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AGTA’s First Fifty Years

Preface
It is hard to imagine that it is fifty years since 
the Australian Geography Teachers Association 
or AGTA was formed. The bringing together of 
the various geography teacher organisations 
from each state was a significant milestone in 
fostering the development of an association which 
represents geography teachers from across the 
country. 

AGTA aims to maintain a professional network 
which can inform education decision-making 
bodies at a national scale. In addition, it provides 
a vehicle for the promotion and circulation of the 
results of research into geography education. 
AGTA and its members also work to foster the 
teaching and learning of geography in Australian 
schools and enhance awareness of its applications 
in society.

Geography teachers are well known for their 
collegiality, their willingness to share resources 
and, above all, their passion for the subject. 
This supplement highlights the positive attitude 
of those involved across the years, despite 
some bureaucratic roadblocks. It takes us 
from the AGTA’s formation through the various 

approaches to the subject, including the SOSE 
era, to the evolution of the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography. 

The history of AGTA outlined here documents 
some of the many contributions made by key 
individuals across the years. As with its member 
organisations, AGTA is dependent on the goodwill 
and generosity of its Board members who 
have donated hours of their time. This has not 
only ensured the organisation has functioned 
smoothly but has enabled the development of 
significant curriculum resources which have 
not only benefitted AGTA financially, but have 
also enhanced teaching and learning across the 
country.

As this record of AGTA’s past fifty years 
demonstrates, the strength of AGTA lies not in 
any one individual but in the collective group. 
I am honoured to be the current Chair of AGTA 
but I pay tribute to all Board members, past and 
present, for their contribution to our organisation.

Thank you to Nick Hutchinson for editing this 
important documentation of AGTA’s first half 
century. I trust you will enjoy reading this 
account.

Trish Douglas
AGTA Chair
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Nick Hutchinson 
Editor, Geographical Education

In 1967, a referendum approved two amendments 
to the Australian Constitution relating to 
Indigenous Australians: Aboriginal Australians 
were to be included in census statistics and the 
Federal Parliament was to be permitted to legislate 
specifically for Indigenous Australians. 

In the same year, anti-Vietnam demonstrations 
erupted in state capital cities, Prime Minister 
Harold Holt was lost in the surf, John Newcombe 
won the men’s tennis singles at Wimbledon and 
Australia Square Tower, Australia’s first true 
skyscraper, was completed. Macquarie University, 
in New South Wales, saw the first intake of 
students, and La Trobe University in Victoria was 
officially opened, as was Melbourne’s La Mama 
Theatre. A United States Naval Communication 
Station was declared operational near Exmouth, 
Western Australia; the Tasmanian Hydro-
Electric Commission planned to construct a 
dam that subsequently flooded Lake Pedder; 
and the Simpson Desert Conservation Park was 
proclaimed in South Australia. 

Some things do not appear to change much. 
There were savage bushfires in Tasmania, floods 
in Queensland, and the All Blacks retained 
rugby union’s Bledisloe Cup. Barnaby Joyce, 
the politician, actor Nicole Kidman, Tina Arena, 
the singer and Australian Geography Teachers’ 
Association (AGTA), the new national association, 
were born. 

This supplement to Geographical Education, 2017 
contains an account of the first fifty years of the 
Australian Geography Teachers Association. It 
includes a description of its beginnings, a list of 
AGTA conferences, an interview regarding the 
early teaching career of AGTA’s first president, Dr 
Don Biddle, a table that presents geography texts 
produced in 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000 and 2010 

juxtaposed with selected world events that took 
place in each of those listed years. 

Each volume of Geographical Education is 
examined at the commencement of these 
selected decades focusing on changing theories, 
philosophies and methodologies, together with an 
attempt to capture something of the zeitgeist of 
each successive period through the observations 
of the many contributors to the journal. 

There are a further three vignettes of AGTA 
stalwarts included in the supplement: Dr Frances 
Slater, Emeritus Reader, University of London; 
Magdelaine Wong, former AGTA secretary and 
president; and Rob Berry, who has been closely 
involved with AGTA in numerous capacities over 
several decades. AGTA presidents are listed in 
a table and recollections provided by former 
presidents Barrie McElroy and Roger Smith; and 
from Kath Berg, formerly on the secretariat of the 
Royal Geographical Society of Queensland. 

Your editor would have most liked to have met 
and listened to the late David Shortle, who wrote 
intelligently and enthusiastically in the early 
years of AGTA about geographical education and 
who fought hard against the absorption of the 
discipline into social studies within the secondary 
curriculum. Similarly, your editor regrets not 
attending the 1986 AGTA conference to have 
learned, firsthand, how to teach Geography for 
a Better World. The proceedings of this most 
influential conference were published as a book 
(Fien & Gerber, 1988/1986), a handbook that had 
considerable impact on geographical education 
throughout Australia and elsewhere. Professor 
John Morgan spoke warmheartedly of this text in 
his keynote lecture, “The Australian Curriculum: 
Geography through the lens of geographical 
futures”, at the 2015 AGTA conference.

Introduction
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session on The Teaching of Geography 
in the Secondary School and by inviting 
the presidents of the Geography teachers’ 
associations in Queensland, New South 
Wales and Victoria to present papers on 
the position of geographical education in 
their state (Biddle, 1992, p. 38).

Teachers and teacher educators began to discuss 
the possibilities of closer liaison and cooperation 
in an endeavour to form a national geography 
teachers’ association. In 1966, an interstate 
planning committee was established with 
intentions to provide links between the geography 
teachers’ associations in the various states and 
possibly with teachers in New Zealand and Papua 
New Guinea. The committee was to prepare the 
inaugural meeting of the national geography 
teachers’ association in Melbourne. This inaugural 
meeting took place on Saturday, 10 June 1967 in 
the Redmond Barry Building at the University of 
Melbourne (1992, p. 39).

The first AGTA conference, organised by Geoff 
Conolly, was held over three days, 30, 31 August, 
1 September 1968, in a single lecture room at 
Sydney Teachers’ College. One hundred and 
ten participants, with the majority of interstate 
delegates billeted in houses of Sydney teachers 
(Francis, 1978, 129), listened to a variety of 
papers, watched films, riffled through books on 
display, undertook field studies on the port of 
Sydney and, of course, enjoyed a harbour cruise. 
The inaugural edition of Geographical Education 
contained most of the papers presented at this 
conference (Biddle, 1992, p. 42).

Geographical Education, volume 1, number 1, 
June 1969 contained:
The changing nature of geography in the 
secondary school by D. S. Biddle
Frontiers in human geography by T. W. Beed
Materials in geography by K. J. Collins
Pupil inquiry in geography lessons by B. Cox
The way ahead by G. H. Dury
Landscapes, terrain imagery and the geographical 
imagination by A. S. Fraser
Frontiers in regional geography by R. S. 
Mathieson

Lindsay Francis’ presidential report, 1977, told the 
story of the precise beginnings of AGTA.

In 1966 a small group of geographers and 
geography teachers, attending an ANZAAS 
[Australian and New Zealand Association 
for the Advancement of Science] 
Conference in Melbourne, discussed the 
possibility of forming some sort of national 
body to focus on geographical education. 
A number of states had active geography 
teacher associations and it was felt that a 
national forum was needed within which 
those interested in geographical education 
could exchange ideas and provide support 
for each other. Planning meetings during 
the latter part of the year and early in 
1967 led to the formation of the Australian 
Geography Teachers Association (Francis, 
1978, p. 127).

Don Biddle, foundation president of AGTA, 
traces the genesis of AGTA a little further back 
to the turbulent educational environment of 
the early 1960s when social studies was the 
preferred mode of delivery for the teaching of 
social sciences in secondary schools (Biddle, 
1992, p. 37). Biddle explained that, ‘A generalist 
approach to the biophysical sciences and social 
sciences was recommended in place of teaching 
the discipline’ (Biddle, 2006, p. 13), an approach 
that was similar to that practised in primary 
schools, rather than delivery through the separate 
disciplines of History, Geography and Economics 
(Biddle, 1992, p. 37). Biddle added that, “. . . 
secondary school programs were decided by 
bureaucratic committees and representation 
on syllabus committees was limited to certain 
categories of expertise with little or no input from 
teachers” (1992, p. 38). 

State-based geography teachers associations. 
history teachers associations, academic 
geographers and geographical societies agitated 
for change.

These concerns of geography teachers 
were brought to the attention of the 
organisers of the Geography Section 
at the 36th ANZAAS Congress held in 
Sydney from 20 to 24 August 1962. The 
organisers responded by including a 

Nick Hutchinson 

Beginnings: Battling bureaucrats, interstate 
cooperation and a Sydney Harbour cruise
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AGTA Conferences
2017 Melbourne Geography: for an Inter-Connected World

2015 Rotorua AGTA 2015 Conference, Rotorua, New Zealand

2013 Perth Geography’s New Frontier

2011 Adelaide Geography Going National

2008 Sunshine Coast1 Taking Geography Above and Beyond

2006 Launceston  Geography: Making Connections – Sharing Futures

2004 Hanoi2 Linking Educators, Learning Together

2002 Melbourne Geography for All

2000 Sydney Geography for a New Millennium

1998 No Conference 

1996 Perth Geography Teaching it Better

1994 Southport Land Care: People Care

1992 Adelaide Geography and Future Lifestyles

1990 Melbourne Contemporary Issues in Physical Geography

1988 Sydney Geography and Change: the Australian Experience

1986 Brisbane Teaching Geography for a Better World

1984 Hobart  Geography in Education for Relevance

1982 Melbourne Geography: Action in Society

1980 Adelaide Focus on the Teaching of Geography

1978 Canberra  As geography teachers we need to remember, above all that we are 
teachers of children first and geographers second

1976 Perth Fifth National Conference

1974 Brisbane Fourth National Conference

1972 Melbourne Third National Conference

1970 Adelaide Second National Conference

1968 Sydney First National Conference

1 Conducted in conjunction with the Spatial Technology in School Initiative of Education Queensland.

2 Joint partnership with Asia Education Foundation, AGTA and Asia 2000 Foundation in New Zealand.
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1940s – before and during World War II
Don enjoyed studying geography at school, and 
as a result obtained Second Class Honours in the 
Leaving Certificate at Parramatta High School. In 
1940 and 1941, Don trained as a primary school 
teacher at Sydney Teachers’ College. He taught for 
two years in small schools before serving with the 
Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF).

Don, called Snowy because of his blonde hair, 
had been part of the 76th RAAF Squadron. At 
one time, his job was to train twenty army men 
to land with the RAAF and guard Kitty Hawk 
fighter aircrafts at night, to avoid destruction 
from Japanese bombardments. During his 
military service, Don was sent to Labuan Island 
in Borneo for three weeks. Once the allied forces 
had secured Labuan Island from the Japanese, 
the airfield was repaired and expanded for RAAF 
units.

1945 – returning home
After World War II, Don arrived in Sydney on 
30 June 1945. He was required to immediately 
report to the Director-General of the New South 
Wales Department of Education. Don discovered 
he had been appointed to Collingullie Public 
School to commence teaching in July. The service 
had assigned him three months leave while the 
Department of Education had only granted him 
three weeks leave. Extremely annoyed with the 
Department of Education’s inconsiderate orders, 
Don travelled to Wagga Wagga by train and then 
to Collingullie via a truck that carried farmers’ 
deliveries and mail.

Collingullie – one teacher school
When Don arrived at Collingullie, he was dressed 
in khaki clothes and held a small kit bag. His 
mental state was fragile, he was extremely thin, 
his skin and eyes were yellow from malaria, but 
he was physically fit.

The welcoming committee at Collingullie 
consisted of the President of the school 
committee and the Secretary of the school (Mrs 
Cameron), who alleged he resembled a Japanese 
prisoner of war rather than a teacher. The 

Secretary did not speak to Don and stated loudly 
this is not good enough, I will ring the Director-
General of Education immediately and have him 
replaced. Despite the Secretary’s objections, 
Don began teaching the following Monday, with 
the assistance of the President of the school 
committee. In response to the Secretary’s 
complaints concerning Don, Mr Hosking the 
school inspector, visited him two to three times 
a week, for about six months. The inspector 
continually inquired about his health and always 
asked the same question – got any diseases?

While at Collingullie, Don taught all primary 
school subjects. Each morning from 9am to 
11am, Don filled four to five blackboards with 
work for the children to complete during the day. 
The work was divided into sections, aimed to 
cater for diverse ages and abilities. Sometimes, 
Mrs Bennet would pop into the class to organise 
the day’s work. Eventually, Don courteously 
articulated to her Pardon me – I am the teacher 
here now. Thank you but I can take over.

The President asked Don to speak to the School 
Teachers’ Committee on resources he required to 
enable him to teach their children more effectively. 
During the meeting, the Secretary announced 
loudly that it was a lot of rubbish as previous 
teachers had not requested them. Don said I 
looked at her for a while and said – Mrs Cameron 
if I can tell you how to manage your sheep and 
wheat farm then you can tell me how to teach 
In response, she slammed her books down and 
stormed out of the room. The President politely 
requested Don to continue with his presentation. 
At the completion of the meeting, Don received 
positive responses with questions and thanks.

Don, who has always been exceptionally polite, 
apologised to the Secretary’s husband who was 
attending the meeting. In reply, he said you are 
the first man to tell my wife off when she knows 
nothing about a topic. Thank you it will be good 
for her. Let’s go for a beer. They became good 
friends.

With minimal warning, the Director-General of 
Education appeared at the school. Over lunch, 
the Director-General drank a few beers. He 
then returned to the classroom and recited the 

Donald Sydney Biddle, AM, BA, M.Ed, 
PhD, FRGS, FACE

Susan Bliss
Interview with Dr Don Biddle 4 February 2017
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poem, The Man from the Snowy River by Banjo 
Paterson. Obviously feeling the effects of the 
beers, the Director-General unexpectedly placed 
his hands on his forehead and went to sleep. Don 
alarmed by this act and confused about what to 
do, gently placed his knee beside him to wake 
him up. Once woken the Director-General finished 
reciting the poem, as if nothing had transpired.

In 1945, Collingullie held its annual gymkhana 
and sports event. A local woman, who had 
won the 100 yards race for the past five years, 
pocketed the winner’s money with no appreciation 
and acknowledgement. The community was 
stunned when Eileen, Don’s wife, won the race 
and donated her winnings to the school to 
subsidise school resources. The community was 
unaware that Eileen was an exceptional runner 
and had been a member of the Athletics Women’s 
Association in Sydney.

Inspector and university
In 1946, Don’s wages increased and it became 
common practice to procure insurance. One 
morning there was a knock on the classroom 
door, when Don was industriously preparing the 
day’s work. Don, irritated by the interruption, 
answered the knock and uttered to himself, not 
another bloody insurance agent. Instead, the 
gentleman announced I am your new inspector. 
The inspector sat at the back of Don’s class for a 
month and observed his lessons. He eventually 
declared to Don you are wasting your time here 
and transferred him to Sydney to complete a 
university degree. The government at the time 
was offering university scholarships to ex-
servicemen.

Don acknowledged that the inspector had an 
immense influence on his future education. The 
inspector suggested you do not go for a pass but 
an honours degree . . . pick the subjects you like 
best. Over the four years, Don studied diverse 
subjects including mathematics, science, history 
and geography. In 1950, Don graduated with first 
class honours in geography at the University of 
Sydney

While at university, Don rented a place at 
Liverpool and worked during the holidays to earn 
extra money.

Griffith High School
After completing his university degree, Don was 
appointed to Griffith High School for four years. 
He taught all subjects.

From the 1930s, an influx of Italian migrants 
from Calabria settled in Griffith. Most became 
fruit and vegetable farmers but in the 1950s, 
when Don was teaching at the high school, some 

were supplementing their income by growing 
marijuana. As the demand for drugs soared, the 
small farms turned into large-scale plantations 
and the mafia escalated in power.

Gossip thrived in the country community when a 
policeman arrived at the school and escorted Don 
from the premises. Don became a mafia suspect 
and murmurs flourished such as it is a drug bust! 
Instead, the big burly policeman accompanied 
Don to the hospital where his wife had just 
delivered a baby.

During one geography lesson on tropical 
rainforests a young boy said my Dad said you 
never talk about the latrine plant. Don replied it 
was not a plant but a hole in the ground for a 
toilet in the jungle.

