this 
leads to a practice called textbook pedagogy 
which may result in dull learning. When textbooks 
are treated as the unique source of the knowledge, 
students’ understanding of the concepts 
(particularly ‘big concepts’) is limited. In order 
to show students other possibilities and give 
them extra as well as more complex information, 
other resources particularly real data which could 
easily be accessed electronically today, should be 
provided to students.  The content, photographs 

Here the teacher gets students to predict about 
the misconceived concept, then get them to 
observe the phenomena related to the concept 
(through such means of real world observations, 
physical models, experiments, map exercises 
and animations) and finally get them to explain 
what they have observed. A discussion on their 
previously held conceptions and their newly 
reached explanations would help them to give up 
their misconceptions. Basing on the findings of 
the literature review, Presscott and Mitchelmore 
(2005, p. 98) states that cognitive conflict is most 
successful when: 

•	 students are made acutely aware of their 
misconceptions

•	 discussion is a major element of the teaching/
learning process

•	 common misconceptions are discussed 
explicitly in the classroom

•	 teachers are aware of their own 
misconceptions as well as those of their 
students.

Therefore, up-to-date pedagogical knowledge 
is essential for teachers who are to challenge 
students’ misconceptions in Geography. At this 
point it should also be noted that recognition of 
misconceptions is important for the development 
of teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) 
because: 

PCK includes not only a knowledge of 
methods for representing and organising 
subject content to 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 (Shulman, 1986, cited in Lane, 
2009, pp. 40–41).

The third issue to be considered is the content 
of Geography teaching including the content 
of textbooks. Since the learning of Geography 
in many countries is still carried out on a 
relatively simple and factual basis that does not 
reflect the complexity of real world, children 
are not given enough opportunities to make 
connections with wider concepts, principles and 
theories. This may lead to a situation that some 
very important concepts that are needed for 
better understanding of today’s world may stay 
untouched in Geography classes that in turn may 
result in development of misconceptions about 
wider concepts, principles and theories. Studying 
issues in relation to big concepts and wider 
issues is important because making connections 
between issues means an organised, conceptual 
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and other images of textbooks should also be 
used selectively and critically. 

Finally, a problem arises with the definitions and 
conceptualisations of the concepts themselves. In 
some cases, geographical concepts are ill-defined 
or contested (Holloway, Rice & Valentine, 2003). 
This problem is exacerbated when teachers lack 
conceptual confidence in key concepts. The 
following activity may to encourage you reflect on 
this. 

Activity: Get Geography teachers around you to 
make a list of the most important geographic 
concepts which they think of. Then ask them to 
define those concepts. 

Probably they manage to jot down different 
concepts as the most important concepts of 
Geography. Ozturk (2005) found out that some 
Geography teachers’ understanding of Geography 
primarily consists of physical Geography while 
some others puts more emphasis on critical 
analysis of social phenomenon in Geography. 
There will also be differences in terms of 
definitions of those who list the same concepts. 
The meaning given to complex concepts such 
as space, place, social justice, and development 
will be affected by someone’s ideology, life 
experiences and how s/he sees scientific 
knowledge. Therefore, concepts also hold 
values. A geographer with a Marxist background 
will probably define space differently from a 
geographer coming from a positivist background. 
Similarly, a feminist geographer might understand 
social justice differently from a Marxist 
geographer. Then it could be asserted that there 
are different conceptualisations of Geography 
and its concepts. Having said this, Geography 
teachers should play an important role to improve 
their students’ criticality in terms of viewing and 
analysing those concepts from different angles 
and stand points. But to be able to achieve such 
practice Geography teachers should read with an 
open mind.

Conclusion
Students’ existing conceptions will affect their 
interpretation of the world and development of 
additional knowledge (Munson, 1994). In this 
respect, geographical misconceptions may be 
considered as a barrier to further learning. 

One major difficulty arises from the image 
held by the society, the students and even by 
some Geography teachers is that Geographical 
education should be based on factual and 
encyclopaedic knowledge. This view of Geography 
is certainly an incomplete one, for it leads 
students to not fully understand trends and issues 

of today’s world. However, such understanding 
of Geography may persist in children during 
their school years unless they are addressed by 
teachers. As stated by Dove (2000), exploring 
young peoples’ conceptions before topics are 
taught is valuable in revealing what students 
know and understand. The information gathered 
is useful in helping students to form meaningful 
links between new and existing knowledge. 
Examining ideas is also helpful in exposing 
misconceptions, which, if left uncorrected, may 
inhibit further learning. 

Then, an understanding of common student 
misconceptions is an important aspect of 
Geography teaching. In addition to employing 
constructivist and active learning approaches 
organised around big concepts and using rich 
resources, we should give some thought on 
how to deal with misconceptions students bring 
into the class or those that inevitably arise. In 
this respect, teachers should make a conscious 
effort to recognise misconceptions and in turn 
should help students to ‘recognise the anomalies 
between what their theories predict and what 
really happens’ (Mayer, 2003, p. 203). 

As discussed in this paper, strategies for helping 
students to overcome their misconceptions are 
based on research about how we learn. The key 
to success is creating a cognitive resonance 
in students and helping them to reconstruct 
correct frameworks for their new knowledge. If 
you decide to make the effort to help students 
overcome their misconceptions you might try the 
following methods (adapted from CSMEE, 1997):

•	 Anticipate the most common misconceptions 
about the material and be alert for others. 
Try to use a variety of methods to probe 
for misconceptions of your students. For 
example, common research methods used to 
detect misconceptions at physical Geography 
include questionnaires, concept mapping, 
word associations, drawings and photographs.

