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            Praise for Powerful Geography


            By applying sound educational theory to curriculum practice, Powerful Geography does precisely what the teaching profession needs more of. Drawing on a range of educational ideas, old and new, Mark Enser takes the reader beyond the traditional–progressive divide to explore questions of the purpose of geography education, different approaches to teaching the subject, how to sequence a curriculum, how to select places to study, and how to respond to calls for the curriculum to be driven by political objectives. In doing so, he brings the disciplinary focus back into the geography curriculum and shows teachers how to nurture geographical thinking in their students.

            Alex Standish, Associate Professor of Geography Education, UCL Institute of Education

            Powerful Geography powerfully offers geography curriculum leaders and teachers the opportunity to reflect on key curriculum questions and the means to navigate existing geography education scholarship. The curation of contributions from both primary and secondary teachers woven in as case studies perfectly illustrates why thinking deeply and engaging with subject community discourse is vital for empowering teachers in their professional learning and teaching.

            Grace Healy, Curriculum Director, David Ross Education Trust

            In Powerful Geography, Mark takes us on a journey towards greater clarity about what it means to truly teach this multidisciplinary subject with purpose. As we take this journey with Mark, he provides a convincing evidence-based argument about why geography teachers should take time to reflect on the purpose of their geography curriculum so that it shifts from “anything is geography” to a curriculum that builds the foundations for Future 3, which is a focus on a deeper understanding of our ever-changing world. Along with the reasons for change, Mark provides a wealth of strategies to teach geography with purpose – and the case studies provide a glimpse through the keyhole of these discussions in practice. I highly recommend this book to all geography teachers.

            Michael Chiles, Geography Trust Lead, The King’s Leadership Academy, and author of The Feedback Pendulum B

            Powerful Geography is an enjoyable read. It walks you through some relevant, philosophical and theoretical thinking underpinning curriculum development in accessible and engaging ways. Although the book predominantly draws on examples from the secondary phase of education, there is much that is relevant for primary practitioners too.

            It is also about empowering teachers: as curriculum-makers, thinkers, subject experts and, most of all, as teachers who can offer the gift of teaching. The value of signature pedagogies such as enquiry and fieldwork are set out with clear rationales as to how they might be purposefully planned for and enacted within a coherent curriculum. Mark identifies some common pitfalls to avoid too, from badly planned enquiry to the notion that knowledge organisers can save the world, and offers gentle warnings throughout to help guide us through the maze of purposeful curriculum development.

            Paula Owens, teacher, consultant and author

            Writing in an engaging and accessible style, Mark manages to pull off the feat of being both theoretically rigorous and eminently practical by sharing case studies from practising teachers and offering signposts to further reading and discussion questions at the end of each chapter.

            Essential reading for all teachers of geography, Powerful Geography provides a guide to developing and delivering a curriculum with purpose that supports teachers in realising geography’s potential to be a truly powerful subject.

            Dr Rebecca Kitchen, CPD, Curriculum and Marketing Manager, Geographical Association

            This is an original and very welcome book. Mark Enser has fully grasped the nature of powerful knowledge and the three futures approach to thinking about the geography curriculum. These are not analytical concepts that result in recipes for teachers to follow; they are heuristics, developed to enable thought and action.

            In producing Powerful Geography, Mark manages to convey a sense of geography’s significance in the school curriculum – yet he also acknowledges that it is not the last word, and that debates concerning geography education will continue.

            David Lambert, Honorary Professor of Geography Education, UCL Institute of Education

         

      

   


   
      
         
      C
    

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
i
            Acknowledgements

         

         I am incredibly fortunate to teach geography alongside an exceptional team of teachers. Thank you to Rob Messetter for keep my ideas grounded in the reality of having to implement them in the classroom during a busy five-period day, to Sian Parker for the clarity of her suggestions, which are always rooted in experience, and to Karen Amer for her passion for keeping the geography at the heart of all we do.