Don coached athletics at the school. In the group 
was an outstanding Aboriginal girl runner who 
would deliberately slacken her speed until all 
runners had overtaken her. Don using psychology 
offered her a chocolate if she won the next race. 
From then on, the young girl would win every 
competition she participated in and receive a 
chocolate from Don.

By this time, Don had acquired exceptional 
teaching skills. He had developed effective lesson 
plans and teaching programs, aimed to advance 
students’ interests and outcomes.

North Sydney Boys’ High School
Don was appointed Geography Master at the 
selective North Sydney Boys’ High School. He 
originally experienced a few discipline problems 
as these bright young students assumed he 
was a student teacher, and misbehaviour was 
one of their crucial strategies. Don resolved the 
discipline problem by commencing the lesson 
at 3.30pm after school. As his bus did not arrive 
until 5pm he was unperturbed. After a week, 
discipline triumphed! Don had succeeded.

At the school, students who failed Latin in First 
Year (now Year 7) were forced to study geography 
in Second Year (now Year 8). Consequently, 
students had established a negative attitude 
towards the subject. Eventually, Don’s inspiring 
teaching changed their views and motivated 
future geographers in the classroom. His mantra 
to students was Geography is a living subject and 
not a dead subject like Latin.

North Sydney Boys’ High School was a 
Demonstration School for Sydney Teachers’ 
College students and overseas teachers. An 
Indonesian teacher stated your students respond 
so well to your lessons – not like in Indonesia.’ 
Interestingly, Don had a few tricks up his sleeve 
– put your left hand up if you do not know the 
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answer, and the right hand up if you know the 
answer.

Don skilfully ensured effective classroom 
responses to his lessons by engaging students 
to research the topic before the demonstration 
lesson. On one occasion five students, who 
were delivering a lesson on Java to Indonesian 
teachers, visited the Mitchell Library to research 
questions and answers on the topic. Remember 
there was no Internet or Google in those days! 

Don’s superb lessons, impressed the inspector 
who promoted him as Head of Department to Glen 
Innes High School.

Sydney Teachers’ College

Academic success continued and in 1958 Don 
was seconded to Sydney Teachers’ College as a 
Lecturer in Geography. He was swiftly promoted 
to senior lecturer in 1963, and then appointed as 
Head of Department in 1966. From 1969 until his 

promotion to Vice-Principal of Sydney Teachers’ 
College in 1976, Don was Assistant Principal, 
Deputy Principal, and in 1975 and 1976, Head 
of the Division of Post-Graduate Diplomas and 
Degrees.

From 1971 to 1972 at the age of 46 years, Don 
received a scholarship to complete a PhD at 
the University of London. Over the years, Don 
received numerous academic and Australian 
awards and his contribution to geography, and 
his involvement with geographical education is 
prolific. 

As a young student, Don lectured to me in 
geography at the University of Sydney. During 
this period, I learnt to love geography and 
admire Don’s professionalism, expertise and 
understanding. 

At present Don and his wife Eileen, live at Collaroy 
Plateau overlooking the picturesque ocean 
landscape – a geographer’s dream.
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The contents of the journal, Geographical 
Education are examined at the beginning of each 
decade as a means of discovering continuities and 
circularities that exist in the wider field of school 
education, societal transformations, changes 
in philosophical stances within the discipline, 
and changes in teaching methodologies. The 
necessity for strong disciplinary foundations, 
and the implicit threats to geographical education 
imposed by the introduction of social studies, led 
to the formation of AGTA. Similarly, the imposition 

of the high school teaching framework, Studies 
of Society and its Environment eventually led to 
the development of the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography. The contents of the journals provide a 
record of travels over some bumpy roads but they 
do also represent a spirit of optimism, dedication 
to trying out new ways of teaching geography, and 
attempts to keep in touch with the bewildering 
changes that have taken place in university 
geographies.

Geographical education over the course of 
fifty years

Year Bookshelf The world beyond

1970 Berry, B. & Horton, F. (Eds.). (1970). 
Geographic perspectives on urban 
systems. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall.

Taylor, G. (1970). Sydneyside scenery. 
Sydney: Angus & Robertson. First 
published in 1958.

• Earth Day, April 22: the birth of the conservation 
movement

• Bangladesh floods and famine
• Kent State University massacre, Ohio, USA
• President Nixon authorises invasion of 

Cambodia
• Aswan High Dam opens in Egypt
• A portion of the West Gate Bridge collapses in 

Melbourne

1980 Morgan, D. (1980). Merchants of grain. 
Ringwood: Penguin Books.

Smith, N. & O’Keefe, P. (1980). Marx and 
the concept of nature. Antipode. 12(2), 
30–39.

• Ronald Reagan elected as US President
• Solidarity formed in Poland
• Iran–Iraq war starts
• Mount St Helens erupts, Washington State, USA
• Nine-week-old Azaria Chamberlain disappears 

at Uluru

1990 Haggett, P. (1990). The geographer’s art. 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Turner II, B. et al. (Eds). (1990). The 
Earth as transformed by human action: 
Global and regional changes in the 
biosphere over the past 300 years. 
Oakleigh: Cambridge University Press.

• German reunification
• Iraq invades Kuwait
• Nelson Mandela released in South Africa
• Resignations of Margaret Thatcher, UK, and Lee 

Kuan Yew, Singapore
• The first McDonald’s opens in Moscow
• Fraser Island forests protected by agreement 

between conservationists and timber industry

Nick Hutchinson 
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2000 Connell, J. (2000). (Ed.). Sydney: 
the emergence of a world city. South 
Melbourne: Oxford University Press.

Crang, M. & Thrift, N. (Eds.). (2000). 
Thinking space. London: Routledge.

• International Year for Culture of Peace 
• Worst flooding in Mozambique for fifty years
• The Øresund Bridge between Denmark and 

Sweden opens
• The final reactor at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power 

Plant closed
• 250,000 people walk the Harbour Bridge to 

support reconciliation with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people

2010 Anderson, J. (2010). Understanding 
cultural geography: Places and traces. 
Abingdon: Routledge.

Nolan, N. (2010). The ins and outs of 
skateboarding and transgression in public 
space in Newcastle, Australia. Australian 
Geographer. 34(3), 311–327.

• Devastating earthquake, Haiti, death toll 
316,000

• Mt Eyjafjallajökull eruption, Iceland, disrupts air 
traffic

• Deepwater Horizon drilling rig explosion off 
Louisiana coast

• Indus basin inundated, 20% Pakistan 
underwater

• Red Shirts try to unseat the government, 
Bangkok

• Guide to the Murray-Darling Basin Plan, 4000GL 
to be released to the river
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1970: Concepts: the whole cornerstone of 
teaching the subject

Geographical Education, No 2, June 1970 
contained:

Piaget’s and Bruner’s theories and learning 
in geography by Frances Slater
Developing geographical concepts in the 
local area by Lindsay Francis
Geographical education and the 
environmental crisis by David Shortle
An approach to agricultural geography by 
John Rutherford
Changing geomorphology and the teaching 
of geography by Tony Milne
An audio-visual innovation in teaching 
Geography by C.S. Woods and P.H. 
Northcott
Some aspects of assessment in school 
geography by Brian Spicer
University examining in geography by 
George Dury
Case studies by Australian authors by 
Kevin Blachford

Dr Frances Slater, then an officer in the 
Department of External Affairs in Wellington, New 
Zealand, published some of the findings from 
her PhD dissertation ‘An inquiry into the kind of 
Geography being learned in Grades 3–12’, written 
at the University of Iowa. The theoretical basis 
for her investigations relate Piaget’s observations 
that as students mature they become increasingly 
able to consider facts and ideas abstractly, and 
by Bruner’s hypothesis that those teachers who 
adopt discovery-learning techniques will enable 
the learner to cope with the problem of transfer 
much more efficiently and effectively (Slater, 
1970, p. 88). This paper reflected the changes 
that were taking place in Australian Geography 
curricula, which were mindful of Bruner’s 
emphasis on the identification of underlying 
principles that gave the discipline a structure. The 
importance of concept learning was reinforced by 
studies developed by other learning theorists such 
as Piaget, Ausubel and Gagné (Biddle, 1976, p. 
403).

Lindsay Francis, then lecturer in Geography at 
the Adelaide College of Advanced Education, 
was also conscious of Bruner’s hypotheses and 

the importance of geographical concepts in 
structuring learning. Murray McCaskill, whose 
work on geographical concepts (1973, pp. 85–
88), that became so pivotal to school geography 
courses in Victorian schools, was a member of the 
committee that drew up a new course for senior 
South Australian geography classes. The Year 9 
geography course used the landscapes paradigm 
organised around four concepts: location, man-
land relationships, areal change and region. The 
concepts became the ‘whole cornerstone of 
teaching the subject, rather than being peripheral 
and incidental to the acquisition of a body of facts’ 
(Francis, 1973, p. 92). Francis’ task in his 1970 
paper was to show how these concepts could be 
developed in teaching about the local area.

David Shortle, similarly, started his article by 
identifying some concepts that geography uses. 
These concepts include location, distribution, 
interaction, association, scale, diffusion, change 
through time, physical systems and human 
organisational systems – incorporated in a 
spatial context ‘which confers a framework of 
possible relationships between the concepts’ 
(Shortle, 1973, p. 51). He sought to examine 
environmental ethics within this spatial framework 
using distinctive geographical techniques such 
as those used in graphicacy or, more specifically, 
expressed as mappable problems, together with 
distinctive geographic modes of inquiry. Shortle 
saw that geographical education ought to enable 
students to understand ways in which people have 
changed their spatial environment but, perhaps 
more importantly, to develop their awareness of 
the need to maintain and improve the quality of 
that environment (1973, p. 52). 

Davey (1995, p. 41) teased out this notion of the 
spatial environment to include the interactions 
(pathways, flows, linkages) between the natural, 
social and built components of the environment. 
Shortle recognised that an environmental crisis 
had arisen in the 1970s – a crisis that was global 
in scale, rapidly escalating and one that varies 
from place to place. He maintained that ‘It is the 
distinctive task of the geographer to examine the 
spatial components, linkages and relationships of 
the environmental crisis’ (1973, p. 63). Further, he 
sought a geography that was student-centred and 

Nick Hutchinson 
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society-centred – a geography that must replace 
‘academic’ geography in schools (p. 67).

Dr John Rutherford, then Associate Professor of 
Geography at the University of Sydney, examined 
Shortle’s reference to human organisational 
systems in relation to agricultural systems. The 
smallest unit is the farm regarded here as an open 
ecosystem with many components including 
the farm family, crops, and livestock acting as 
biological factories which convert inputs into 
economically valuable outputs (Rutherford, 1973, 
p. 153). The single farm is then nested into the 
local region, state and international centres (p. 
156) to be subsumed by an international trade 
system (p. 158). 

In the 1970s, high school geography embraced 
the systems model in the junior years in South 
Australia (Francis, 1976, p. 507) and the senior 
years in New South Wales (Saxby, 1976, pp. 
511-521). Biddle (1976, p. 406) developed an 
organising framework for secondary school 
geography under the rubric ‘environmental 
systems in a spatial context’.

Tony Milne, then Lecturer in Geography at 
the Sydney Teachers’ College, explained that 
geomorphology, as a science, had to be open to 
change and innovation and to be able to reject, 
modify, and supplement earlier approaches and 
methods. Changes in geomorphology included 
meandering streams that responded to changes 
in channel efficiency, steeper water profiles and 
uniform energy loss per unit of distance (Milne, 
1970, p. 139) rather than the perception of 
meandering being a function of old age in the 
downstream reaches of a river. More fundamental 
was the conceptual change to the framework of 
geomorphology: moving away from a Davisian 
cycle of youth, maturity and old age towards more 
detailed knowledge of process. Milne was alluding 
to the New Geography, which emanated from the 
United Kingdom (Chorley, 1965, pp 21–38, 147–
163) with its emphasis on quantitative techniques, 
United States scholarship (Leopold & Langbein, 
1966, pp. 60–70) and Australian expertise (Dury, 
1968, pp. 39–52). Physical geography was then, 

and is very largely now, attached to positivism 
where phenomena are carefully observed, 
accurately recorded and classified following an 
adherence to scientific method (Williams, 1996, 
pp. 6–11).

Brian Spicer, then Lecturer in Education 
(Geography) at Monash University, traced a 
decade of change in school geography in Victoria. 
He found that, in many schools, the objectives 
and basic geographical concepts had been ill-
defined (Spicer, 1973, p. 392). By 1967, there had 
been some agreement about the main purpose of 
geographical education at the secondary school 
level: ‘to study the relationships between man’s 
[sic] cultural attributes, society and economy and 
the elements of his [sic] environment – physical 
and biotic’ (p. 402). In so doing, students should 
be able to form generalisations through the 
interpretation of data within the framework of 
the following geographical concepts: location, 
distance, distribution, association, interaction, 
movement and regionalisation (p. 402). Spicer 
demonstrated that Matriculation examination 
[Year 12] questions had become cognisant of the 
efforts of teachers versed in ‘modern geographical 
thought’ where students had successfully 
internalised geographic concepts. 

Throughout the 1970s when Victorian schools 
were given complete freedom to design their 
 own courses and assessment practices for  
Years 7-11. The highly acclaimed Secondary 
Geographical Education Project, (Geography 
Teachers’ Association of Victoria, 1977) provided 
a series of inquiry units framed by geographical 
questions.These key questions were closely 
aligned to the geographical concepts but they 
also were open to inquiry skills largely inspired 
by knowledge of the American High School 
Geography Project (HGSP) (Association of 
American Geographers, 1967, Cox, 1969, pp. 
39–44, Knight, 1973, pp. 432–440). The HGSP 
concentrated on the structure of the discipline but 
it also allowed students to experience the thrill of 
discovering an idea by asking the right questions 
(Cox, 1973, p. 210).
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Focus on Frances Slater
 

Dr Frances Slater has written papers for, or been 
on the editorial panel of, Geographical Education 
from 1970 to 2000.

I was born in New Zealand in 1940 and started 
school as the Second World War ended. I write 
this in January 1993 when wars are still with 
us, and a little peace for some. I believe my 
academic pursuit of geography, always in severe 
competition with English literature and history, 
stemmed from holidays at an early age on my 
aunt’s farm. I gave names for example, to all 
the little islands and promontories along the 
stream, which bounded part of the farm. An aerial 
photograph of the farm still hangs in the home 
of one of my sisters. Each one of its paddocks, 
gorse hedges, wire fences, the idiosyncrasies of 
its gates and the pattern of its sheep tracks was 
well known to me. A sense of space out there on 
the farm always went with a sense of excitement, 
freedom and adventure. On a mixed farm too, 
one easily appreciates that land use varies and 
changes. So perhaps the essence of my personal 
definition of geography: How is the world 
arranged? And why?

My childhood and teenage experiences were 
many: as feeder of kittens; cowherd; egg collector; 
separator washer; truck driver; haymaker; 
shearing shed hand. I recall too, early and frosty 
morning sledge rides driving Punch, an old 
draft horse, out to the lambing paddock; walks 
to collect the mail at the farm gate; playing in 

the orchard; furnishing the cave; listening to the 
“Morepork” of owls as I read Dickens, secretly, 
by the light of a torch; watching the willows green 
each spring; finding a way over a flooding stream; 
holding a field mouse; playing in the barn; making 
small watermills for the stream; and sewing up 
bags of rich, golden, clover seed on the header 
harvester. Work and play were one. All contributed 
much to my emotional and psychological 
development. I believe my love for that farm led 
me to see as opportunity, the possibility of writing 
a thesis on the agricultural Geography of my 
home area, North Otago. English literature and 
history were put to one side and further studies in 
geography taken up. 

I didn’t particularly wish to be the conventional 
New Zealander taking a year out of teaching to 
have a working holiday in Britain so instead I 
decided to do a PhD at the University of Iowa after 
meeting H. H. McCarty in New Zealand in 1962. 
Iowa City was the right size for me, and graduate 
studies and new friends combined well with a 
Greyhound Bus ticket of 99 days for $99 in the 
summer of 1966 and a year later a Eurail pass.

More studies, more travelling, more teaching 
and then in January 1974 I began teaching at the 
University of London Institute of Education. 