•	 Encourage students to test or confront their 
conceptual frameworks in discussion with 
other students and by thinking about the 
evidence and possible tests. As Dove (2002) 
stated the teaching of argument, rather than 
learning by consensus, encourages students 
to confront their alternative ideas.

•	 Think about how to address common 
misconceptions with field work, animations, 
demonstrations and lab work. Up-to-date 
geographical and pedagogical knowledge 
particularly PCK of Geography is essential 
for teachers who are to challenge students’ 
misconceptions.

•	 Use varied teaching resources including real 
data, photographs and images. 
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•	 Revisit common misconceptions as often as 
you can.

•	 Assess and reassess the validity of student 
concepts.

A final but very important note should also be 
made that teachers of Geography must give a 
thought on how to teach certain geographic 
concepts as they could be contested or ill-defined. 
The meanings we attach to certain concepts 
are constructions developed through particular 
contexts (for example, historical, cultural, 
ideological). Instead of delivering students some 
scientific truths about the human condition 
(social, political, and cultural), as Geography 
educators we have to encourage them to reflect 
upon the contested and constructed nature of 
geographic concepts and the spatial constitution 
of day-to-day life. As a result, Geography 
education should increase creativity and make 
learning more stimulating, resourceful, practical 
and critical for students. 

Future research on student conceptions 
(including) misconceptions of geographical 
phenomena in this area may include:
•	 a comparison of student conceptions and 

those of geographers on particular phenomena 
taught in school Geography;

•	 the relationship between student intellectual 
capacity and concept development (and 
student interest in Geography and their 
concept development);

•	 how to improve pedagogical content 
geographical knowledge and understanding 
of Geography teachers so that they can more 
adequately build geographical concepts 
in their students and identify and address 
misconceptions. 

Notes
¹ As Milburn (1972) and Platten (1995a) note, 
even a concept such as valley which is usually 
considered as a more concrete and vernacular 
concept, is not effectively understood by many 
children. 
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Abstract
Education, in the New Millennium, is about 
empowering our leaders of tomorrow – today! 
Social Sciences (SS) has much to offer in 
the learning process of our learners, as it is 
one learning area that is particularly suited 
for Outcomes Based Education (OBE). SS, 
and Geography in particular, lends itself to 
empowering young learners by protecting them 
from possible HIV infection in providing them 
with knowledge about the virus. Population 
Geography is a case in point – the processes 
whereby diseases are diffused across 
geographical boundaries over time (being the 
most notable), although the factors of age and 
sex structure, dependency ratios, and the broader 
socioeconomic impacts of the HIV/AIDS disaster 
are significant and will affect globalisation. HIV/
AIDS is thus not a discriminatory disease of 
choice and impacts people’s lives in every sphere 
–  be it social, economic, or even political, as 
governments all around the world struggle to deal 
with this pandemic.

Introduction
Here is a simple, yet effective simulation game 
that can be used to educate learners about the 

Geography of HIV/AIDS in South Africa. This 
simulation lends itself towards group work; 
cooperative learning, discovery learning, and 
is suitable for learners aged 15 to 18 (grade 10 
to 12). The game’s chief aim is to demonstrate 
the diffusion of HIV/AIDS across geographical 
areas, affected by the influence of risk, as learners 
assume a profile. Socioeconomic issues: migrant 
labor; poverty; vulnerability; cultural and gender 
bias; the role of women versus men in a rural 
setting; and myths/misconceptions around HIV/
AIDS which manifests itself in criminal acts such 
as rape; are explored in this learner-centered 
teaching approach where the teacher facilitates 
the lesson. The ingredients, roles and other 
paraphernalia you will require make it easy for the 
South African classroom (where resources and 
availability of materials are both still contentious 
issues). Essentially the game revolves around 
learners exchanging bodily fluids (vinegar 
or caustic soda), in clear plastic camera film 
cylinders, using medicine droppers or pipettes. 
The exchange represents the main forms of 
HIV/AIDS transmission: unprotected sexual 
intercourse; unscreened blood transfusions; 
perinatal infection from mother to unborn child; 
and shared intravenous needles amongst drug 
users.

The Geography of HIV/AIDS –
A South African Simulation Game
Clinton D. van der Merwe & Adrienne Rivera Aub
Wits School of Education, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa
Assumption Convent, Johannesburg, South Africa

You will need:

•	  Masking tape or rope.

•	  30 to 40 clear plastic camera film cylinders (depending on how many learners in the class).

•	  30 to 40 pipettes/medicine droppers.

•	  Bottle of white vinegar (supervision and caution needs to be exercised with use of chemicals).

•	  Bottle of distilled water.

•	  Tub of powdered/crystal drain cleaner (caustic soda).

•	  An indicator: Pink Litmus paper or Methyl Red.

•	  Cardboard for profile cards and an infection table for each learner.

 1
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Nuts & Bolts of the Simulation Game
1. The classroom becomes South Africa with 

regions or provinces delineated on the floor 
with masking tape or rope. Each area is 
occupied by groups of learners proportionate 
to population size. Assuming a class populace 
of 40 people (see the stats provided in the 
appendix) – the learners will get a sense of the 
spatial dimension of this disease when they 
get to cross borders for whatever reason.

2. Each learner receives a PROFILE CARD that 
sets up the risk factor (High; Medium; or 
Low) of them contracting HIV/AIDS. They also 
document exchanges on their own infection 
table.