         I am also lucky to work in a school like Heathfield Community College that allows ideas like this to ferment and to be put into practice by teachers on the ground. This does not happen by accident but because of our wonderful leadership team. I would like to thank our head teacher, Caroline Barlow, and my line managers, Becka Lynch and Tom Flower.

         Finally, I need to thank my wife Zoe for all her support, patience and understanding, as well as her ideas and suggestions throughout the process of writing this book.ii

      

   


   
      
         
iii
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Introduction 

                  	Part I: Purpose 

                  	Chapter 1: School – what is it good for? 

                  	Different possible purposes

                  	Uncertain foundations

                  	The Romantic ideals

                  	Pragmatism

                  	Does it matter?

                  	A confused curriculum

                  	Case study: Sarah Larsen

                  	Questions

                  	Further reading

                  	Chapter 2: Approaches to knowledge 

                  	Why knowledge sits at the heart of education

                  	Defining knowledge

                  	Three futures and powerful knowledge

                  	Debates on building knowledge

                  	What is “geographical knowledge”?

                  	Questions

                  	Further reading

                  	Chapter 3: The changing nature of school geography 

                  	How it began

                  	The national curriculum and its evolution

                  	Where that leaves us

                  	Questions

                  	
Further readingiv


                  	Chapter 4: Losing sight of the subject 

                  	Breaking down divides between subjects

                  	The geography of good intentions

                  	The power of curriculum creation

                  	Questions

                  	Further reading

                  	Chapter 5: Finding our way again 

                  	Future 3 curriculum

                  	GeoCapabilities

                  	Finding our purpose

                  	Questions

                  	Further reading

                  	Part II: Practice 

                  	Chapter 6: Content 

                  	Challenging “anything is geography”

                  	Case study: Jodie Powers

                  	Identifying powerful geography

                  	Non-powerful content

                  	Procedural content in the curriculum

                  	Threshold, core and hinterland content

                  	Content at Key Stages 4 and 5

                  	Case study: Denise Freeman

                  	Questions

                  	Further reading

                  	Chapter 7: Places 

                  	Developing an understanding of “place”

                  	What is “regional geography” and why does it matter?

                  	How do we select places to study?

                  	Putting it into practice: place in the curriculum

                  	Case study: Victoria Morris

                  	
Place at GCSEv


                  	Case study: David Preece

                  	Questions

                  	Further reading

                  	Chapter 8: Sequencing the curriculum 

                  	Revisiting, retrieving and spacing

                  	Interweaving threads

                  	One thing after another – looking back

                  	Putting the sequence together

                  	Questions

                  	Further reading

                  	Chapter 9: Doing geography 

                  	Fieldwork

                  	Case study: Dr Paul Ganderton

                  	Enquiry approach

                  	An enquiring curriculum in practice

                  	Case study: Catherine Owen

                  	Geographic information systems

                  	Case study: Alistair Hamill

                  	Questions

                  	Further reading

                  	Chapter 10: Geography for the 21st century 

                  	Responding to drivers of change

                  	Curriculum content and the changing world

                  	Creating a garden of peace

                  	Conclusion 

                  	The potential of powerful knowledge

                  	Appendix 

                  	Bibliography 

                  	Copyright 

               

vi
            

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Introduction

         

         “Anything is geography.”

         These three words defined the thinking around the geography curriculum when I started teaching in 2004 and, for a while, this seemed hugely exciting. Geography is such a broad discipline that we could – we were told – study anything in our classrooms, put anything into our programmes of study, at least until we had to prepare for an exam specification, and we could call it geography. And so we did. We would create units on the geography of crime in which pupils would consider how different stakeholders felt about a crime that had taken place and, as a result, develop empathy, or study the geography of sport and plot the location of Premier League football stadiums and, as a result, relate the subject to pupils’ interests. They could study the geography of fashion and learn about the deplorable conditions of sweatshops and, as a result, hopefully change their shopping habits. What mattered wasn’t the content but the result of studying it.