Extracted from F. Slater (1993). Preface. Learning 
through Geography. (Pathways in Geography 
series No. 7), (p. viii). Indiana: Indiana University 
of Pennsylvania.

Frances Slater
Emeritus Reader, University of London
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1980: Looking back on imaginative 
school-based curricula

Geographical Education, Vol 3, No 4, June 1980 
contained:

Language and learning in a geographical 
context by Frances Slater & Brian  
Spicer
Streetspace appreciation by Robin Hall
Operationalizing the humanistic 
perspective in geographical education  
by John Fien
Values in the teaching of geography: 
towards a curriculum rationale by John 
Huckle
Map using abilities of 5 to 9 year old 
children by R. J. Walker
The role of education centres in geography 
teaching by David Lergessner
Geography curriculum: teaching methods 
and teaching materials in Victoria,  
1882–1972 by Lee Bryant
Paradigms and geography curricula in 
England and Wales, 1882–1992 by  
Don Biddle

Dr Frances Slater was then senior lecturer in 
Geography in Education, at University of London 
of Education and Brian Spicer was then senior 
lecturer in education and Sub-Dean of the Faculty 
of Education, Monash University. Referring to 
some research emanating from the UK Schools 
Council and the University of London’s (1973) 
Writing Across the Curriculum 11–13 Years 
Project they presented some of the findings in a 
geographical context. The Schools Council, under 
Piagetian influences, questioned assumptions 
about pedagogy and teaching to challenge the 
didactically active role of the teacher, a role that 
placed a high premium on the teacher’s ability to 
construct effective interpretations of geography. 
Slater and Spicer recognised that a new type 
of geography had emerged in schools: one 
that involves inferences, interconnection, and 
hypothesising, a geography that moves into the 
affective domain of feelings, opinions and values 
(Slater & Spicer, 1980, p. 478). Students were 
no longer to be regarded as passive recipients 
endeavouring to assimilate, organise and 
reproduce the teacher’s interpretation. Essentially 
Slater and Spicer posited that active engagement 

with language could be very useful in helping 
students learn, 

. . . to explore the meaning of words and 
to grapple with the task of catching hold 
of several ideas and moulding them into a 
pattern to fully round out the attributes of a 
concept (p. 478).

Gilbert (1979, p. 401) puts this notion of 
gathering and shaping ideas quite poetically 
where ‘concepts can be seen as clusters of ideas 
and images, connected through association to 
form networks’. In a later edition of Geographical 
Education Ozturk and Alkis (2010, p. 24) used 
the metaphor of a spider’s web seeing concepts 
are wrapped up in a ‘cluster of propositions, 
episodes, images, mental and motor skills that are 
connected to each other’.

Using language through speech and writing, 
geography students would be empowered, not 
only to explore the meanings of words but also 
to try out a new concept, to engage in ‘first 
draft thinking’ (Slater, 1989, p. 15). In effect, 
they could try out a new idea by talking it over 
with a trusted adult, or with other students 
boisterously participating in a game, or describing 
what was learned from initial impressions of 
fieldwork experiences. Slater and Spicer found 
that most writing in geography lessons tended 
to be transactional (recording facts, exchanging 
opinions, explaining ideas, constructing theories 
etc.) rather than expressive, or ‘thinking aloud 
on paper’ (1980, p. 483). The expressive mode 
enables them to make connections and forge new 
understandings of concepts and ideas. Slater 
and Spicer questioned the ways that geography 
teachers presented neat bundles of encapsulated 
knowledge to students as opposed to rather 
more unfiltered information. They acknowledged 
that some 60% of classroom time is taken up by 
student’s listening and explained that reasoning 
is more effectively addressed through the aural 
receptive mode of language, a mode that can 
be enhanced though visual channels via maps, 
images and the geospatial tools of the 21st 
century.

Robin Hall, then lecturer in geography, Mitchell 
College of Advanced Education, Bathurst, 
presented an appreciation of streetscapes, an 

Nick Hutchinson 
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essay that culminated in an urban field study 
carried out in an Australian country town. He 
excluded a more far-reaching approach to 
streetscapes (Ward & Fyson, 1973) that sought 
to immerse students in environmental education 
outside the school walls, by exploring their 
neighbourhoods, talking to local people in an 
attempt to understand how buildings, streets, 
landscapes and social lives interact through 
perception studies, town trails and simulation 
games. In its place, Hall asked pre-service 
geography teachers to collect information 
about the architectural style of each house 
and the sensible quality of each block in the 
selected streetscape. The article incorporated 
ideas from geographers working in the fields 
of environmental education (Wheeler & Waites, 
1976), humanistic geography (Tuan, 1974, Relph, 
1979), behavioural geography (Moore & Golledge, 
1976, Downs & Stea, 1973) and a variety of 
other sources from psychology, art history, 
architecture, landscape studies and visual culture. 
Fundamentally, Hall’s plea was for a cultural 
geography. It was a protest about the prevailing 
senior high school geography in New South 
Wales that emphasised landforms and economic 
location but had little to say about the appearance 
and quality of the built environment (Hall, 1980, 
p. 492).

John Fien, then lecturer in geography, Department 
of Social Studies, Kelvin Grove College of 
Advanced Education, wrote a second article 
about the humanistic perspective in geographical 
education. The first, Towards a humanistic 
perspective in geographical education, appeared 
in a previous edition of Geographical Education 
(Fien, 1979, pp. 407–422). The scope and depth 
of Fien’s writing at this time was extraordinary. 
The critical point in his first essay (1979, p. 
416) is that humanistic geography facilitates 
student-centred approaches to the curriculum 
and encourages the development of private (or 
personal) geographies. Personal geographies 
encompassed by collections of environmental 
cognitions, skills and values (p. 410) should be 
the entry point to learning. Referring to Ward and 
Fyson’s ideas on streetscapes, Fien explained that 
approaches to more traditional or conventional 
Geography teaching are not congruent with 
these private geographies because traditional 
geographies do not belong to the student’s world 
or to the way students perceive and appreciate 
the environment (1979, p. 416). Disappointingly, 
personal geographies were, at one stage, to be 
included in the Australian Curriculum: Geography 
but this notion was later discarded and replaced 
by the content descriptor of ‘place and liveability’. 

In the 1980 paper, Fien examined experience-
based learning in contradistinction to a 

discipline-of-knowledge approach to curriculum 
development. As he put it, 

No day passes when we are not required 
to act on decisions that are based on our 
conceptions of and, in turn, affect the 
spatial ordering of phenomena and events 
in the environment (1980, p. 507).

The discipline-of-knowledge approach, with 
its concomitant examination system, sees the 
teaching of inquiry skills, concepts and principles 
as an end in itself, rather than experience-based 
learning which assists students to fulfil their 
aspirations and deal with the geographies of 
everyday life. It was a lofty goal but one that 
was logically presented providing a humanistic 
approach to curriculum planning, with coherent 
subsets of curriculum design that teachers could 
use in their own teaching programs. 

Fien also provided a comprehensive sample 
curriculum document with some well thought 
through questions to elicit the needs, interests 
and concerns that feature in students’ private 
geographies (1980, p. 528). Fien was not only 
conversant with the literature on humanistic 
geography but he also demonstrated a similar 
grasp of curriculum theory, behavioural 
objectives, student-centred learning, sociologies 
of education, educational psychology, values 
and moral education, environmental education, 
geographical concepts, text types and genres, 
behavioural geography and fieldwork. 

John Huckle, then Head of Geography, Bedford 
College of Higher Education, Bedford in England 
argued for a commitment to values education on 
the part of geography teachers. This commitment 
must be seen in the context of an increased 
environmental awareness in the Geography 
classroom of the 1970s when it was recognised 
by some that,

environmental education had an important 
part to play in eradicating the basic 
cause of poverty, the unequal distribution 
of wealth, hunger, illiteracy, pollution, 
exploitation and the deterioration of the 
biosphere (Slater, 2001, p. 50)

Huckle was later to engage more deeply into 
environmental education (1983) and political 
education (1988). In effect, he espoused a 
Geography of concern. He sought to reshape 
society and ameliorate problems through 
radical action, pursuing long-term goals 
through educational programs. In the 1980 
essay he sought to excavate environmental and 
geographical ideologies in efforts to allow the 
geography curriculum to become an effective 
vehicle for environmental education. 
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There is a sense of continuity here with Shortle’s 
earlier plea for the adoption of an environmental 
ethic through geographical education and Fien’s 
conjoining of spatial problem solving skills and 
environmental decision-making activities. Fien 
(1980, p. 508) wanted to enhance students’ own 
perceptions and experiences of the environment 
(Fien, 1980. p. 508), Huckle sought a Geography 
that was relevant to students’ own private 
geographies as well as to the issues that face our 
planet (Huckle, 1980, p. 542). 

Huckle was part of a tradition of Geography 
educators (Fien & Slater, 1981, Huckle, 1981, 
McElroy, 1988 and Lambert, 1992) that focused 
on the contributions that humanistic, welfare and 
radical geographies might make to the geography 
classroom. They, 

sought to inject a more rigorous basis 
for the accommodation of the values 
and attitudes dimension within a radical 
framework aimed at infusing social and 
political concerns into school work in 
Geography (Marsden, 1996, p. 8)

Huckle was interested in issues of inequality 
and social justice but he also emphasised the 
importance of values education. He sought to 
give as much emphasis to values and attitudes 
in the forthcoming decade as geographical 
educators had given to concepts and theories in 
the 1970s (1980, p. 542). To a great extent he was 
successful in this endeavour.

The International Charter on Geographical 
Education, adopted by the International 
Geographical Union (Commission on 
Geographical Education of the International 
Geographical Union, 1992) advocated that 
geography students should develop attitudes and 
values conducive to appreciation of beauty of the 
physical world, respect for the rights of all people 
to equality and the readiness of individuals to 
seek solutions to human problems (Commission 
on Geographical Education of the International 
Geographical Union, 1992, Edwards, 2002, p 31). 

The lasting contributions geographers like Fien 
and Huckle are that classrooms have become 
places where the discipline moves away from 
a positivistic epistemology, from theories of 
knowledge that do not merely portray society to 
embracing geographies that are resolutely within 
society rather than estranged from it (Gregory, 
1978, p. 51). In so doing:

• students are awoken to social injustice and 
how the capitalist world fails people and 
nature (Fien, 1984, Mitchell, 2013, p. 240);

• better teaching emerges from a synthesis 
of geography and environmental education 
(Davey, 1995, p. 43);

• environmental issues cannot be separated 
from development issues and concerns 
(Slater, 1995, p.5); and

• a culture of argument rather than a culture of 
answers prevails (Lambert, 1999, cited in A. 
Morgan, 2011, p. 198).

Looking back: from capes and bays to 
paradigms
Lee Bryant, then Senior Master and Geography 
Coordinator, Ardeer High School, in Victoria 
undertook a study of changes in the geography 
curriculum, pedagogy and teaching material 
in Victoria, 1850–1910. During the last half 
of the 19th century, geography teaching was 
a dreary prospect for both practitioners and 
students. In the early years, the textbook was the 
curriculum and the approach ‘capes and bays’ 
Geography, defined by Gerber, (2009, p. 129) 
as ‘memorization of long lists of capes, bays, 
mountain peaks, rivers, towns and products 
of individual countries’. In 1872, the Victorian 
Education Department set out a Geography 
curriculum but students still committed to 
memory dozens of lists of names (Bryant, 1980, 
p. 562). In the 1890s, some local geography, 
physical and mathematical geography began 
to appear in the curriculum. Mary Somerville’s 
book Physical Geography had been published in 
London in 1848 (Walford, 2001, p. 47) but, as is 
ever thus, ideas from academe take a long time 
to permeate down to the geography classroom. 
Mathematical geography covered such aspects 
as latitude and longitude and the seasonal 
progression (Walford, 2001, p.41) the ‘motions of 
the earth’ (Bryant, 1980, p. 563), earth rotation, 
tilt, and orbit (Long & Roberson, 1970, pp 187–
188). 

A concentric approach to geographical studies, 
ranging from local to global scales, was adopted 
in Victorian schools. Again this was reflected in 
earlier developments in the British and European 
experience when an 1886 report to the Royal 
Geographical Society acclaimed the Heimatskunde 
approach, used by German teachers, which, 

first established firm understanding of 
local place and areas, through individual 
use of large-scale maps, journeys-to-
school exercises and field visits before 
going on to consider areas further afield 
(Walford, 2001, pp 60–61). 

Geography teachers also began to embrace the 
illustrative and the pictorial. In Victoria in 1895, 
one school inspector reported that sketch maps, 
curios, specimens, relief models in the sand and 
pictures were being used in some classrooms 
(Bryant, 1980, p. 567).
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There is some overlap between Lee Bryant and 
Don Biddle’s paper. Dr Biddle, then Principal of 
Sydney Teachers College, Wrote, about the nature 
of the paradigms and conceptual models, which 
provided the structure of geography curricula in 
England and Wales from 1882 to 1972 (Biddle, 
1980, p. 577). Biddle had written an earlier paper 
on ‘paradigms in geography: some implications 
for curriculum development’ (1976, pp. 403–419). 

Biddle defined a paradigm as

the structure of philosophical and 
methodological beliefs, which guide 
research workers in the selection and 
solution of problems, and in the evaluation 
and critical analysis of the solutions to 
these problems. It, therefore, incorporates 
both a substantive and syntactical 
structure (Biddle, 1976, 405).

In this paper the discipline of geography, defined 
as the study of environmental systems in a 
spatial context, consisted of six overlapping and 
interconnected major paradigms used by research 
workers and chosen because they provided 
a means for selecting and solving problems 
appropriate for secondary school students. They 
were: landscape, ecosystem, environmental 
perception, spatial organisation, spatial diffusion 
and regional systems. Hall (1982, 31) questioned 
whether all six paradigms were of equal validity 
and value, pointing out that Biddle employed four 
paradigms in his 1974 PhD thesis examining the 
secondary school curricula in England and Wales, 
i.e. landscape, ecosystem, spatial organisation 
and regional complex analysis. Biddle may have 
been influenced by a text emanating from the 
United States (English & Mayfield, 1972) that 
identified six major intellectual themes that had 
emerged in geography over the preceding decade: 
cultural landscape, ecology, environmental 
perception and behaviour, spatial diffusion, 
the region and spatial order. He was obviously 
influenced by New Geography (Marsden, 2003, p. 
149) that was emanating from English universities 
in the 1960s with its emphasis on quantitative 
techniques and building up the geometric side of 
the discipline (Haggett & Chorley, 1965, p. 377). 
Biddle adroitly explained how spatial diffusion 
could be used in the secondary school to form the 
basis for studies about the diffusion of various 
types of music such as rock music, and the 
diffusion of fashions in clothes (Biddle, 1976, p. 
419) and he demonstrated that environmental 
perception drew from new understandings in 
behavioural and humanistic geography (Hall & 
Shortle, 1973, Lowenthal, 1961/1972, Sonnenfeld, 
1968/1972). 

The six overlapping and interconnected major 
paradigms were largely grounded in positivism, 

particularly ecosystem, spatial organisation and 
spatial diffusion. Similarly, the phrase regional 
systems opened up regional synthesis to the 
positivistic ideas supported by Haggett (1990, 
pp. 70–94) of quantification and theory building. 
In addition, landscapes were used to further 
positivistic thinking. Landscapes were used as 
a means of examining features visible on the 
surface of the earth (Biddle & Shortle, 1969, p. 3) 
including physical elements such as landforms, 
soils, plants and animals, the weather conditions 
(Gregory et al., p. 192, 2009). They were seen as 
the physical setting or stage upon which human 
activity takes place (Bryan, 1958, p. 1). For the 
positivist, the emphasis is on the phenomena 
carefully observed, accurately recorded and 
classified rather than interpretations that 
emphasise human feelings, understandings and 
meanings (Williams, 1996, p. 6).

Curriculum change
In Australian schools, regional geography was 
still predominant in New South Wales for Leaving 
Certificate Course until 1966, in Western Australia 
in 1971 (Biddle, 1973, p. 8) and in Tasmania, 
alongside systematic geography, until 1974 
(Russell, 1977, p. 102). A new Tasmanian senior 
course, implemented in 1975, used a framework 
of basic concepts deemed appropriate to the 
study of geography.