3. All 15 profiles are briefly discussed in groups 
as each learner reads their profile out loud 
to the rest of their province. The teacher 
facilitates the discussion to establish issues of 
vulnerability.

4. Each learner receives a cylinder of 10ml (3 
pipettes full) of VINEGAR, two to five learners 
unknowingly receive the cylinder of 10ml (3 
pipettes full) of CAUSTIC SODA. All learners 
should be kept unaware of the distinction, 
as the solutions are both transparent (so 
that they look the same). Briefly explain that 
these containers represent the bodily fluids 
necessary for HIV/AIDS transmission. Also 
inform the class that 2 to 5 people are HIV 
positive whereas the rest of the class are HIV 
negative before you begin the exercise.

5. Depending on the learner’s profile, each 
learner crosses over a border (or remains 
stationary) to make one to four exchanges of 
bodily fluid (one if the person is a low risk; 
twice if a medium risk; and three to four times; 
if the person is a high risk). Each exchange 
could represent any of the 4 means of HIV 
transmission.

6. Allow 5 minutes for the groups to establish the 
level of risk from each profile as they discuss 
it together.

7. When everyone is ready, ask learners to 
spend some time walking around the room 
to make the exchanges (they extract about 
3ml of fluid, with their pipette (from their own 
cylinder and inserting the pipette into another) 
symbolising the exchange of bodily fluids). 
Remind learners to keep a record of which 
people they exchanged with on their infection 
table and to gently agitate their cylinder after 
each exchange.

8. After they have completed their exchanges, 
have them return to their province for the 
HIV test (based on the pH of the liquid) to be 
performed. The facilitator must either furnish 
each learner with a 0.5 centimetre piece of 
pink litmus paper or go around to put a few 
drops of METHYL RED into each cylinder for 
every learner. Explain that if either the litmus 
paper remains PINK or the liquid in their 
cylinder turns a pinkish to purple color with 
some Methyl Red added that they should be 

* All quantities are suggested to accommodate a class of 30 to 40 learners.
† This solution will be referred to as VINEGAR.
‡ This solution will be referred to as CAUSTIC SODA.

Instructions:

•	  Divide and label the classroom floor into the regions/ provinces of South Africa with masking 
tape or rope.

•	  Have prepared 30 to 40 clear camera film cylinders with a hole drilled in their lids (this helps 
overt spillage and allows pipettes’ entries for fluid* exchange).

•	  Make up a 15:1 diluted solution of ACETIC ACID† (vinegar).
250–300ml of distilled water with 20ml of vinegar in a beaker�

•	  Make up a solution of SODIUM HYDROXIDE‡  (caustic soda) using:
1 tablespoon of drain cleaner mixed with 50ml of distilled water in another beaker�

Note: this solution will WARM as you make it up.

•	  Prepare 25 learners’ cylinders with 10ml of vinegar.

•	  Prepare 2–5 learners’ cylinders with 10ml of the caustic soda (to represent HIV positive 
people). Both solutions appear transparent being indiscernible to the learners. 

•	  Copy the profile cards onto cardboard (samples on page 68).
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relieved as they have tested HIV negative. 
Whereas, the people whose litmus paper turns 
a BLUE or cylinder of liquid with some Methyl 
Red added goes a yellow to orange color, in 
fact are, HIV positive.

9. Ask those people who are HIV positive to 
remain standing so that you can point out 
the proportion of people infected with the 
life-threatening virus after everyone only 
exchanged bodily fluid one to four times. 
Learners can then graphically represent these 
findings per province in a table or pie chart. 

10. Regroup the learners in their seats for 
discussions about how everyone feels (those 
who are HIV negative and those who are HIV 
positive) as you consolidate the simulation.

11. Have each of the learners’ mind-map issues 
from the discussion and their findings of the 
experience and simulation in their workbooks.

12. Do supplementary exercises such as a 
population pyramid; growth rate graph; pie 
chart etc. This is done in order for learners’ 
to physically demonstrate their findings of 
the HIV/AIDS diffusion of this simulation. 
Refer to the appendix for statistics and helpful 
information.

Conclusion
This HIV/AIDS simulation of diffusion is loosely 
based on South Africa, as many of the issues are 

endemic to developing world countries in Africa, 
where HIV/AIDS infection is very significant. The 
use of chemicals and profile cards to demonstrate 
the nature and transmission, as well as the spatial 
dimension of HIV/AIDS, should prove interesting 
and engage the learners. This is an experience 
of learning about and of the issues surrounding 
this viral pandemic and incurable life-threatening 
disease, in the South African context. Above all, 
the learners will engage real statistics when they 
are using their graphical skills, to interpret and 
thereby analytically understand their findings from 
the simulation, which is a microcosm of their 
country.
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INFECTION TABLE

Your Profile: _____________________       Level of Risk: _____________________

Profile of person you’ve exchanged with. Level of risk involved.
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Mid-year population estimates by province, 2009

Province Population Estimate Percentage share of the 
total population

Proportion in a class of 
40 learners

Eastern Cape 6 648 600 13,5 5
Free State 2 902 400 5,9 2
Gauteng 10 531 300 21,4 9
KwaZulu-Natal 10 449 300 21,2 8
Limpopo 5 227 200 10,6 4
Mpumalanga 3 606 800 7,3 3,5
Northern Cape 1 147 600 2,3 1
North West 3 450 400 7,0 3
Western Cape 5 356 900 10,9 4,5
Total 49 320 500 100,0 40

Source: adapted from www.statssa.gov.za/publications/statsdownload.asp?PPN=P0302&SCH=4437

Source: www.aids.org.za/images/hiv3.jpg

National HIV and Syphilis Prevalence, South Africa 2007.