The previous emphasis on regional 
geography was anachronistic, for regions 
tended to be studied primarily as vast 
compendiums of facts, and only very 
tentatively in relation to regional theory 
(Russell, 1977, p. 103).

In Queensland’s senior program, regional options 
were replaced in 1980. Selected geographical 
studies on regional themes were, for example, 
replaced by introductory physical geography and 
regional geography of Australia by Australian 
geographical inquiries (Simson, 1977, p. 108). 

Much was to change in the 1970s. In the late 
1960s, the landscape approach was an important 
part of geography courses in South Australia, 
Queensland, Victoria and New South Wales 
(Biddle, 1969, p. 4, Francis, 1973, p. 91, Simson, 
1977, p. 107). This approach, which emerged 
as a central theme in German geography at the 
beginning of the 20th century, was brought to the 
attention of curriculum writers through a paper 
published in England in the late 1950s (Bryan, 
1958). 

In Victoria, there was a redefinition of school 
geography into a more coherent structure 
using a set of organising concepts (McCaskill, 
1967/1973), introduced through a Geography 
Teachers Association of Victoria (GTAV)-initiated 
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national conference in 1967. This was fortuitous 
because, in 1968, the Victorian Education 
Department moved to a school-based curriculum 
development policy in Forms 1 to 4 (Years 7 
to 10). The GTAV responded by developing a 
curriculum project (1970–1972) (Green, 2009, p. 
15) which was followed by a highly innovative and 
substantial Secondary Geographical Education 
Project (SGEP) that lasted from 1974 through to 
1982.

The SGEP was completed in 1982 with 
a formal evaluation study, by which 
time more than 2,500 teachers had 
participated in some aspect of the project. 
It had attracted interest from interstate 
Geography teachers and Geography 
associations, and from countries such 
as New Zealand, Nigeria, Canada and 
the United Kingdom. The SGEP had a 
profound influence on the development, 
philosophy, objectives and content of the 
VISE [Victorian Institute of Secondary 
Education] Year 12 Geography course 
(1981–1991). What was unique – and 
a more striking testimony to the impact 
of the SGEP – was that it was a course 
developed by more than 600 teachers 
through collaboration in state-wide and 
regional workshops (Pollard, 2009, p. 19)

There was also a move towards more freedom 
for teachers to exercise choice over curriculum 
content in other states. The Queensland Grade 
9 and 10 syllabus, revised in 1974, set out 
suggested content but allowed for freedom 
of content choice providing that the following 
elements were included:

• geographic skills development;
• student inquiry;
• attention to the geographical background of 

current events and issues;
• fieldstudies (Simson, 1977, p. 17).

In New South Wales, the 1977 Geography Years 
7 to 10 syllabus documents deliberately moved 
away from the centrally-organised documents 
towards the development of school-based courses 
(Emery, 1977, p. 20). The NSW Secondary 
Schools Board said,

 This geography course provides a 
challenge to teachers and students. If 
that challenge is taken up, geographical 
education in New South Wales will make 
memorable progress (Geography Years 7 
to 10, final draft, cited in Emery, 1977, p. 
21).

In South Australia teachers were given the option 
to develop their own curriculum based on the 
detailed statements of concepts, topics and skills 
to be developed in the Junior Secondary School 
Geography Curriculum, adopted in 1974.

In practice a number of teachers follow the 
documents in detail but it is encouraging 
to find that an increasing number are 
accepting the challenge offered by the 
documents and beginning to assume the 
role of curriculum developers (Francis, 
1977, p. 27).

A conceptual framework based on ecosystems 
influenced curriculum makers in South Australia 
and New South Wales in the early 1970s. 
Spatial analysis, in the form of location theory, 
had been introduced in the form of conceptual 
models in senior courses in Victoria, New South 
Wales and South Australia. In addition, small 
groups of teachers in the same three States 
were experimenting with the American High 
School Project’s (HGSP) Portsville and Metfab 
simulations (Biddle, 1973, p. 3, Spicer, 1973, 
pp. 265–271). Geography educators in Western 
Australia regarded the HSGP as a precedent for 
major curriculum change but were constrained in 
their desire for change by the actions of the Public 
Examinations Board which published syllabus 
content annually and assessed the content 
through public exams at the end of Years 10 and 
12 (Hill & Cameron, 1977, pp. 93–94). 

Nevertheless, examinations can also initiate 
sound practice. In the New South Wales senior 
Geography syllabus, developed in the 1970s, six 
page examination broadsheets were introduced 
in an effort to encourage the development of 
geographical skills and increase conceptual 
understanding (Saxby, 1976, p. 519).

The impetus for the adoption of systems concepts 
in Geography was a powerful one. According to 
Harvey (1969, p. 479) 

If we abandon the concept of the system 
we abandon one of the most powerful 
devices yet invented for deriving 
satisfactory answers to questions that we 
pose regarding the complex world that 
surrounds us. 

Stoddart (1967) saw systems analysis as 
providing both physical and human geography 
with a unifying methodology, one that should have 
allowed the discipline to enter into the mainstream 
of scientific progress.

In the New South Wales senior school, the 
systems approach began to dominate in 
curriculum design and a series of papers were 
prepared, on behalf of the Australian Geography 
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Teachers Association (AGTA), to support this 
endeavour. To this end a series of broadsheets 
were published in The Australian newspaper: 
natural systems and man [sic] (Langford-Smith, 
1973, pp. 139–149); agricultural systems 
(Rutherford, 1973, pp. 150–163); a systems 
approach to the location of manufacturing (Hall 
& Shortle, 1973, pp. 164–175); urban systems: 
networks of towns and cities as orderly systems 
(Barlow, 1973, pp. 176–191). In the New South 

Wales senior syllabus, a systems approach had 
been introduced into the physical geography 
section of the syllabus in 1966 and was 
subsequently included in the human organisation 
systems theme that was fully implemented in 
1977 (Saxby, 1976, p. 519). A revised South 
Australian senior syllabus, introduced in 1977, 
included systems concepts for the first time 
(Francis, 1976, p. 504).



21AGTA’s FIRST FIFTY YEARS 

These are personal reflections from a couple 
of long-term geography educators who are 
privileged to have been involved with AGTA for 
most of its existence. We know that numerous 
folk from around Australia and also from overseas 
would concur with these observations. 

While professional associations obviously deal 
with the issues of the professional, in this case 
geography teaching, we quickly learned that 
the aspects of our profession – geography and 
geographic education – cannot be separated 
from the people involved. Consequently, most 
of the comments that follow are strongly related 
to the individuals we met and the networks we 
established through AGTA.

Our recollections are of people, places, events, 
ideas, and eras. We recall mostly the times of 
the late 1960s, 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. The 
70s and 80s were great times of ferment and 
exciting new ideas about the nature of geography 
which were influential in how it was taught in 
schools. Geography was developing from regional 
and physical to such approaches as systems, 
mathematical modelling, spatial concepts, sense 
of place, and development geography. In school 
classrooms, the freedom to alter curricula and 
teaching styles meant teachers were encouraged 
to use methods such as group work, inquiry and 
decision-making, and encourage students to 
question ideas, models in place of rote learning.

These times also spawned many curriculum 
projects and resources. AGTA and the State 
Associations were at the forefront of these 
activities. That work of course continues today 
and is largely grounded on those early years. 

To help clarify this presentation of our experience 
of AGTA, we shall arrange our thoughts under the 
following few headings.

• Personal and Professional
• Events and Episodes
• Publications and Projects.

Personal and Professional
As these are personal reflections, we shall 
identify the crucial influences that AGTA has had 
on us. We begin this by mentioning just a few 
of the times that were instrumental in our own 
development. The personal cannot be separated 
from the professional in our experiences. 

Professional development has always been 
the major concern of AGTA and the foremost 
vehicles for this have been the Conferences and 
Publications. 

The 1972 AGTA Conference at Monash University 
introduced us to a broadening view of the 
nature of geography and an expanded range of 
teaching methodologies. While the lectures and 
workshops helped us understand our subject 
and our teaching better, it was the people we 
met who gave us the most – then and for the 
decades since. We were challenged by what 
was happening in the other States, but the key 
thing we both took away from Monash was a 
new, nationwide network of contacts who were 
to become lifelong friends and mentors as we 
strove together to improve both the geography 
and geographic education in Australia. This 
AGTA Conference enabled and encouraged the 
development of new ways of thinking and this 
process was enhanced by the new professional 
and personal connections made.

For many of us, the first deep and abiding contact 
with geography teachers from around Australia 
was at the 1972 AGTA Conference. Of course, we 
knew a few of the founding group of AGTA from 
the AGTA Conference in Adelaide in September 
1970. The key figures of the developing 
geography education scene in Australia had 
the foresight to see that a national sharing of 
ideas was valuable to all states and territories. 
This concept led to the formal establishment of 
the Australian Geography Teachers Association 
in 1967 (Biddle, 1992). By 1972, AGTA was a 
strongly functioning national body represented by 
the committee – Brian Spicer (President, Victoria), 
Bob Coggins (Immediate Past President, South 
Australia A.R. Dyer (Vice President, Queensland), 
Lindsay Francis (Vice President, South Australia), 
Joe Hajdu (Secretary-Treasurer, Victoria), and Don 
Biddle (Editor geographical education) New South 
Wales). Most of these had been prime movers in 
the push for a national association.

The 1976 AGTA Conference in Perth introduced 
us and a raft of keen geography teachers to 
Rex Walford from Cambridge University who 
introduced us to the great value of games and 
simulations in the classroom. He himself had 
first experienced gaming and simulation whilst a 
postgraduate student in the United States. This 
illustrates the value of international networks. 

Geography Education – AGTA style
Barrie McElroy and Roger Smith
AGTA Past Presidents
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publications of AGTA, were and are fundamental 
to the value of our Association.

Events and Episodes
The educational psychologists Gagné and White 
(1978) put forward a proposition concerning 
the value of fieldwork. It sounds like a truism to 
good geography teachers. Their idea was that a 
memorable, active and personal episode in a real 
social context leads to better understanding and 
retention of concepts and skills. We believe that 
this principle has a broader application than just 
fieldwork although it reinforces that fieldwork is 
vital to any sound geography teaching. It is certain 
that those involved in the Up the Yarra without a 
Paddle Steamer adventure in 1982, or who stood 
on London Bridge in Western Victoria on the 1990 
pre-conference trip just before it collapsed into 
the ocean, will well remember these conferences. 
AGTA Conferences fortunately provide most of 
the memorable events as part of the program. 
Rex Walford’s simulations in 1976, Rex Beddis’ 
advocacy of sense of place in 1980, local Victorian 
Tony Stutterd’s sensory walk in Carlton in 1982, 
and John Huckle’s Daintree simulation in 1986, 
were never to be forgotten experiences that led to 
changed practice by many teachers. There have 
been many Caribbean Fisher games and sensory 
questions in fieldwork sheets in Australian 
geography classrooms since then.

We must recount briefly just two of these 
experiences that helped make the 1982 AGTA 
Conference memorable for us and many others. 
Whenever the participants meet these tales are 
retold with much affection. Other participants 
would choose different AGTA experiences that 
affected them deeply.

The Up the Yarra without a Paddle Steamer 
adventure began as a delightful dinner cruise 
up the Yarra River with plenteous food, wine, 
beer and bonhomie. At the upstream limit of this 
idyllic voyage and as the ferry prepared to turn 
for home, it struck something solid and stopped 
dead in the water. Besides a little spillage of drinks 
three episodes are worth recall. 

Ele Rawling, guest speaker from the UK, lurched 
and fell spilling her glass of red wine, recently 
refilled by the ever gallant Roger Smith, all over 
his white moleskins and her white frock. Roger 
with his usual aplomb and immediate concern 
for the guest was heard to ask Ele “Your glass 
appears to be empty – would you like another?”

Pam Surman, from South Australia, was standing 
leaning backwards on the prow rail a second 
before acrobatically dangling backwards and 
upside down over the rail (degree of difficulty 
6½) with her hair in the water. Luckily she was 
grabbed by those standing nearby and hauled 

After we had spent four years nurturing our 
Australian networks, it was in Perth that we 
discovered the possibility of expanding those 
networks to overseas geography educators who 
were grappling with similar issues.

Perhaps the most influential AGTA Conference 
for us and masses of Australian geography 
teachers was in held 1986 at Griffith University 
in Queensland which had as its theme – Teaching 
geography for a better world. The Conference 
publication of the same name had such 
widespread influence that it was republished in 
a new edition by the Scottish publisher Oliver 
and Boyd two years later (Fien & Gerber, 1988). 
This edition then had a significant influence on 
the thinking about and practice of geography 
teaching in much of the English speaking world. 
We commend this publication to all geography 
teachers. It has a splendid blend of intellectual 
rigour and down-to-earth teaching methodologies. 
All of this encouraged teachers to help their 
students use geography to interrogate the real 
and pressing issues around them so they could 
learn to make decisions and act for a better 
world in which to live. The need for this kind of 
learning has not diminished. The names, ideas 
and personalities of the major contributors – 
John Huckle (Bedford, UK) and Dr David Hicks 
(Bath, UK) – continue to influence us and many 
others (Figure 1). The approaches and notions 
from these presentations continue to influence 
the teaching of many who have never heard their 
names.

The influence of key contributors to AGTA 
Conferences is such that we could go on for 
ever. Much could be said about Rex Beddis 
(Bristol, UK) in 1980, Eleanor Rawling (London, 
UK) in 1982 and others but we hope you get the 
message that the people, as well as the events and 

Figure 1 Two Englishmen – John Huckle (left) and 
Dr David Hicks on Stradbroke Island field trip, 
AGTA Conference, Brisbane, 1986.
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back aboard with only a couple of badly bruised 
legs.

A well-known Victorian curriculum advisor Gary 
Pollard who was amidships was not nearly 
so lucky. He fell hitting his head on a metal 
stanchion. Fortunately, he recovered well to be the 
same valuable, loveable geography educator.

Not all of the conferees participated in Tony 
Stutterd’s sensory walk down Lygon Street in 
Carlton (Figure 2). Those who did have never 
again walked the streets of a city without the 
influence of that experience informing their 
experience of the new environment. From then 
on, many geography field worksheets or reflective 
activities contained the questions Tony asked 
us as blindfolded we learnt to trust our guide 
and began to rely on our other senses. Who 

remembers the olfactory delights of a Lygon 
Street deli? These questions included – What 
did you hear? What did you smell? What did 
you feel? What made you wonder? Yet again 
an AGTA activity challenged our perception of a 
geographical view of the world.

Publications and Projects

The professional development work of AGTA and 
the State Associations encouraged enthusiastic 
teachers to contribute to curriculum and 
resources writing projects. This flurry of activity 
took many forms, but often involved the same 
individuals who were fed by AGTA and the State 
Associations. As well as their involvement in 
state-based and AGTA projects and publications, 
geography teachers of this period were heavily 
involved in those run by the State Departments 
of Education or examination bodies. Similarly, the 
private authorship of texts and teaching resources 
reflected heavy involvement with AGTA and the 
State Associations. One of dozens of examples 
was the second edition of The geography 
teacher’s guide to the classroom (Fien, Gerber, & 
Wilson,1989).

AGTA always recognised that it did not have 
sole ownership of educational concerns of 
the time. Geography by nature is inclusive of 
the contribution of other disciplines and this 
is frequently reflected in joint projects and 
publications. The publications and projects 
of AGTA mirror contemporary issues and 
approaches. The following table exemplifies some 
of these changing concerns and approaches.

Date Author Publication title Nature of publication

1972
AGTA Committee
B. Spicer 

Geography in Education
Pamphlet to show nature 
& value of geography in 
education

1980 R. Gerber & D. Biddle Geographical Issues GTAQ on behalf of AGTA

1982 R. Hartnell Ed. Geography: Action in Society AGTA Conference Papers

1986 Fien, J. & Gerber, R. Eds. Teaching Geography for a Better 
World

AGTA Conference Papers
with Jacaranda Press

1987 Fien, J. & Wilson, P. Eds. Living in the Australian Environment 
– Classroom Activities

Bicentennial Curriculum 
Project
AGTA with Curriculum 
Development Centre

1988 Wilson, W. R. Ed.
Geography & Change
The Australian Experience

AGTA Conference Papers

Figure 2 Tony Stutterd (holding red bag) leading a 
sensory walk through Carlton, AGTA Conference, 
Melbourne, 1982.
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1988 Gerber, R. & Fien, J. Eds. Geography in Secondary Education
Pamphlet. Contribution 
of geography to young 
Australians

1989 Fien, J. Ed.
Living in a Global Environment
– Development Education 

Classroom Activities

1990
Fien, J. & Wilson, P. 
Eds. 

Asian Studies in the Australian 
Geography Curriculum

AGTA & Asian Studies 
Council

1990 Berry, R. Ed. Contemporary Issues in Physical 
Geography AGTA Conference Papers

1992 Simmons, J. Ed. Geography and Future Lifestyles AGTA Conference Papers

1993 Lidstone, J. & Wilson, P. 
Eds.

Learning to Live Safely in the 
Australian Environment

Teaching ideas from AGTA 
& Centre for Applied 
Environmental and Social 
Education Research, 
Queensland University of 
Technology

1993 Oliver, J. Ed. Living in the Asian Environment Classroom Activities – 
AGTA

1994 Hobson, M. & Heck, D. Eds. Landcare – People Care AGTA Conference Papers

1997 McElroy, B., Smith, R., & 
Manuel, M. Geography in a Hazardous World Geography Action Week – 

AGTA

1998 McElroy, B. & Smith, R. Coastal Action Geography Action Week – 
AGTA & GTAV

1999 McElroy, B. Ed. Are You Ready?

Geography Action Week – 
AGTA
Decade for Natural Disaster 
Reduction

2000 Conolly, G. Ed. Geography for a New Millennium AGTA Conference Papers

2003 AGTA National Coordinator – 
Terry, E. 

Geography Week – Ideas for your 
School

Geography Action Week – 
AGTA & GAWA
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Contribution of AGTA to Geography 
Curricula 
From its foundation, AGTA has always responded 
to the contemporary needs of geography 
curricula, resources and teachers. The above-
mentioned people, events and publications 
demonstrate the valuable contributions of AGTA 
to the developing and relevant understanding of 
geographic teaching and learning. 

This continues to be the case. Recently AGTA 
has made the major contribution to the National 
Curriculum: Geography. One such input 
was that from Berry & Smith (2009). AGTA 
similarly continues to respond to the issues and 
approaches of the times. The Association has 
embraced, for example, new technologies such 
as GIS, web-based learning and mobile device 
applications. These approaches are evident 
in AGTA’s work with ESRI and its electronic 
publishing through its website and GeogSpace. 
The contribution of international geography 
educators in recent AGTA Conferences has been 

invaluable. In 2011, we had Dr Rita Gardner 
(Director Royal Geographical Society-Institute of 
British Geographers, UK), in 2017 Professor David 
Lambert (Professor of Geography Education at the 
Institute of Education, University of London and 
former CEO of the Geographical Association, UK) 
and Dr Michael Solem (Director of Educational 
Research and Programs for the American 
Association of Geographers). The mention of the 
influence of overseas visitors should in no way 
diminish the magnificent contribution of those 
in our local and national network of geography 
educators. These are too numerous to list here 
and those named in table of publications are but a 
few of many. 

While we have enthused about particular 
personalities, ideas and publications and ideas 
it has always been the aim of AGTA to motivate 
all teachers at every opportunity. It is our hope 
that current and future geography teachers will 
look back, as we have done, and recognise the 
significant contribution that AGTA has made to 
their personal and professional development.
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1990: Critical geographies and teaching 
for sustainable development

Geographical Education, Volume 6, No 2, 1990 
contained:

Mapping possibilities for a critical world by 
Michael Singh
THE UNEP state of the environment report 
by Dale Boyd
A sustainable future for Australia by Lyuba 
Zarsky
Ecologically sustainable development: an 
Australian strategy evolving by Ros Kelly
Re-thinking sustainable development by 
Ted Trainer
“What we Consume” the curriculum 
rationale by John Huckle
Aims and choices in development 
education by Roger Robinson
Commonsense geography by Alec McHoul

In this edition of the journal, the 1990 AGTA 
awards were recorded. Among the recipients 
were, New Wave Geography Book 2 (Stowell & 
Bentley 1988) in the category secondary school 
text and The Geography Teacher’s Guide to the 
Classroom (Fien, Gerber, & Wilson, 1989), in 
the category geographical education books 
for teachers. Both texts signalled a change in 
philosophical directions that had occurred in 
geography teaching. Many of the underlying 
assumptions of humanistic geography were found 
in the New Wave text. 

Tony Stutterd, speaking on behalf of the AGTA 
awards panel explained,

this is one of the most pedagogically 
sound and exciting textbooks to be  
found on the market. The strategies 
are designed to promote talk and  
discussion, and are based on a belief 
in the value of cooperative, interactive 
classrooms (Stutterd, 1990, p. 4).

The second edition of the Geography Teacher’s 
Guide saw an addition of seven chapters to the 
earlier 1984 edition and many of the pre-existing 
chapters had been rewritten. Again, there is a 
humanistic feel to the text with its emphasis on 
the importance of student thinking and inquiry, 
with a desire to provide learning experiences, 
which extend and refine the personal geographies 
of students (Fien, Cox, & Fossey, 1989, p. 7). 
There was also recognition of so-called radical 

geographies (Peet, 1998, pp. 67–111) referred to 
earlier as geographies of concern.

The two texts indicated how much had changed in 
school geography and some, if not much, of this 
transformation was predicated on encouraging 
changes in academic geography.

Although English and Mayfield (1972) referred 
to a renaissance in the discipline over the 
previous fifteen years, in the 1960s much of 
the discipline was concerned with ‘the fact of 
area’ or ‘the knowledge of the world as it exists 
in places’ (Lukermann, 1964, p. 167). It existed 
‘as a study because phenomena vary from place 
to place’ (Minshull, 1970, p. 29). The geometric 
patterns, where geographers had readily 
found hexagons, networks and trend surfaces 
everywhere, (Walmsley, 1984, p. 159) were 
making room for other geographies in the later 
1960s. Many human geographers, along with 
other social scientists, were asking whether they 
were contributing towards the making of a better 
world (p. 160). Walmsley maintained, ‘The spatial 
analysis school of thought had next to nothing to 
say about environmental degradation, the black 
ghetto, poverty and war’ (1984, p. 160).

Radical human geographers in the 1970s began 
to question the political neutrality of academic 
geography (Peet, 1977). In so doing they sought 
to trace the relationship between social problems 
at the surface and deep societal causes, an 
emancipatory attempt to allow people to engage 
in their own theory construction (1997, p. 240).

Neil Smith (2001, p. 6) revealed that geography, 
in 1967, 

was perhaps the least sexy subject, 
certainly in the English-speaking  
world. . . . It is difficult to conceive of a 
discipline more uncool than geography in 
1967. And yet, the influence of the anti-war 
movement in the US, the feminist and 
environmental movements, the Prague 
Spring of 1968, the anti-imperialist 
movement, radicals discovering socialism 
and  Marx – all of these wider social 
eruptions in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
completely transformed the discipline. 

Academic geographers began to believe in the 
emancipatory potential of geographic theory (Peet 
& Thrift, 1989, p. xiii), but it was an altogether 
new way of envisaging theory. It was theory as 

Nick Hutchinson 
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it was used in other disciplines such as literary 
studies, cultural studies and European philosophy; 
it was theory shared with these disciplines 
that was used to challenge common-sense 
assumptions behind thinking (Cresswell, 2013, 
p. 7). As Nigel Thrift (1989, p. 264) explained, 
that by the late 1980s, human geography was 
integrally involved in developing new theories 
about space, place and society. The discipline 
itself was a passenger on a journey towards 
further engagement with postmodern theory.

Katherine Gibson (1991) remarked on the 
changing stature of human geography within the 
social sciences between 1971 and 1991. These 
changes had come about from influence outside 
the discipline but also, 

it has been produced by changes within 
the discipline itself, particularly those 
wrought by the marrying of aspects of 
Marxist and geographic theory and the 
incredible burst of vitality and productivity 
to which this gave rise (1991, p. 75)

Gibson contributed to such changes envisioning 
alternative pathways through the seeming 
inevitabilities of capitalist globalisation (Gibson-
Graham, 2006a) and providing examples of 
alternative economic futures from the Latrobe 
Valley, Victoria and Bohol Island, Philippines 
(Gibson-Graham, 2006b). She explained that, by 
the 1990s, some academic geographers were as 
widely read outside the discipline as they were 
within. David Harvey’s 1990 book, Condition of 
postmodernity, was voted one of the best 100 
books of the second half of the twentieth century 
by the New Statesman/New Society (Smith, 
2001, p. 10). One suspects, however, that the 
text is more likely to found on the bookshelves of 
educators of pre-service English teachers than on 
Geography educators’ shelves. 

Another widely read academic geographer, 
Doreen Massey, explained that there was wide 
acceptance among Western human geographers 
that space is socially constructed (Massey, 1999, 
p. 283). One of the achievements of radical 
geography was to challenge positivist spatial 
science and to establish that the social and 
spatial are inseparable (Massey, 1994, p. 255), 
and to propose that space as the product of 
interrelationships (Massey, 2005, 9) ‘of relations 
from the unimaginably cosmic to the intimately 
tiny’ (1999, p. 283). 

However, Harvey is generally regarded as the 
pivotal figure of change. He explained, 

We can now model spatial behaviour 
like journey-to-work, retail activity,  
the spread of measles epidemics, the 
atmospheric dispersal of pollutants,  

and the like, with much greater security 
and precision than once was the  case 
[and] I accept that this represents no mean 
achievement (1989, p.  212).  
 

But, more importantly,

There is an ecological problem, an urban 
problem, an international trade problem, 
and yet we seem incapable of saying 
anything of depth or profundity about 
any of them. When we say something, it 
appears trite and rather ludicrous (1973, 
p. 129).

Furthermore, Harvey argues that place is also 
a social construct and that the only interesting 
question that can be asked is ‘by what social 
process(es) is place constructed’ (Harvey, 1996, 
pp. 293–294)? 

Two of Geography’s most fundamental 
concepts were now seen as social rather than 
predominantly spatial constructs, although the 
social, spatial and temporal are intertwined in 
their assembly. Moreover, these ideas have spilled 
over into geographical education where space and 
place are viewed as being socially constructed 
(Kriewaldt, 2012, p. 15, Morgan, 1998).

By the 1990s, new-found optimism in academic 
geography, led to the astonishing declaration that 
geography had become ‘the sexiest academic 
subject of all’ (Eagleton, 1997, cited in Smith, 
2001, p. 6). Moreover, this fervour had made its 
way into the Geography Teacher’s Guide (Fien, 
Gerber & Wilson, 1989). The authors referred 
to new goals and perspectives that have been 
brought to the operation of the discipline, that 
included not only the development of spatial 
theories and models, but also, Marxist analysis of 
people-environment situations, the promotion of  
social justice and the search for existential 
understandings of the human experience of 
particular environments (Fien, Gerber & Wilson, 
1989, p. vii).

Nevertheless, the reality in schools could be quite 
different. Decades earlier David Harvey (1972, 
pp. 29–41) explained that teaching theory would 
not be an easy task in the school classroom. 
Academic geographers, working largely in the 
universities, had developed these theories. There 
was a divide between them and many teachers 
and teacher educators who were asked to grapple 
with theory in all of its complexity. He saw that 
there had been some resistance among these 
groups to the notion of theoretical geography and 
he regretted the lack of progress in this context.

Again, we need to acknowledge that there 
are a number of obstacles that confront the 
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schoolteacher but the efforts to grapple with 
complexity are rewarding. 

Currently, radical geography shelters under the 
umbrella of critical geographies. In academic 
circles, critical geographies draw from various 
perspectives – e.g. Marxist, feminist, postcolonial, 
and poststructural, engage with diverse 
philosophies, e.g. phenomenology, hermeneutics 
and critical realism, share ideas from literary 
theory, anthropology and psychoanalysis – all 
broadly, and rather loosely, labelled postmodern 
approaches (Marsh, 2005, p. 9). Critical 
geographies are committed to social justice, in a 
‘desire to study and engender a more just world’ 
(Aitken & Valentine, 2006, p. 339). Their critique, 
applied to urban geography, examines power 
imbalance, inequality, injustice and exploitation, 
within cities and among them (Brenner, 2009, p. 
198). Critical geographies sought to expose the 
‘taken-for-grantedness of everyday life’ (Barnes & 
Gregory, 1996, p. 8). They sought to change the 
ways in which human geography was framed in 
an endeavour to respond to the changing world 
of the 1980s and 1990s; to engage with changing 
structures and challenges emerging from the 
collapse of communism in eastern Europe, the 
end of apartheid in South Africa, the political 
divides in the Middle East, the contradictions 
contained in globalisation and global inequalities 
expressed in terms of access to food, water and 
shelter and the divide between rich and poor 
(Atkinson, Jackson, Sibley & Washbourne, 2005, 
p. xi). 

Again they are emancipatory in their intent. 
Translated into geographical education as 
Teaching to care (Fien, 1996b, pp. 77–91), they 
are enshrined in a positive self-image; acceptance 
of, and respect for, others; compassion and 
kindness; open-mindedness; respect for human 
rights; concern for justice; commitment to 
sustainable development; and a willingness to be 
involved.

Critical geographies in school
Geographical Education 1990 contained 
references to critical geography: Michael Singh, 
(1990,), then lecturer in social science education 
at James Cook University; critical exploration 
of key ideas (Huckle, 1990, p. 32), then head 
of geography at Bedford College of Higher 
Education; and Ted Trainer, then lecturer in 
education at the University of New South Wales, 
was engaged in critical theory to the extent that 
he was providing ‘a critique of the way things are’ 
in an endeavour to ‘promote something better 
– the way things could be’ (Cresswell, 2013, 
p. 8). To some extent, these positions can be 
regarded as extensions of the ideas promulgated 
in the 1986 AGTA conference and 1988 text 

Teaching geography for a better world (Fien & 
Gerber, 1988) but they also alluded to other 
notions of critical theory and critical ideas about 
geographical education. 

Morgan (1998, pp. 6–7) saw that critical 
geographical education was based on a number 
of assumptions. Firstly, a critique of positivism; 
secondly, recognition of ideology and subsequent 
attention to issues of race, gender and 
Eurocentrism; thirdly awareness of critical social 
theory; and, finally attention to pedagogy to the 
extent that ‘the ways in which students are taught 
is at least as important as, if not more important 
than, what they are taught’ (p. 7).

Gilbert (1988, p. 170) referred to critical teaching 
where certain perspectives have been ignored and 
important questions left unanswered particularly 
those pertaining to categories such as race, class 
and gender. He espoused the adoption of a critical 
attitude to geographical texts seeking to examine 
identifiable priorities and perspectives and reveal 
ideologies in the geography curriculum (1986, pp. 
43–46). Such an approach could be seen as part 
of an inclination towards critical literacy, efforts 
to decode the ideological dimensions of texts, 
institutions, social practices and cultural forms 
and reveal them as ‘the preferences and selections 
of privileged classes, presented as though they 
had some universal intrinsic value’ (Moore, 
2000, p. 87). Further, Moore (2000, p. 168) 
referred to a critical pedagogy that challenges 
existing curricula and teaching practices as well 
as the cultural and ideological assumptions that 
underpin them, described by Morgan (2000, p. 
274) as what happens when critical theory meets 
education. Bartlett (1989, pp. 22–34) referred to 
critical inquiry, which involved the type of critical 
pedagogy advocated by Paolo Freire (p. 31), but 
also sought to ‘unmask the contradictions in our 
practice and the understandings upon which it is 
based’ (p. 33).

Similarly, Singh sought to uncover a socially 
critical orientation to teaching geography (1990, 
p. 8). He advocated a critical examination of 
teaching resources focusing on the worldview or 
ideology that they represent. He recommended 
that teachers should select from a variety of 
materials in efforts to question ‘if not counter 
irrationality, injustice and alienation’ (p. 10). He 
argued that geography resources might be used 
to develop the technical, interpretive and critical 
knowledge of students (p. 8). The technical 
orientation involves acquiring information, facts 
and concepts, knowledge that will facilitate 
problem solving. The interpretive orientation is 
intended to help students understand their values 
and develop decision-making skills, to discover 
and inquire, to find out about society and how it 
is organised. The critical perspective is shaped by 
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a desire for a better world and its critical intent is 
evident in ‘the search for penetrating insights and 
new possibilities’ (p. 13).