APPENDIX

 1



GEOGRAPHICAL EDUCATION    VOLUME 23, 201068

Profile Card 1

I am a 16-year-old girl who was raped last year.

Profile Card 2

I am a single male, aged 25 and have left my home 
province to work as a miner in Gauteng. I return home 

once a year.

Profile Card 3

I am a 23-year-old homosexual man. I lost my job 
because of my sexuality and turned to the streets as a 

male prostitute.

Profile Card 4

I am a single, 24-year-old, Hindu woman. I am still a 
virgin and intend staying one till I get married.

Profile Card 5
I am a 17-year-old who believes in being upright and 
moral. I had to have an emergency blood transfusion 

after a car accident.

Profile Cards

Profile Card 6

I am a body builder; my friends and I take 
supplements using the same intravenous syringe.

Profile Card 7

I am a 17-year-old guy. I really love this girl. I’m still a 
virgin (so is she) and we’re going to wait!

Profile Card 8

I am a 27-year-old Christian man, happily married 
with children. I believed in abstinence from sex before 
marriage.

Profile Card 9

I am a Heroine addict who has struggled to kick the 
habit for years.

Profile Card 10
I am a single mother supporting 3 kids. I am 
unemployed and cannot find a job. Sometimes I 
provide people with sex in exchange for money.

Profile Card 11
I am a 37-year-old lawyer, unhappily married and often 

I am away from home with work.

Profile Card 12
I am a teenage mother expecting a baby. My boyfriend 
had many sex partners before and has left me.

Profile Card 13
My boyfriend and I are both 15 and we always use a 
condom when having sex.

Profile Card 14
I am a 19-year-old guy; my boyfriend and I practise 
safe sex.

Profile Card 15
I am 17 years old, one night I got drunk and had 
sex with someone I met at this wild party. I can’t 
remember anything else…
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David’s lucid, well-balanced and informative book, discussing 
the complex interactions of human rights law with globalisation, 
is excellent value for money. With quotes based on the author’s 
personal experiences and interviews, the book draws on a 
range of cases and arguments to demonstrate how, in the wake 
of a global financial crisis, human rights responsibilities can be 
met while simultaneously promoting global economic growth. 

His facts, and the figures to explain how aid can better protect 
the human rights of the poor, were persuasive.

I highly recommend this book as a teacher resource or 
university textbook for anyone studying the human rights 
implications of globalisation.

Dr Susan Bliss
Director, Global Education, New South Wales

Book Reviews

Reviews Editor: Geoffrey Paterson

The book is organised into five chapters: economic 
globalisation and human rights; trade and human rights; aid 
and human rights; commerce and human rights; and civilising 
globalisation ahead.

Geographic concepts include globalisation, human rights, trade, 
aid, climate change, transnational corporations, fair trade, 
right to development, poverty, Millennium Development Goals, 
environment, and sustainable development.

Professor David Kinley analyses how human rights intersect 
with trade, aid, and commerce and the role of the global 
economy as an important civilising instrument. He notes that 
globalisation and human rights have the power to improve and 
enrich people and communities, however, differing institutions, 
practices, and goals lead to both detrimental clashes and 
beneficial synergies. 

David argues that the future challenge has these features: 
to match the power of transnational corporations with their 
responsibilities; to ensure trade organisations like the World 
Trade Organisation meet their aims to help the poor and protect 
the environment; to increase the levels of overseas aid; and to 
achieve the Millennium Development Goals by 2015.

David combines meticulous research with informed views to 
outline frameworks to ensure the global economy advances 
universal human rights. He also argues for equitable 
distribution of wealth and more effective management of the 
debilitating effects of global financial meltdowns. 

Finally, he argues a persuasive case for global economic 
actors to be responsible and respect people’s human rights, 
and discusses how these duties ought to be reconfigured and 
enforced if we want a civilising globalisation.

Civilising globalisation: 
Human rights and the 
global economy. 
By David Kinley. 
Port Melbourne: Cambridge 
University Press, 
2009, 256 pages, pbk., 
ISBN 9870521716246. 

www.cambridge.org

Climate change and 
variation: A primer for 
teachers, volume 1.
Edited by William A Dando. 
Washington DC: National 
Council for Geographic 
Education, 2007, 222 
pages, pbk., ISBN 
9781427628015.

Climate change and variation: 
Lesson plans, data sets, and activities 
volume 2.
By William A Dando, Mary Snow, Richard Snow, 
Melissa Martin & Kathleen Kozenski.
Washington DC: National Council for Geographic 
Education, 2007, 156 pages, ISBN 9780981832432.

www.ncge.org

Few topics currently receive as much attention as climate 
change. Yet as more blogs, articles, and books are written 
about the topic, the more difficult it becomes for the educator 
to sort out the relevant from the irrelevant; the sound from the 
unsound, Fortunately, Dr William A. Dando’s two-volume set, 
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This book is about the increasing effects of rapid climate 
change in Australia and globally. It is divided into two 
parts. The first part is 161 pages in length and contains 
twelve articles written by leading Australian academics, 
environmentalists and thinkers. They cover a broad range 
of topics including population growth, sustainable water 
management, agriculture and Australian cities. They 
describe the present situation and the changes that will 
be required in the future to cope with the ongoing climate 
change. There are also a number of articles on emissions 
trading schemes and the need for leadership, action and 
adaptation to climate change. 