Bartlett (1989, p. 33), (Morgan, 2000, p. 274) 
and Singh (1990, pp. 13–14) allude to the work 
of philosopher Jürgen Habermas, a philosopher 
who has also clearly influenced Huckle’s thinking 
(Huckle, 2002, pp 255–265). Huckle explained 
that as the 1980s progressed, when structural 
Marxism and socialism became less accepted in 
academic geography, radical geographers turned 
to a type of critical theory espoused by Habermas 
(Huckle 2002, p. 259). Huckle’s reading of this 
theory saw that critical education seeks to, 

assist the learner in reflecting and acting 
on her or his formation as a person, the 
society and place that has shaped that 
formation, and the role of discourse and 
ideology in masking or revealing the 
learner’s true interests. (Huckle, 2015,  
p. 81).

In What we consume (1990, pp. 31–36) Huckle 
took from Habermas the notion that education 
serves to sustain existing social structures and 
that students should cultivate a critical awareness 
of the structures within which students live 
their everyday lives (1990, p. 31). They should, 
for example understand ‘capitalism’s need to 
continually invent and promote new wants, [and] 
the strategies by which it does this’ (Huckle, 2012, 
p. 9) and the links to economic and ecological 
crises that ensue. Students should empathise with 
individuals and groups involved in environmental 
politics and act as agents of social change with 
the procedural values that underpin political 
literacy and sustain democracy (Huckle, 1990, p. 
232). Students should have a predisposition to do 
something about political disputes in a manner 
that is mindful of the actions and points of views 
of others and is, at the same time, open to a range 
of environmental discourses (Huckle, 2001, p. 
155).

Trainer’s (1990, pp. 24–30) plea to rethink 
sustainable development amplifies Cresswell’s 
conception of critical theory. He sought to 
construct a better world, to save the ecosystems 
of planet earth through a long-term reduction 
of ‘what we consume’, in efforts to transition 
to a more sustainable and just world. Radical 
education theory, developed during the 1970s, 
revealed that schools were ‘predominantly 
geared to the reproduction of industrial, affluent 
consumer society’ (p. 28) and ‘directly and 
explicitly teach the desirability and truth of many 
aspects of the growth and greed society’ (p. 
29). For Trainer, consumer capitalism cannot 
be redressed by a technological ‘fix’, it has to 
be replaced. His critical thinking begins with a 

Marxist critique of a capitalist society that reifies 
growth but, rather than seek to overhaul the state 
by way of revolution, he adopts an anarchist 
stance. He envisaged ‘a conserver society’, based 
on self-sufficiency, local inputs and control, 
relatively little trade and transport, in short a 
frugal and zero growth economy (1990, p. 26). 
His homestead and educational site at Pigface 
Point, in southwestern Sydney, has welcomed 
scores of geography students who have been able 
to evaluate the practicalities of The Simpler Way 
(Come Hell or High Water Productions, 2014).

Teaching for sustainable development
The major theme for Geographical Education 
1990 was Teaching for sustainable development. 
Huckle’s insistence in What we consume 
exemplified a way of teaching for sustainability by 
insisting that the 

‘treadmill of consumption’ that had 
accelerated in the post war period  
was ultimately destructive of cultures 
and ways of life and provided superficial 
pleasures rather than sustainable futures 
(Morgan, 2011, p. 117).

Such teaching had its origins at some time 
during the late 1960s and early 1970s when 
crisis was the watchword, whether it was an 
ecological, environmental, demographic, debt, 
food or energy crisis (Johnston & Taylor, 1986, 
p. 1), or the environmental crisis (Shortle, 
1973, p. 61), a global problem, a period of rapid 
change and a crisis that involved the whole 
environment. Greenhall (1986, p. 9) reminds us 
that environmental education received formal 
recognition in Australia at the Australian Academy 
of Science conference titled Education and the 
environmental crisis. However, at that time, 
environmental concern still tended to be rather 
parochial. The primary stimulus for 1972 United 
Nations Conference on the Human Environment, 
in Stockholm was transboundary pollution in 
the form of acid rain (McCormick, 1985, p. 
35). Sharon Beder (1993, pp. xi–xii) refers to 
sustainable development as being part of a 
second wave of modern environmentalism, which 
began in the 1980s.

Federal Environment Minister, Ros Kelly (1990, 
p. 22) pointed out that by 1980 the World 
Conservation Strategy emphasised the need to 
ensure the sustainable utilisation of species and 
ecosystems. She also highlighted the importance 
of the Brundtland Report (World Commission on 
Environment and Development, 1987) and the 
Australian Government’s endeavour to develop a 
strategy for ecologically sustainable development 
(ESD) (Kelly 1990, pp. 22–23). Following 
recommendations from the Rio de Janeiro 
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Conference on Environment and Development in 
1992, Australian governments saw ESD enshrined 
in some one hundred and twenty-three pieces 
of state and federal legislation by the year 2000 
(Robin, 2007, p. 176). 

And yet, in 1994, a new coal-fired power station 
was opened in Singleton, New South Wales 
and a further four were built during the 1990s 
contributing some 30 million tonnes of CO2 into 
the atmosphere (Hutchinson & Hirsch, 1996, 
p. 115). According to Libby Robin, by the first 
few years of the 21st century Australians had 
stopped talking about ESD (2007, p. 177) and 
only sustainability survived. ESD had been 
turned into ‘meaningless rhetoric based on naïve 
understandings or, in some cases, on devious 
manipulations’ (Mulligan & Hill, 2001, p. 11); as 
mining magnate Lang Hancock proclaimed, in 
1979, capitalism means life, environmentalism 
means death (Huckle, 1986, p. 17, Lines, 1991, p. 
270).

Arguably, we are now in a third wave of teaching 
for sustainable development. Education for 
Sustainable Development had become an 
important part of the United Kingdom National 
Curriculum (Lambert & Morgan, 2010, pp. 
15–16). English geography teachers see the 
discipline as an important vehicle for teaching 
environmental issues. This third wave involves 
educating for sustainability (EfS), a discourse 
that started in 1997 and supported by the United 
Nations Decade for Sustainable Development, 
2005–2014 (Delgado, 2007, p. 36). EfS is a 
more catholic approach seeking to incorporate 
key themes of sustainability, including poverty 
alleviation, human rights, equity, health and 
environmental protection, into education systems. 
The texts Teaching geography for a better world 
(Fien & Gerber, 1988) and New wave geography 
(Stowell & Bentley, 1988) incorporated these 
endeavours in the 1980s not only in terms of 
subject content but also their embrace of active 
and reflective learning (Tilbury, Coleman, and 
Garlick, 2005, p. 38). 
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Geography Newsfile, 1993: Geographical 
Education. 7(1), 3–4.

AGTA’s new President, Magdelaine Wong, was 
born in Penang, Malaysia, to second generation 
Chinese. She was the fourth in a family of five 
children. School in colonial Malaysia was a 
convent for girls run by Irish nuns with an all 
female teaching staff and “O” level examinations 
under the British system. One started school at 
the age of seven and left, hopefully with a GCE 
(General Certificate of Education) ten years later 
at seventeen. Then came two years of form 
six, in a co-educational senior school run by 
Christian Brothers. It was during those years 
that Magdelaine first “discovered” geography, 
the previous ten years a haze of memories that 
focused on English composition to the exclusion 
of anything else (her earliest recollection of 
anything resembling ambition was to write a 
novel!).

Magdelaine remembers well her geography 
teacher in Form 6 – a stocky, balding, middle-
aged Chinese man with a sharp wit which he used 
sparingly during geography classes, preferring for 
most of the time, to write the assignment topic 
on the blackboard and subsequently retiring to 
his newspaper. Lower and upper 6th geography 
appeared to be an endless stream of assignments 
and visits to the library. In hindsight, the old 
gent probably believed he was using a discovery 
approach where his students discovered a love of 
geography (by default) in the process of hunting 
for information on some obscure topic. It was 
during those years that a fascination for the 
physical environment and landforms emerged, 
accompanied by a curiosity for distant lands 
which she did not believe she would ever visit – 
travel for her family meant crossing the channel 
on the ferry to visit relatives on the mainland.

The end of 1965 was momentous – Magdelaine 
was awarded a Colombo Plan scholarship to study 
for a BA (Hons) in geography at Otago University 
in New Zealand. Much to the credit of educators 
in Malaysia, Magdelaine knew where New Zealand 
was and had also learnt about sheep farming 
on the Canterbury Plains! Apart from physical 
geography, there had been much reading and 
learning in form six about the regional geography 
of Malaysia and its Asian and Pacific neighbours. 

But not much about the people and their values 
– so the first year was spent accommodating 
different cultural perspectives. It was during her 
tertiary studies at Otago that Magdelaine made 
the transition from physical to human geography, 
focusing on urban geography for her dissertation. 
It was during those years that Magdelaine realised 
how badly her schooling with its emphasis on 
rote learning and unquestioning acceptance of 
knowledge, had prepared her for tertiary studies.

After five years in New Zealand (four years 
in Dunedin and one in Auckland) Magdelaine 
returned to Malaysia and found herself teaching 
geography in Sarawak, East Malaysia.

Migration to Brisbane followed in 1973. It was sad 
to leave family and friends behind and daunting 
to be going to a place where there wasn’t a 
familiar face, no family, nor friend, nor a job. 
Conflict issues, of a socio-political nature, are 
common in senior geography courses. As are 
also development issues and their references to 
western cultural influences and the “brain drain” 
from “third world” countries. As one who had 
contributed to the “brain drain” from Malaysia, 
Magdelaine believes that geography teachers 
should be wary of simplistic solutions to complex 
issues – there is certainly more than one side to 
the story! Intercultural intersubjectivity (in every 
sense) is not for the faint-hearted.

It was 1977 when Magdelaine returned to full 
time teaching and started her acquaintance with 
the GTAQ. Since 1983 Magdelaine has served 
on GTAQ Council as Councillor, Secretary, Vice-
President and most recently as President. In 1986 
Magdelaine was elected to the AGTA executive 
as Secretary/Treasurer. On completion of the 
two-year term, Magdelaine was elected to AGTA 
Executive as Vice-President, a position she 
retained from 1988 to 1993. On the school front, 
Magdelaine co-ordinated geography at an inner 
suburban state high school from 1978–1985, 
worked as Subject Mistress from 1986–1989 and 
then was seconded to the Ministerial Consultative 
Council on Curriculum from 1990 to 1993. In 
1984 Magdelaine completed an MSc in Science, 
Technology and Society through Griffith University 
focusing on Australia’s aid program and its impact 
on developing countries for her thesis. She is 

Focus on AGTA’s New President, 
Magdelaine Wong 
John Fien
Former Editor, Geographical Education
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currently Deputy Principal at Dakabin State High 
School on the northern outskirts of Brisbane.

Magdelaine firmly believes in the value of 
geography to the education of students in 
schools. She also argues that geography, taught 
in the spirit of inquiry and encouragement of 
thinking, does indeed fulfil many community 

expectations about schooling outcomes for young 
people in Australia (see, for example her paper 
on ‘Geography and essential learnings’ in Gerber, 
R. (Ed.) 1992 Geography in society published by 
RGSQ. Hence the debate for geography as core or 
essential part of the curriculum must take place 
within the context of the national agenda.
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2000: Struggling against SoSE and 
learning to think geographically

Geographical Education 2000 Vol 13 contained: 

Image and ideology: some reflections on 
school geography in England by  Eleanor 
Rawling
Gone are days of the hand-drawn map by 
Susan Kempson
Geographical fieldwork as emotionally 
engaged learning by Kwok Chan  Lai
The making of a geography ‘theme-based’ 
elementary school by Edward A  Grode
Restoration ecology at the Millennium 
Parklands, Homebush Bay: an  
introduction for geographers by Kate 
Hughes 
Singapore students’ perceptions of tourism 
in Singapore by Peter Wilson & Ivy Geok-
Chin Tan
Whither peace education? by Bob Digby
Active learning strategies using images in 
geography by Graham Yates

Peter Wilson, then senior lecturer in geographical 
and social studies education at the Queensland 
University of Technology, stated in his Note from 
the editor (2000, p. 4),

The threat of SoSE is very real in Australia 
for all well meaning geography teachers. 
Many proponents proffer this ‘new’ un-
researched area, the name of which took 
all of three-quarters of a day to decide, 
across Australia. . . . A leading USA Social 
Studies educator has said on several 
occasions at geography conferences that 
greatest educational tragedy the  USA has 
given to the world is the subject Social 
Studies. 

He explains that Eleanor Rawling’s article,

provides a sound base for geography 
teachers to argue for the paramount  
of geography over SoSE and to foster 
geography as a major subject discipline 
and medium for educating young people 
for the new millennium.

Studies of society and environment, or SoSE, 
was the generic course that was widely taught 

in Australian primary and secondary schools 
between 1990 and 2008. New South Wales was 
the exception to this all-purpose approach where 
both Geography and History were taught as 
separate subjects in Years 7–10 and then later 
on under Victoria’s Essential Learning Standards 
(2002) the Humanities were taught Years P–4 and 
Economics, Geography and History in Years 5–10. 

John Fien (1996a, pp. 7–13), then Deputy Dean 
of the Master of Environmental Education course 
at Griffith University, presented a detailed and 
incisive critique of SoSE and indeed, opposition 
to any centralised control of curriculum planning 
that curtailed “the ability of schools and teachers 
to plan work programs which match the needs of 
their students and communities” (p. 7). By 2007, 
serious issues (Taylor, 2012, p. 44) had become 
evident and the states and territories began to 
plan to dismantle SoSe. “At the Ministerial Council 
on Education, Employment, Training and Youth 
Affairs meeting in Darwin in April 2007, it was 
agreed that SOSE would be disaggregated in the 
secondary school curriculum” (Commonwealth 
of Australia, 2007, p. 96). This occurred before 
the commencement of the Australian Curriculum. 
The problems referred to by Tony Taylor had 
been expressed by the work of teachers Stephen 
Cranby and Stephen Matthews (McKinnon, 1996, 
p. 3), by university geographical educators (Fien, 
1996a, pp. 7–13, Lidstone, 2006, p.1, as cited by 
Biancotti & Halbert, 2015, p. 15), by journalists 
(Ferrari, 2006), and by right-wing political 
commentators (Bolt, 2000, Donnelly, 2004). 

Rawling, then Honorary Research Associate at the 
University of Oxford Department of Educational 
Studies, remarked on the seesaw nature of 
curriculum change in England,

The problem in England has been that 
the past thirty years have witnessed the 
curriculum swinging wildly in one direction 
and then another in the whim of different 
ideologies, without allowing time for 
reflection and debate about the relevance 
of each (2000, p. 14).

How much more so is this true of the Australian 
educational scene where the various jurisdictions 
have had important parts to play? Constitutionally, 
the states and territories have responsibility for 

Nick Hutchinson 
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school education, including management of the 
curriculum (Conolly, 1996, p. 21). Between 1982 
and 1992, Labor governments in New South 
Wales successively incorporated mandatory 
material into the school curriculum by way 
of policy documents relating to multicultural 
education, anti-racism, Aboriginal education, 
environmental education and girls’ education 
(Kleeman, 2009, p. 23), documents thought 
by some to be part of an exercise in social 
engineering (O’Neill, 1992, cited in Kleeman,  
p. 23). More worryingly, one prominent 
geography teacher and educator reportedly knew 
of people in several New South Wales schools 
who had significant reservations about allowing 
the senior geography syllabus to be taught in their 
schools “because of its promotion of humanism 
and implicit denial of Deism” (Codrington, 1991, 
p. 7). Whether it is the State or the Church, 
which intervenes in the curriculum, the earlier 
discussion of critical literacy/pedagogy/theory 
illustrates the potency of such forms of social 
engineering. 

Bob Digby, then Humanities Leader in the 
Department of Education, Brunel University, 
referred to critical pedagogy (2000, p. 66) where 
he described an incompatible state of affairs 
whereby there are few shared meanings about 
values in the curriculum; “politicians determine 
what should be taught while teachers and 
educators generally have their own different 
values systems”. These sentiments are echoed 
in Alex Moore’s chapter ‘Working with and 
against official policy: Pedagogic and curricular 
alternatives’ (Moore, 2000, pp. 149–176); 
although a later edition of his text (2012, p. 138) 
saw the heading changed more modestly to 
‘Pedagogic and curricular alternatives’. The gulf 
between the discipline-of-knowledge approach 
and the long history of Australian geography 
teacher involvement with values education 
(Blachford, 1973, Fien, 1996b, Fien & Slater, 
1981, Huckle, 1980, Kriewaldt, 2003, Smith, 
1978) broadens the gulf between what is written 
in the curriculum as fact and what eventuates 
as the curriculum as practice. Digby saw an 
educational climate that had shifted in emphasis 
from a liberal humanistic geography that would 
place peace education, as expressed in all the 
chapters of Teaching geography for a better world, 
at the centre of a school curriculum to one which 
is more utilitarian and conservative (p. 61).

There was some debate in educational circles 
as to whether subjects such as peace studies, 
environmental education, global education 
and world studies should be integrated into an 
integrated humanities or social studies course 
(Marsden, 1996, p. 7) or that geography should 
integrate these areas into its embrace. In the 
United Kingdom, it was politically more expedient, 

for those in power, to include geography and 
history in the national curriculum than to include 
cross-curricular areas such as peace studies in 
a social sciences curriculum (Marsden, 1996, 
p. 10). In Australia, they could be more readily 
incorporated in SoSE. Some would argue that 
the distinctiveness of geography was diminished 
in that, “cartoons replaced cartography” 
in textbooks (Marsden, 1996, p. 8) but the 
Australian experience would suggest that, in the 
end, geography’s position has been enriched by 
the infusion of peace studies (Calder, 2000, pp. 
56–63) world studies (Calder & Smith, 1991, 
Hicks, 1988, Pike & Selby, 1988), futures studies 
(Gough, 1988), human rights (Burnley, 1988), 
global education (Bliss, 2003) and environmental 
education (Emery, 1976, Greenhall, 1986, Huckle, 
1986, Maher, 1986, Milne, 1983, Naish, 1986, 
Walker, 1976).

Although the federal government’s power 
over school curricula is circumscribed by the 
Constitution, it has exercised its power over the 
states through promises of extra funding. John 
Dawkins, Commonwealth Minister for Education, 
1987–1991, used the slogan “education in 
crisis” as his apparent motivation to initiate 
a nationally collaborative curriculum in 1988 
(Marsh, 2005, pp. 156–158). The national 
collaborative curriculum project was based on 
the 1989 Hobart Declaration (Education Council, 
1989) which listed common and agreed national 
goals for schooling in Australia. An Australian 
Education Council meeting in 1992 decided that 
the strands in the curriculum should be generic 
rather than discipline based. This was ironic and 
disappointing for geographical educators because, 
as Conolly (1996, p.p. 23–4) had demonstrated, 
nearly all of the goals in the Hobart Declaration 
were met by the school geography syllabus that 
was then in operation in New South Wales.

According to Colin Marsh (2005, p. 156), the 
only time that all states appeared to agree about 
a common structure for the curriculum project, 
and SoSE, was in the brief window between 
1993 and 1995. Some states were even more 
demonstrative. Bob Carr, New South Wales 
Premier, 1995–2005,who was a passionate 
supporter of history, particularly American history, 
ensured that history (and geography) became 
parts of the state curriculum. Rather than follow 
the SoSE organising structure, Victoria’s Board 
of Studies combined the national statements into 
one document called the Curriculum Standards 
Framework (Board of Studies, Victoria, 1995). 
Within this framework, Geography was supposed 
to sit within the Place and Space Strand, with 
respect to concepts, skills and methodologies 
but also was found in the Science Strand in 
relation to Physical Geography and in the 
Mathematics Strand in the guise of mapping 
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and statistical skills (Taveira & Wiber, 1996, p. 
34). Ironically, in 1990 Joan Kirner, Victorian 
Education Minister, advocated that environment 
should have featured prominently in all learning 
areas (Marsh & Hart, 2011, p. 8). Once again, 
geography, without environment might well have 
perched rather uneasily in a social studies strand 
in the curriculum. It could have taken us back to 
the United States of America of the 1930s where 
social studies first emerged. 

Geography teachers and educators agitated for 
change. Australian Geography Teachers Association 
(AGTA) President Geoff Conolly provided a report 
in the Association’s journal on a Forum on the 
promotion of geography (2000, pp. 77–78). 

The genesis of this forum came from a 
report to AGTA Council by Stephen  
Cranby, GTAV, in which he described 
attending a conference of the Council of 
British Geographers (COBRIG) in England, 
which UK geography academic and teacher 
organizations and associations attended 
(p. 78).

The Forum held at the University of Sydney in 
October 1999, organised by a steering committee 
named the National Geography Support Group, 
arguably marked a turning point for the revival 
of Australian school geography. Geographical 
Education (2001, p. 3) records the deliberations of 
the forum in detail. It encompassed five projects:

• University geography (and university 
geographical education);

• interface with politicians/bureaucrats/
business/non-government organisations;

• tertiary geography/school geography interface;
• school geography promotion; and
• media.

The geography curriculum had to free itself from 
the shackles of SoSE. The contributions of those 
writing under the aegis of both philosophy and 
sociology of education are important in this 
context. Kevin Blachford (1973, pp. 19–25) had 
examined the conceptualisation of the discipline 
as a unique form of knowledge, after philosopher 
of education, Paul Hirst (1965). History educator, 
Carmel Fahey (2012, p. 2) revisited this distinctive 
way of understanding history and geography as a 
form of knowledge. It is an approach that,

provides an explicit conceptual framework 
around which to organise content, 
formulate questions, undertake inquiry, 
generate theory and communicate 
outcomes using methods, reasoning and 
language peculiar to a knowledge field (p. 2)

The distinctive concepts of the discipline may be 
identified as an integral part of a geographical 
imagination, one that is sensitive towards the 
significance of place and space, landscape and 
nature “in the constitution and conduct of life on 
earth” (Gregory, 2000, p. 298). The geographer 
has characteristic ways of using these concepts, 
traditionally in a spatial or chorological framework 
(Blachford, 1973, p. 20) or, more critically, 
contributing to a societal understanding of 
nature (Castree, 2005). The discipline has unique 
procedures for gathering evidence to construct 
and validate theory whether geographers are 
engaged in describing or explaining mappable 
patterns (Blachford, 1973, p. 21) or in rejecting 
the narrow morphological character of the 
discipline to bring together the study of social 
processes and spatial forms (Harvey, 1973). 
Importantly, the discipline has distinctive ways 
of conducting investigations and characteristic 
modes of inquiry. Geographic inquiry is distinctive 
because it draws on traditions from both science 
and the social sciences (Kriewaldt & Boon, 2012, 
p. 129) and more frequently from the humanities 
(Creswell, 2013). Powell (1984, p. 175) identified 
a herculean task traditionally assigned to 
geography, “the building of bridges in the great 
archipelago made by the natural sciences, social 
sciences and humanities”.

Sociologist of education, Michael Young, argues 
that subject knowledge,

involves rules agreed by subject specialists 
about what counts as valid knowledge; 
such criteria which derive from the 
pedagogic knowledge of subject specialist 
teachers and their links with discipline-
based specialists in the universities 
provide access to the ‘best’ knowledge 
that can be acquired by pupils at different 
levels thus ensuring the possibility of 
progression (Young, 2014, p. 5).

This subject knowledge then becomes “powerful 
knowledge”, knowledge that comes from 
centuries of learning from the research of 
universities and subject associations (p. 10), 
knowledge that students need to understand 
and interpret the world. Students are offered 
different types of powerful knowledge in the 
natural sciences in terms of abstractions and 
generalisations (p. 9), in the social sciences in 
finding out how society operates, and in the 
humanities to “discover how people other than 
social scientists define and relate to place” 
(Powell, 1984, p. 178).

David Lambert (2014, pp. 13–30) has pursued 
this notion of powerful knowledge to advocate for 
a “knowledge-led” curriculum and a “progressive” 
approach that stresses, 
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the emancipatory power and purpose of 
education in initiating young people into 
forms and fields of specialised knowledge 
– without which they are deprived and 
restricted in their personal and intellectual 
growth into fully capable adults (p. 13).

Lambert is searching for a curriculum framework 
that takes students beyond their day-to-day 
experiences. It is a structure concerned with 
the vocabulary of the discipline, geographical 
“facts” or substantive knowledge, which is 
the knowledge of the content of geography 
(McInerney et al., 2009, p. 17). More importantly, 
the discipline allows students to acquire and 
develop deep descriptive and explanatory “world 
knowledge” (Lambert, 2014, p. 26). It also 
encourages relational thinking (Jackson, 2006, 
pp. 200–201) through engagement with theory 
and the development of systemic conceptual 

knowledge, or geography’s grammar. Moreover, 
its conceptual framework is sophisticated. 
Geographical concepts are seen as points of 
contestation with multiple meanings that cannot 
be reduced to single straightforward definitions 
(Lambert & Morgan, 2010, p. xi). Thirdly, it 
includes procedural knowledge, concerned 
with “how to do geography” and how to “think 
geographically”(McInerney, 2009, p. 47). 
Students develop “a propensity to apply analysis 
of alternative social, economic and environmental 
futures to particular place contexts” (Lambert, 
2014, p. 26) and they develop a geographical 
imagination. Doreen Massey says that a lot of our 
geography is in the mind. “That is to say we carry 
around with us mental images of the world, of 
the country in which we live (all those images of 
the North/South divide), of the street next door” 
(2006, p. 48).
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Focus on Rob Berry: 
consummate team member

When Rob Berry arrived in Victoria in 1972 to 
teach Geography at Healesville High School, he 
had already had significant teaching experience in 
South Africa, England and Canada. In 1973, Rob 
was appointed to Heidelberg High School and 
his expertise was quickly recognised, resulting 
in his secondment in 1978 to be the Geography 
Consultant in the Northern Metropolitan Region. 
This marked the beginning of Rob’s prodigious 
and continuing contribution to geographic 
education.

In 1979, Rob was seconded to the Education 
Department’s Audio Visual Education Centre 
where, amongst his other duties, he played 
a leading role in the production of the highly 
acclaimed film, Our Fragile Coast. His broader 
expertise resulted in an appointment to the 
Department’s Curriculum Branch Geography 
Team (1980–1982) where he made a significant 
contribution to the Secondary Geographical 
Education Project (SGEP).

As a GTAV Committee member from 1979, Rob 
quickly became involved in curriculum projects, 
professional development programs and the 
production of teaching resources. He made a 
dedicated contribution to the development of 
the Victorian Institute of Secondary Education 
(VISE) Year 12 Geography course description, 
including assessment techniques and consensus 
moderation processes. Many teacher concerns 
would have been allayed by his masterful 
presentation to the 1980 GTAV Annual Conference 
on approaches to the Individual Research Project, 
an innovative component of the new course. 
Rob was editor of Settlement Patterns, one of 
seven textbooks published in 1981 as part of the 
GTAV’s Year 12 Resources Project (Berry, 1981). 
His role as a long-serving member of the Year 12 
Examining Panel and as its Chairperson (1983–
1991) demonstrated Rob’s intellect, rigour and 
fairness. The range of classroom resources that 
bears his name is exceptional: from textbooks, 
atlases, map sets, film and resource kits to 
innovative classroom applications for new learning 
technologies, such as the use of satellite imagery 
and Geographic Information Systems (GIS).

His peers quickly acknowledged Rob’s leadership 
skills. He served two terms as GTAV President 

(1983–1984 and 1990–1991). Unsurprisingly, 
his expertise led him to a long and productive 
national role, firstly as a Council member of the 
Australian Geography Teachers’ Association 
(AGTA) and then as AGTA President (1991–1993). 
In addition to contributing to a range of AGTA 
policy statements and publications, he was also 
the convenor of the 12th AGTA Conference in 
1990. Rob has represented the GTAV on almost 
every course review and accreditation body since 
the early 1980s. He has been a staunch advocate 
for geography through his participation in an 
extensive list of committees and working parties 
responding to State and Federal governments’ 
curriculum policies, frameworks and innovations.

Remarkably, Rob’s contribution to the GTAV and 
AGTA grew after his return to full-time teaching in 
1983 and his appointment to a succession of key 
school leadership positions over the next twenty 
years. A consummate team member, supportive 
colleague and a fine mentor, Rob has made an 
unrivalled contribution which has earned him the 
deep respect of close colleagues and of geography 
teachers within Victoria and Australia wide.

Source: B. Tamagno, K. Bainbridge & G. Pollard 
(2009). Rob Berry. In G. Paterson, H. Brown, 
G. Pollard, & B. Stringer (Eds.) GTAV: The first 
50 years (p. 25). Camberwell South: Geography 
Teachers’ Association of Victoria Inc.

Rob Berry has also served as AGTA Treasurer be-
tween 2008 and 2014; representative on the Aus-
tralian Federation of Societies for Studies of Soci-
ety and the Environment consortium; as a writer 
with the ‘Towards National Geography Curriculum’ 
(TNCG) Project; as website administrator for the 
AGTA, TNGC, Geography conferences 2008–2017, 
and Geocareers websites; as an electronic editor 
on the Geogspace website; AGTA Conference Co-
convenor in 2015 and 2017; and, as Co-manager 
for the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 
Leadership Project that developed annotated il-
lustrations of practice (exemplars) to support the 
National Professional Standards for Teachers. Rob 
has also revamped all of the payment procedures 
on the AGTA website, including the online PayPal 
system.

Bruce Tamagno, Kerry Bainbridge & Gary Pollard
Former GTAV Committee members
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Kath Berg
Formerly on the secretariat of the Royal Geographical Society of Queensland

AGTA Recollections by Kath Berg

As Coordinator of the Australian Geography 
Competition from its start in 1995 until 2015, I 
participated in many AGTA meetings to report on 
the Competition, a joint project of AGTA and the 
Royal Geographical Society of Queensland. AGTA 
meetings are hard work. Instead of spending the 
weekend with family and friends, on Saturday 
you spend hours sitting in a meeting room 
concentrating on reports, and making hopefully 
intelligent contributions to discussions – and then 
you back it up with more hours on Sunday.

So, just like at Conferences, the food breaks are 
important. The meetings in Melbourne take the 
cake in this regard. The GTAV had a favourite 
caterer who always produced yummy and healthy 
finger food lunches, and at morning tea we were 
spoilt with home-made biscuits and slices from 
Leonie Brown. However, the morning tea highlight 
would have to be a Sydney meeting where we 

were around the corner from a Max Brenner café. 
An indulgent hot chocolate was just the sugar hit 
we needed to get us through the day.

The Saturday night dinner, and drinks in a local 
pub beforehand, are a long AGTA tradition. 
This of course is not about the food but about 
networking. The socialising gave us all a chance 
to reinforce contacts and get new ideas from our 
colleagues from around Australia. It also was an 
opportunity to discuss, at greater length, issues 
that had come up at the meeting, but that needed 
more consideration before a decision was made 
on the Sunday.

In my early years at AGTA, there was another 
tradition – going to a casino after dinner. However, 
the thought of the meeting the next day usually 
sent me, and the less party-minded of the group, 
back to our beds.
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Geographical Education 2010 Volume 23 
contained: 

The geography standards project: 
Professional standards for teaching  
school geography by Jeana Kriewaldt
Chartered geography (teacher) – 
recognising outstanding geography  
teaching by Claire Wheeler
Geography in Tasmania – now and in three 
years by Wayne Sutton
What does geography contribute to the 
education of young Australians? by  
Alaric Maude
Implications of 21st century change and 
the geography curriculum by Malcolm 
McInerney
Developing geography standards: 
Articulating the complexity of  
accomplished geography teaching by Nick 
Hutchinson & Jeana Kriewaldt
Geography teaching: Sharing the expertise 
by Ken Purnell
Teachers’ perceptions of obstacles to the 
implementation of geography education 
standards in Egypt by Edrees S. Saleh
Misconceptions in geography by Mustafa 
Ozturk & Secil Alkis
The geography of HIV/AIDS – A South 
African simulation game by Clinton  
D. van der Merwe & Adrienne Rivera Aub 

By 2010, the Australian Curriculum: Geography 
had become a reality. There had been meetings 
with the Federal Minister for Education (AGTA, 
2006, p. 3, McInerney, 2009, p. 9) and the 
Opposition Leader (AGTA 2007, p. 2), a hearing 
before a Senate committee (AGTA 2007, p. 2), 
radio interviews, newspaper articles (Ferrari, 
2006) and a government sponsored study on 
the teaching of geography in schools (Erebus 
International, 2008). AGTA worked with the Royal 
Geographical Society of Queensland and Institute 
of Australian Geographers to produce support 
documents (AGTA & RGSQ, 2007). In 2008, 
the Federal Government committed to a K–12 
national geography curriculum (AGTA, 2008, p. 2, 
McInerney, 2009, p. 9). AGTA began a nationwide 
consultation process in 2008 (AGTA, 2008, p. 4, 

McInerney, 2009, p. 10) and a background report 
was published early in 2009 (Berry & Smith, 
2009). Following a second series of consultative 
meetings, a position paper (McInerney, Berg, 
Hutchinson, Maude, & Sorenson, 2009) was 
published in June 2009. A literature review was 
also published (Sorenson, 2009, pp. 12–17). 
The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority (ACARA) produced a timeline 
for the development of the curriculum, dating 
from 2009 to 2012 (AGTA, 2009, p.3, McInerney, 
2009, p. 11). Alaric Maude (2009, pp. 368–379) 
began writing what was to become a series of 
papers that supported the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography. 