The second part is shorter at 33 pages and has ten essays 
written by young writers, who were entrants in the Future 
Leaders Climate Writing Award. They offer a range of 
assessments, from hope to despair, on the current and 
potential impacts of climate change.

As a reference book on climate change, its outstanding 
feature is that it is written in a style that is easy to read and 
understand by people who are not experts on the subject. It 
explains issues and concepts in simple language, without a 
lot of jargon. The information on the topics in the first part 
is very informative and provides a good reference source 
for both teachers and senior students from Years 9 to 12. 

The essays in the second part are interesting and thought 
provoking and were written by students when they were 
in Years 11 and 12. As such, they would be interesting for 
other students to read and could be used by teachers to 
stimulate class or group discussions, or further research.

This book could be a valuable resource for teachers 
who need to teach about climate change and its current 
and future impacts on the topics that are covered in the 
articles. It could be a welcome addition to their personal 
professional library. 

One or more copies could also be a valuable acquisition 
in school libraries for senior students. Don’t be put off by 
the lack of illustrations that we would normally expect in a 
Geography text. The articles and essays are interesting and 
stimulating and a good read for those with an interest in 
climate change, which should be all of us. 

Wayne Sutton
Hobart College, Tasmania

Climate change on for 
young and old. 
Edited by Helen Sykes. 
Albert Park: Future Leaders,
2009, 197 pages, pbk., 
ISBN 9780980332032.

www.futureleaders.com.au

Climate change and variation, provides a welcome, refreshing, 
much-needed resource. 

Dr Dando’s long career in Geography education makes him 
more than qualified to write these volumes alone, but he went 
out of his way to consult with and work closely with some 
of the best scientists and educators to create what I believe 
become even more useful as this new decade rolls onward. 

He created these resources so that educators and students 
could gain some understanding of climate change through 
interesting and illustrated readings (Volume 1), but also have 
the opportunity to put understanding into practice via activities 
(Volume 2). 

In these volumes, he has created what can be considered 
a foundational text and activities on climate change, laden 
with excellent, relevant data and information about climatic 
processes and change, but yet is understandable, affordable, 
and up to date. The book can be used in Geography, 
environmental studies, Earth Science, and beyond, at the 
university and upper secondary levels, with some of the 
activities written for primary and lower secondary students. 

Topics include those about processes that govern weather 
and climate, climate types of the world, and causes of climate 
change, but Dr Dando also unflinchingly covers delicate topics 
such as socioeconomic impacts and human security. 

He does this in a way that invites critical thinking about issues, 
that is positive and motivating, and that can help ground 
students and educators, and even the public, in the foundations 
of why climate has always been critical to the success of every 
species to inhabit the Earth. 

Both volumes draw on local, regional, continental, and global 
examples and topics, past and present, and thus will be useful 
for teachers from Australia and beyond. Volume 2 invites 
students to investigate real data in map, chart, spreadsheet 
forms, in engaging, inquiry-driven ways, with great variety 
– from energy budgets to tree rings to watersheds. Volume 
1 in hard copy and Volume 2 as a digital PDF or a hard copy 
are both available from the National Council for Geographic 
Education.

What makes these volumes so useful for Geography 
classrooms and courses is that Dr Dando’s background as a 
Geography educator shines forth in everything he has created. 
One feels his own sense of urgency in teaching about these 
issues, not simply because they are a current hot topic, but 
because studying climate has always been fundamental to 
understanding our world. 

But even more importantly, these volumes can support the 
effort that Geography educators are engaged in that anchors 
climate and climate change education in Geography, a discipline 
which can serve students well as we grapple with perhaps the 
most complex and pressing issue of our century.

Dr Joseph Kerski
Environmental Systems Research Institute

Broomfield CO, United States of America
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The ideas for this reference book arose after 30 years 
living in Australian deserts plus experiences working with 
scientists studying global climate changes. 

In the past decade an alliance of aboriginal and non-
aboriginal pioneers in central Australia have explored 
what is known about living better in deserts and how this 
knowledge can be used to preserve these environments, 
their peoples, wealth and settlements for the future

The central premise is that as the world faces a growing 
scarcity of vital resources, desert knowledge may offer 
a road map to survival in the 21st Century, not only in 
Australia, but also in other areas of the world that are 
becoming drier.

This book is organised into ten chapters with eight pages of 
colour photographs providing vivid examples drawn from 
Australia’s desert life, outback people, animals, and plants. 
The first four chapters provide insights into how Australia’s 
desert environments work and how this affects people living 
there. The remaining chapters explore various aspects 
of the livelihoods, settlements, and governance of desert 
Australia that must be understood to manage these lands 
better and that have significance for the rest of the world.

This is a useful teacher reference resource for Victorian 
Certificate of Education Geography, by providing case 
study material for the topic of desertification as a global 
phenomenon in Year 12.

Jane Sharp
Kurnai College, Morwell, Victoria

Deserts: A very short 
introduction.
By Nick Middleton.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009, 133 pages, pbk., 
ISBN 9780199564309.

www.oup.com.au

Dry times: Blueprint for 
a red land. 
By Mark Stafford Smith & 
Julian Cribb. Collingwood: 
CSIRO Publishing, 
2009, 176 pages, pbk., 
ISBN 9780643095274.

www.publish.csiro.au

Global perspectives in the 
Geography curriculum: 
Reviewing the moral 
case for Geography.
By Alex Standish. London: 
Routledge, 
2008, 209 pages, pbk., 
ISBN 9780415475495.

www.routledge.com

This pocket-sized paperback reference book is divided into five 
chapters covering desert climates, desert landscapes, nature in 
deserts, desert peoples, and desert connections. 