Alaric Maude, then Associate Professor at Flinders 
University, explained that geography students 
learn to become open to a wide range of ways of 
understanding and explaining the world.

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 
(Maude 2010, p. 19).

Maude illustrated these different approaches by 
reference to spatial thinking and spatial analytical 
skills. In the first instance, geography opens up 
the possibility to “think spatially, and to see spatial 
patterns and the relationships between objects 
in space” (p. 16). This is essentially a positivist/
empiricist view of space where space is simply 
where things happen. It valorises neutrality where 
space is a container of objects and subjects. 
Maude’s second conception of spatial thinking, 

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 relations between them (p. 16).

2010: Australian Curriculum, standards, 
futures and philosophies
Nick Hutchinson 
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This again rests on positivistic assumptions, a 
geometric view of space as an isotropic plain 
where objects are situated or located (Morgan, 
2000, p. 277). However, it does open up spatial 
thinking to admit the salience of social relations 
and the possibility that geographical knowledge 
is socially constructed. The third conception of 
space,

includes understanding how spaces are 
organised, designed, perceived, managed 
and used, and the consequences for 
different groups of people (p. 17).

Although this notion of space is aimed at 
understanding urban planning, the internal 
structure of cities and urban functions, and it 
probably draws from Tuan’s humanistic view 
of space (Tuan, 1979, p. 389), it does open the 
door for school students to contemplate that 
geographical knowledge is both partial and 
socially constructed. If science students get 
to understand that Einstein’s physics allow a 
different view of space from an unproblematic 
container of things to space that is relational 
(Massey, 1999, p. 262), that is, space is the 
distance between objects and time the interval 
between events (Molnar, 2017), then geography 
students should have the opportunity to grapple 
with the notion that space is socially constructed. 
In so doing, they will realise that social 
relationships construct and reproduce people’s 
experience of space very differently in relation to 
capital, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, dis/ability, and 
nationality (Morgan, 2000, p. 279). It opens up a 
critical pedagogy of space “that allows students 
to read the world in such a way as not only to 
understand it, but also to change it” (p. 285).

Morgan (2010, in Lambert and Balderstone, 
pp. 27–31) identified four approaches to the 
geography curriculum. Each approach was linked 
to a corresponding approach to knowledge:

• ‘curriculum-as-fact’ was linked to empiricism/
positivism;

• ‘curriculum-as-value’ to phenomenology;
• ‘curriculum-as-ideology’ to structuralism;
• ‘curriculum-as-text’ to postmodernism.

The first approach assumes that there is a certain 
body of geographic knowledge that should be 
transmitted to students. The second is concerned 
with how we attempt to order the world and 
in those attempts produce knowledge. It is, by 
implication, a constructivist view of learning 
about the world. The third approach to knowledge 
reminds us that the curriculum is not politically 
neutral because it contains ideological messages 
and is therefore open to questioning by both 
students and teachers. Morgan says that these 

three approaches are all similar in that “they are 
all striving to tell a better, more complete story 
about the world” (p. 28). In so doing, they seek to 
explain the world as a mirror image, an accurate 
reflection of the world. The final approach, 
‘curriculum-as-text’, is rather different. It sees the 
world as a text to be read and geography teachers 
suggest to students that it is not the ‘real world’ 
that they are studying but rather a discourse 
about the world (p. 29).

Maude is cautious about the moral relativism 
couched in these subjective postmodern ways. 
However, an examination of ‘curriculum-as-
text’ does open up the possibility that the 
historiography of geography can be taught – all 
the rich insights gained from an understanding 
of Biddle’s six paradigms, the infusion of vitality 
produced through attempts to teach geography 
for a better world and an engagement with the 
cultural turn in geography (Edwards, 2002), and 
an interest in the ways in which we represent the 
world. It is also possible to adopt a philosophical 
position that accommodates many of these 
different approaches to knowledge.

David Hall (1989, pp. 10–21) examined three 
major theories of knowledge: empiricism, 
rationalism and humanism and then explored 
three approaches to geography teaching that are 
derived from these foundational ideas: positivist, 
realist and ecological approaches.

Further, Huckle and Martin (2001/2014, p. 23) 
remind us,

There is little chance of geographers 
helping to solve environmental problems 
and bring about a transition to more 
sustainable forms of development if 
they are working with a flawed notion of 
how the world works and how it may be 
changed. 

They present six philosophies (p. 24) that are 
used by geographers to understand the relations 
between nature and society: 

• empiricism, where knowledge is based on 
experience;

• positivism, where empirical knowledge is 
supported by verifiable evidence; 

• interpretivism, where knowledge is created 
subjectively in a world of meanings created by 
individuals (Kleeman (2009, pp. 20–23 refers 
to interpretivism as perspectivism); 

• structuralism, where knowledge is based on 
structures, underlying processes and relation 
but experiences do not necessarily reveal this 
world;

• critical theory, where knowledge is socially 
constructed in ways that reflect different 
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interests but the dominance of technical 
interest limits understanding; 

• critical realism, where knowledge is created 
by building models of how real processes 
shape events and experiences in the light of 
contingent circumstances.

Critical realism is arguably the most useful 
philosophy because it represents an approach to 
knowledge that uses ideas from modernity and 
postmodernity. It operates on three domains, 
namely the empirical, the actual and the real 
(Johnston & Sidaway, 2004, p. 241). Critical 
realism:

• admits radical politics and systems-thinking 
but pays attention to the connection between 
language and discourse and the real world; 

• admits that there are criteria for deciding 
what is true or right at the same time 
acknowledging that reality is mediated by 
cultural discourses and representations;

• recognises that modern knowledge, 
instrumental reason and technocracy have not 
delivered utopia or enlightenment and thus 
rejects grand stories of human progress while 
at the same time allowing some room for the 
partial progress towards better worlds, a kind 
of realistic utopianism (Huckle & Martin, 2014, 
pp. 37–39) .

The importance of this philosophical position 
can be illustrated by reference to approaches 
to the study of urban geography. A classroom 
study of urban patterns, depicted in a series of 
concentric rings presenting economic and social 
activity, acknowledges the positivistic thinking, 
and uses the grand narratives of Chicago’s urban 
sociologists in the early years of the 20th century, 
but silences the multiple stories of people living 
in the buildings and making a living in the city, 
ignores a human geography informed by feminist 
and postmodern theory (Sibley, 1995, p. 180). 

Brendan Gleeson (2014) observed that at the very 
time when half of humanity was supposed to live 
in urban areas a flurry of books was published on 
cities. Many assumed an empirical or positivistic 
inclination towards explanation, evidence-based 
work that “represents a representational shift to 
a pamphleteering style of argument” (McNeill, 
2017, p. 125). Gleeson (2014, p. 14) referred 
to these arguments as, “exclamations of an 
urban age [that] are overstated and conducive 
to misinterpretation and misappropriation by 
scientific ambition always on the lookout for a 
complex cause to be simplified.” He advocated an 
approach focused on critical realism to counter 
the paucity of thinking expressed in so-called 
new urbanology and urban physics, to reveal 

and oppose “the work of zombie dogmas – of 
neo-liberalism and naturalism” (p. 14). Harvey 
(2005) has exposed neoliberalism’s devastating 
effects on the vast majority of the people living in 
both urban and rural areas and Couper (2015, p. 
174) explains that naturalism assumes that ideas 
from the natural sciences can be applied to social 
phenomena.

Maude also argued that geography teaches spatial 
thinking and spatial analytic skills, a field that has 
been “reinvigorated by the development of a range 
of new computer-based spatial technologies” that 
include “digital and electronic maps, geographical 
positioning systems (GPS), remote sensing, and 
geographical information systems” (2010, p. 17). 
Malcolm McInerney, then Education Officer at the 
Department of Education and Children’s Services, 
(2010, p. 30) asks whether the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography will “adequately provide 
the framework and opportunities for teachers 
to employ 21st century pedagogies in their 
classrooms?” 

To some extent, the curriculum has to be 
retrospective. It seeks to present and represent 
a corpus of knowledge about geography but, 
at the same time, it should be ‘prospective’ 
(Moore, 2000, p. 48) preparing students, and 
permitting them to shape, the future world in 
which they will be living. McInerney (2010) 
says the curriculum should be inquiry focused 
and believes that students should benefit from 
computer-based spatial technologies. On the other 
hand he is cautious about the pervasiveness of 
information and communication technologies 
(ICTs). This has resulted in a world where young 
people consider that they are as well informed 
as ‘experts’ notwithstanding the know-how 
of their geography teacher. The professional 
standards for accomplished teaching of school 
geography (University of Melbourne, AGTA, GTAV 
and Victorian Institute of Teaching, 2007–2010) 
may assist here. The accomplished geography 
teacher’s task then is to encourage students 
to carry out a range of geographical inquiries, 
evaluate the quality of evidence, think spatially and 
use maps, visual images and new technologies to 
obtain, present, analyse and evaluate information 
(geography standards 2.1, 3.3). 

Nick Hutchinson and Jeana Kriewaldt (2010, p. 
37), then lecturers in education at Macquarie 
University and the University of Melbourne, 
describe the videotaped lesson of a Year 9 
geography class analysing the distribution of 
earthquakes and volcanoes using a data set 
available in ArcMap (a Geographic Information 
System processing program). The video clip 
captures the specificities of teaching practice, 
the teacher’s active involvement and embodied 
judgements, 
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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 judgements he makes to respond to 
student questions with further questions 
to extend their thinking, and his capacity 
to adapt to the vagaries of an imperfectly 
calibrated electronic whiteboard (p. 37)

Ken Purnell (2010, p. 45), then Associate 
Professor at Central Queensland University, 
explains that as students become conversant 
with GIS technologies they are consolidating new 
knowledge and skills into long-term memory, a 
process that “takes time and requires experience, 
conversations and practice”. Although spatial 
technologies are not the exclusive driving force 
behind accomplished geography teaching, they 
can provide opportunities for students to be 
involved in project based activities and engage 
in “chunks of deep learning, not vast swathes of 
shallow learning” (McInerney, 2010, p. 30) or to 
engage more fully with the “spatial constitution of 
day-to-day life” (Ozturk & Alkis, 2010, p. 61).

However, there are some caveats to embracing 
such spatial technologies in the geography 
classroom. Their use is often grounded in 
positivistic modes of thinking. On the other 
hand, their increasing capacity to develop ever 
more powerful forms of visual representation 
may encourage more ‘playful’ forms of inquiry 
as it becomes impossible to tell what is real and 
what is not real? All the work that geographers 
have put into deconstructing the map (Cosgrove, 
2009; Dodge, Kitchin, & Perkins, 2009; Harley, 
1988; Pickles, 2004) should be borne in mind. 
As Lucy Fellowes, Curator of the Smithsonian 
Museum remarked, “Every map is someone’s way 
of getting you to look at the world his or her way” 
(quoted in Dodge, Kitchin, & Perkins, 2009, p. 
1) or is “ideologically loaded to convey particular 
messages” (Dodge, Kitchin, & Perkins, 2009, p. 
13). 

Maps generated by spatial technologies are not 
merely inert representations of practice but can be 
seen as a mode of discourse, as a set of unfolding 
practices (Kitchin, 2008, p. 213). They are 
dynamic. Rather than see maps as inscriptions 
on the world, the emphasis is on mappings – 
spatial practices that do the work of the world (p. 
215). Maps are ephemeral, brought into being by 
various embodied, social and technical practices. 
They are always remade every time they are 
engaged with. They are mappings in the sense 
that they are spatial practices with a purpose 
“e.g., how best to create a spatial representation, 
how to understand a spatial distribution, how 
to get between A and B, and so on” (Kitchin & 
Dodge 2007, p. 5). Whether the spatially derived 
map is appreciated aesthetically or the approach 

is nomothetic, seeking to find spatial associations 
is largely a matter of the geographical imagination

“We live in a globally interconnected world, in 
which biological, environmental, and cultural 
phenomena are all interdependent” (Thom, 1986, 
p. 9). An intriguing concept in the Australian 
Curriculum: Geography is interconnection, 
a concept that emphasises that no object of 
geographical study can be viewed in isolation 
(ACARA, n.d.). We can view AGTA’s last fifty years 
and the broader canvas of the geography project 
through this lens. 

Biddle (1976) stressed interconnections in the 
Venn diagram that presented the interactions 
between the six paradigms. Yet, the notion can 
be traced further back into the historiography 
of geography. One of the texts that influenced 
Biddle’s thinking, Frontiers in geographical 
teaching, refers to two ideas: connexité and 
zusammenhang (Smith, 1965, p. 130). Smith 
refers to a general agreement that geography 
is “essentially concerned with the functional 
interrelationship of the phenomena it studies” (p. 
130). 

Connexité was the assumption by early 20th 
century French geographer Jean Brunhes that 
geographical phenomena, both biophysical 
and human, are closely related to each other. 
Alexander von Humboldt also stressed the causal 
interdependence and interrelationships of the 
zusammenhang (interrelatedness of things) 
(Wheeler, 1976, p. 12). In the early 20th century, 
North American cultural geographer Carl Sauer 
similarly stressed the interrelationships of objects 
that exist in the landscape (Cooke & Johnson, 
1969, p. 127). These intuitive insights concerning 
interconnection undoubtedly contributed to 
Biddle’s conception of the ecological paradigm, 
regional synthesis and the overarching 
preoccupation with environmental systems in a 
spatial context (Biddle, 1976, p. 406). 

Interconnection is a theme that flows through 
geographical thinking. Minshull (1970, p. 29) 
maintains that the discipline has “dignity as an 
academic discipline because the connections 
between varying phenomena can be studied and 
explained”. The American High School Geography 
Project (HSGP) of the 1960s was all about 
interconnections, where geographers, teachers 
and psychologists aimed to assist students to 
understand “the geographer’s way” (Knight, 1973, 
p. 433). Shortle (1973, p. 63) saw the distinctive 
task of the geographer was to “examine the 
spatial components, linkages and relationships 
of the environmental crisis” of the early 1970s. 
The contributions of the geographers that sought 
to have a social purpose to their teaching, to be 
overtly teaching for a better world (Fien, 1996a, 



AGTA’s FIRST FIFTY YEARS 43

p. 8), recognised another interconnection that 
environmental issues cannot be separated from 
development issues and concerns (Slater, 1995, 
p.5). They saw that capitalism and ecological 
crises were intertwined and geography teachers 
began to realise that notions of sustainability, 
poverty alleviation, human rights, equity, health 
and environmental protection are, indeed, all 
interrelated. 

Interconnections are basic to the grand geography 
project itself, as Joe Powell puts it “the building 

of bridges in the great archipelago made by the 
natural sciences, social sciences and humanities” 
(1984, p. 175). Interconnections are more readily 
apparent in the empirical-scientific epistemologies 
that attempt to develop general explanations of 
phenomena, such as spatial association, than 
those that need to be teased out more analytically 
in the geographies laid bare by critical realism. 
But such is the task of “daring to be a teacher” 
(Donnelly, 1983, p. 149) in the late 20th and early 
21st centuries. 
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