It includes 21 black and white photographs to illustrate the 
qualities of different desert regions throughout the world. 
Factual details are given throughout each chapter and these 
serve to dispel the negative image of deserts as sterile, drought 
prone wastelands.

The emphasis of this book is on presenting the rich diversity, 
long history of human occupation and importance of the 
world’s desert regions.

It is easy to read and serves as an introduction to a deeper 
investigation of issues arising from the spread of desert 
regions.

Jane Sharp
Kurnai College, Morwell, Victoria

To tell the truth, I wasn’t quite sure what to expect from a book 
about the moral case for Geography. The title intrigued me and 
resonated well with my own beliefs about the importance of the 
discipline. Is there, indeed, a moral case for Geography? 

During my career in Geography education, I have encountered 
very few lukewarm geographers. Rather, it seems that almost 
everyone in this field is passionate not only about the content, 
but also that they believe that there is a moral obligation to 
teach Geography. 

Issues that have come to a head in the 21st Century public 
consciousness have served to confirm what geographers 
have held as core tenets for years – that teaching Geography 
should be a fundamental part of every person’s education. In 
addition, Geography teaching is fundamental to the long-term 
sustainability of the planet and the success of every species 
inhabiting it, including our own. Dire are the consequences 
socially, politically, and environmentally, when Geography is 
not taught, and hence, a moral obligation does indeed exist for 
teaching Geography and for the discipline itself, now more than 
ever.

The Geography curriculum has increasingly received the 
attention of these groups. While on the surface, the increased 
attention to issues central to Geography educators might be 
seen as a welcome change to which we say, It’s about time! But 
Standish states that many of the reforms from the mid-20th 
century onwards have served to set Geography adrift into a sea 
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Jessica Weir observes that, according to history books, the 
spiritual homelands of the Murray River peoples have given 
way to the priorities of agricultural production. In this book, she 
sets out to show how this way of thinking is false and how it 
disables our response to the devastation of the Murray-Darling 
Basin.

Chapter 1, Narratives and their relations, examines our modes 
of thinking. With modern thinking, concepts exist in opposition 
to each other forming binary pairs, such as economy and 
ecology. Such thinking has shaped our management of 
water resources, in which water is treated as a commodity. 
It contrasts with Indigenous peoples’ knowledge based on 
connections with country. Chapter 2 is an overview of Water 
management in the Murray-Darling Basin. Chapter 3 is about 
Connectivity, loss and resilience. 

While ecologists consider the connections between species 
and their environment, often humans are removed in a nature/
culture dualism. The author calls for an expanded connectivity 
that embraces the world full of life. The traditional owners from 
the Murray River speak of a connectivity that includes stories, 
feelings, and shared responsibilities.

In Chapter 4, Setting the negotiation table, the author observes 
that traditional owners bring the language of connectivity to 
their negotiations but governments use ‘the language and 
concepts of modern knowledge’. So there is a tendency to 
exclude full participation by Indigenous people. 

In response, the latter have had to adapt and to bridge across 
the thought patterns. The author argues for situated dialogue 
in which ‘each party can talk to each other cognisant of the 
assumptions they bring from their particular experiences’.

Chapter 5 is about the Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous 
Nations. This alliance set out to achieve a different mode 
of engagement between the people and the Government, 
moving from adversarial litigation to negotiation. This has led, 
for example, to effective participation in the Living Murray 
program.

A key issue discussed in Chapter 6, Deplete, destroy, depart? 
is that of cultural economy. This transcends the distinction 
between economy and ecology. It encompasses the themes of 
ecological restoration and repair. 

The book ends with a call for ecological dialogue to facilitate 
the creation of new knowledge about our relationships with the 
rivers and our responses to their destruction. The theoretical 
work developed in the book ‘encourages us to embrace 
our complex responses and … to bring our focus to our 
connections with the real world’, that is with all ecological life.

The book is well presented. It includes a number of fine 
pictures, some in colour, maps and a detailed index.

Dr Geoff Lacey
Carlton, Victoria

Murray River country: An 
ecological dialogue with 
traditional owners. 
By Jessica K Weir.
Canberra: Aboriginal Studies 
Press, 
2009, 175 pages, pbk., 
ISBN 9780855756789.

www.aiatsis.gov.au

of global citizenship education, which is waters that political 
storms have always blown upon fast and furious. 

As a result, Geography has frequently become global studies, 
which sounds like Geography, but in most cases serves to 
encourage self-reflection and personal engagement with issues 
rather than exploring the issue in its geographical and political 
setting. It presumes that major issues will not capture the 
imagination of students if they have no immediate relevance 
to students’ lives, which Standish claims underestimates the 
capacities of young people. And they actually run against the 
whole notion of a liberal education ‘in which individuals would 
be free to determine their own morality’. Furthermore, the 
manner in which these courses are taught and curriculum is 
laid out imposes a new Western perspective upon students and 
the rest of the world. 

This book made me reconsider my preconceived notions of the 
changes that Geography education is undergoing – and as a 
monograph, which are increasingly rare. It has implications far 
beyond Geography education to education and society itself. 
It is a book that should make us take notice of changes in our 
discipline and their consequences, to build awareness of where 
these changes come from, and to assess whether they are 
assaults or enhancements. 

Standish is certainly not advocating a return to Geography 
education of the 1800s, but that good Geography education 
leads students ‘into an existence beyond their own, giving 
them a truly geographical perspective on the world,’ rather than 
simply a mistaken notion that all the world revolves around 
them. 

Standish shows that he has thought deeply and critically about 
the teaching of Geography in the past and present, and its 
future viability as a discipline. Standish conducted extensive 
research in the evolution of Geography teaching, particularly 
in the US, England, and Wales, a review of which occupies 
the first third of the book. There is much in Standish’s book 
that space does not permit me to address, and no doubt 
not everyone will agree with Standish’s conclusions. But, I 
encourage debate about this topic, and I recommend the book 
highly to all who are concerned about the politicisation of not 
just Geography teaching, but that of any subject.

Dr Joseph Kerski
Environmental Systems Research Institute

Broomfield CO, United States of America
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Oxford Big Ideas has been produced to meet Geography Level 
6 of the Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) which 
covers Years 9 and 10. 

The book is divided into four parts which cover the Geospatial 
skills and Geographic knowledge and understanding 
dimensions of the VELS Geography curriculum for these year 
levels. 

Part One: skills and concepts is followed by Part Two: natural 
systems which covers tectonic hazards, bushfires, coasts 
and river landscapes. Part Three: human interactions with the 
natural environment includes pollution, pest species, climate 
change and desertification; and Part Four: development 
considers resource consumption, urbanisation and megacities, 
mining, tourism and agriculture.

Some of these topics are covered in considerable depth, 
while others devote a double-page spread to the issue. The 
text also addresses a number of the other VELS domains, 
namely Thinking Processes, Communication, Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT), Interpersonal Development, 
and Personal Learning. Sustainability and diversity are threads 
that weave their way throughout the text, with all sections of the 
text placed within the context of these overarching concepts.

The authors have clearly aimed to create a textbook that 
is engaging for Year 9 and 10 students and fosters deep 
understanding of the big ideas in Geography. The content 
of each topic is comprehensive and pitched appropriately to 
students of these year levels, and the suggested activities are 
varied and cover the range of abilities teachers can expect 
across these year levels. 

It is a beautifully produced and visually appealing text. It is rich 
in large, visual images, including the stunning cover image 
of Greenland, contains a number of annotated double-page 
artwork spreads, as well as an array of photographs, diagrams, 
aerial images, maps and graphs.

Many additional features will appeal to teachers. The text 
throughout the book is regularly punctuated by questions 
to scaffold the learning process and foster an inquiry-based 
approach, whilst what do you know about . . . questions provide 
an opportunity for students to reflect upon the content and 
consolidate learning. 

The introductory chapter covers many of the skills and 
concepts that underpin Level 6 Geography, including the spatial 
concepts. Other skills and concepts are also integrated within 
topics in subsequent chapters. 

Some ICT examples that have become fundamental to the 
teaching of Geography, including the use of Google Earth 
and geographic information systems, are briefly explained. 
There are also suggestions on fieldwork activities for some of 
the topics. Many chapters include case studies. The chapter 
on tectonic hazards, for example, contains case studies on 
earthquakes in Australia, China’s Sichuan Province, and 
Gujarat in India, the volcanic eruption of the Nevado del Ruiz in 
Colombia, and Australia’s tsunami warning system. 

The format of the text encourages students to make 
connections between ideas and to transfer knowledge and 
skills to new contexts. Each chapter concludes with a big ideas 
activity block, which categorises student activities under these 
different thinking processes: remember, understand, apply, 
analyse, create and evaluate. 

The book is accompanied by a CD-ROM which contains 
editable question blocks and search navigation tools. It is 
also supported by online material from the Oxford University 
Press website, including lesson plans, electronic whiteboard 
resources, suggested classroom activities, editable worksheets 
and solutions, and assessment rubrics, which are signposted 
within the book.

The format and approach of the Oxford Big Ideas series is 
clearly informed by current pedagogy on fostering deep 
understanding and student engagement. It has many features 
which will appeal to Geography students and their teachers. It 
is highly recommended, as the format, content and suggested 
activities have been carefully considered to provide a rigorous 
yet engaging textbook for students of Geography in Years 9 and 
10.

Suzy Puszka
The Mac.Robertson Girls’ High School, Victoria 
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Oxford big ideas 
Geography Level 6. 
By Mark Easton, Marianne 
Ward, John Ramsdale 
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pbk., ISBN 9780195566314.
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The teaching of Geography as a core subject in primary 
school in Australia is set to change when Geography 
is introduced from 2011 as part of the roll out of the 
Australian Curriculum. 

Teaching Primary Geography is written for beginning and 
inexperienced primary teachers who teach Geography as 
part of the national curriculum in the United Kingdom. 
The book is a substantial and informative introduction 
to the core aspects of primary Geography education, key 
concepts, geographical inquiry, fieldwork, planning, and 
teaching and assessment that would be most useful for 
Australian primary teachers facing new challenges in 
Geography education.
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The thesis of the book is that Geography in primary school 
should be based on children’s everyday geographies. All 
learners have geographical knowledge by virtue of living 
and interacting with people and a variety of landscapes 
(human and natural). The authors assert that the role of 
primary Geography is to harness children’s lived experience 
and build deeper and more wide-ranging conceptual 
understandings of their world. The authors hold that 
primary Geography experiences should be purposeful, 
meaningful, relevant, and enjoyable for students; as 
such, many useful teaching strategies and examples are 
described. 

Novice primary Geography teachers will value the 
discussion of the big ideas of key concepts in Geography 
including place, environmental impact and sustainability, 
space, scale, connectedness, physical and human 
processes, and cultural awareness and diversity (see Figure 
2.1). These concepts form building blocks in the discipline, 
bound by a pedagogy focused on geographical inquiry and 
skills. 

In addition, teachers may appreciate a more detailed 
statement about the nature of the discipline and the key 
differences between physical and human Geography which 
may underpin their own, more traditional, understandings 
of Geography. 

An outstanding feature of the book is the emphasis on 
different types of fieldwork (Chapter 7) as an integral 
and essential part of innovative Geographical education 
that builds on children’s everyday geographies, develops 
conceptual understanding and skills, and promotes 
memorable experiences. This chapter introduces the use 
of photographs, artefacts, maps, and new technologies to 
support geographical learning. 

The previous chapter on geographical inquiry is a detailed 
explanation of how to develop a geographical inquiry using 
the children’s own questions as a springboard, yet retaining 
a strong focus on the purpose of the inquiry. Teachers 
unfamiliar with planning primary Geography year programs, 
units and lessons would find the examples using key 
geographical questions very useful. 

The discussion of different approaches to formative and 
summative assessment in primary Geography, notably peer 
and self-assessment, delivers new insights into discipline-
specific assessment tasks for primary teachers. 

Finally, primary Geography teachers are encouraged (with 
practical examples) to research their own teaching practice 
in Geography to improve their teaching practice and impact 
on students. 

In the context of the forthcoming Australian Curriculum 
in Geography, I warmly recommend this text to teacher 
educators and primary teachers alike as an accessible, 
well-researched, and thought-provoking text on primary 
Geography education. 

Mallihai Tambyah
Queensland University of Technology, Kelvin Grove

The spatial turn: 
Interdisciplinary 
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Arias. 
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www.routledge.com

This edited volume is yet another contribution to the swelling 
publications on the spatial turn, by which human Geography 
‘has moved decisively from being an importer of ideas from 
other fields to an exporter, and geographers are increasingly 
being read by scholars in the humanities and social sciences’ 
(p. 1). The editors develop the argument that ‘Far from the 
traditional Cartesian notion of space as a set of physical 
places, contemporary thought throughout the social sciences 
and humanities reveals it as a variegated, complex, often 
bewildering series of different types of locations: physical, 
mythological, symbolic, imagined, linguistic, cartographic, 
perceptual, representational.’ (pp. 9–10).

Accordingly, of the eleven chapters only three are authored by 
geographers. Edward Soja, the high priest of postmodernism 
and the spatial turn in Geography, provides a fascinating, 
readable memoir on his personal journey within the discipline, 
as well as the ways in which his work has influenced urban 
planners, visual arts, archaeology, theology, law, and spatial 
justice. Warf develops the argument that spatiality increasingly 
must be conceived in terms of networks, not just surfaces. 
Cobarrubias and Pickles describe the new cartography by which 
‘The development of global resistance movements has been 
filled with an expansive spatial imaginary and vocabulary.’

Other chapters are authored by scholars in religion, history, 
literature, political science, anthropology, and Spanish. The 
output is mixed in quality, readability and relevance. Themes 
include: the variable transition to post-communist governance 
in the former Soviet bloc; the spatial turn in contemporary 
sociology; stories of sexuality in the modern city as revealed in 
novels, poems and television; eighteenth century cartography 
as a tool for Spanish imperial hegemony in Latin America; a 
sensitive ethnographic study of nature/culture exchange in the 
Colombian Sierra Nevada; space and landscape imaginaries in 
religious cosmologies; boosterist publications in eighteenth 
century Peru; and allegorical imagery in Bunuel’s 1934 film of 
material, spiritual and cultural poverty in a remote locality in 
Spain.

Much of the text is difficult to read unless well-versed in the 
terminology. The illustrations are very poor. The six cartograms 
of pivotal importance in understanding the output of the 
global resistance movement are all indecipherable even with 
a magnifying glass. For teachers interested in Geography’s 
emerging cross-disciplinary influences this is an interesting 
contribution, if used selectively.

Professor John Holmes
The University of Queensland, St Lucia
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Using Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS), you can add 
another dimension in exploring 
topics such as earth processes, 
climate change, water quality, 
ecosystems, population studies, 
human development patterns, or 
disease. By looking at the world 
in a different way with GIS, you’ll 
not only extend your students’ 
thinking, but also enhance their 
spatial literacy. 

Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS) represent features of the 
earth, such as buildings, cities, 
roads, rivers and states on a 
computer. GIS isn’t new, although 
many people haven’t heard about 
it. On any given day, millions of 
people around the world use GIS in 
many different ways. 

People use GIS to visualise, 
question, analyse and understand 
this data about the physical world 
and human activity. GIS allows 
this information to be visually 
displayed on a map, which 
provides an advantage over using 
spreadsheets or databases. Why? 
Because maps and spatial analysis 
can reveal patterns, identify 
problems and show connections 
that may not be apparent in 
tables or text.

Esri Australia’s national GIS in 
Schools program has been in 
action for ten years, and has 
helped over 600 schools to 
implement GIS. The program is 
dedicated to raising the awareness 
of GIS in schools across Australia, 
and supporting teachers to 
introduce GIS in their classrooms.
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new perspective 
for teaching 
Geography or 
Humanities? 

Putting 
knowledge          

into place®      

  1800 447 111  schools@esriaustralia.com.au
  twitter.com/esriaustralia    esriaustralia.com.au/blog

    esriaustralia.com.au/schools