         The problem is that once we decide that “anything is geography”, it starts to become clear that therefore nothing is geography. If geography is the development of empathy, the study of things familiar to pupils, and an attempt to make them more conscientious consumers, then what unites it as one subject? How do we define this subject? As I will describe in this book, our subject became lost as it was turned into a vehicle to deliver learning around a range of social issues – according to political priorities – and soft skills to prepare pupils for the needs of an imagined 21st century. Although you could see elements of this in a range of subjects, I think it was a particular issue in geography because it is an unusually messy discipline.

         Geography, as a field of study, has a long history stretching back at least as far as the ancient Greeks and the scholar Eratosthenes, who originated the term, coming from the title of his book Geographica. However, as an academic university discipline its history only reaches as far back as the 19th century, and much of its expansion occurred in the early 20th century as a way of providing geography teachers to schools. This adolescent subject is still testing its boundaries and seeking to define its role (something which we will discuss further in Chapter 2). As it has gone through this period of reflection it has become too easy for it to be led astray by those who would use it to further their own ends.2

         These years of confusion are a huge shame as geography has the potential to be a truly powerful subject. An understanding of the planet that we call home – how it works, how human and physical processes interact and lead to change – can transform those who study it and open up new vistas from which they can view the world. It is this notion of powerful geography that I wish to explore in this book, building on the idea of powerful knowledge developed by Michael Young and of GeoCapabilities developed by David Lambert and others. I hope that this book will be a practical guide to developing a curriculum with a clear purpose behind it – a purpose which is carried out in practice in the classroom.

         I will argue that a powerful curriculum needs a clear purpose driving it. Without this clear purpose we will once again get led off into the territory of “anything is geography”. The first part of this book will therefore consider the issue of purpose by looking at the role of the school in society and then showing the place that geography occupies within it. We will then consider the history of our subject so as to better understand where we stand today and look in more detail at how we lost sight of geography in the geography classroom. The first part will conclude by discussing how the concepts of powerful knowledge and GeoCapabilities can help us to find our way again.

         The second part is a practical guide which illustrates how to put this theory of curriculum purpose into practice. It explores the steps which must be taken to create a powerful geography curriculum by deciding on content and places to be studied, putting the components into a sequence and then using all this to do geography. It will also discuss the extent to which we need to consider the future and respond to the concerns of the wider world when planning our curriculum.

         It is worth stressing at this point that this book is not just for heads of department and subject leads. The curriculum is not created by one person writing out a programme of study but by each and every teacher in the classroom. The word curriculum derives ultimately from a Latin word describing the route of a race, a journey. It is, excitingly for us geography teachers, a map. It is the individual teacher who takes their pupils on this journey and so it is the individual teacher who must take responsibility for understanding their map, especially as they will inevitably alter the route as they teach, finding new tangents to explore and bringing in examples and references from their own lives, interests and experiences. A curriculum is created many times over: set out by national bodies, interpreted by subject associations such as the Geographical Association and Royal Geographical 3Society, written by individual school departments, and then created again in the classroom as the teacher brings it to life.

         This book is, in part, a response to the worrying trend in education towards the deskilling of teachers. It is becoming an increasingly common expectation for a curriculum to be written by a small team of highly experienced teachers within a school trust and then delivered, as written, by far less experienced teachers across the trust, or even by teachers in schools outside of the trust. We run the risk of creating a culture in which, instead of teachers, we are technicians whose role is simply to deliver the vision of another. Not only will this create problems for the profession, in terms of developing such curriculum-makers of the future and in terms of teacher retention (who went into the profession to be a technician?), but it will also create a weaker curriculum because the teacher who created it needs to be there to bring it to life.

         One of the forces that has allowed this deprofessionalisation to occur is the perceived diminishing of the teacher’s role in the classroom. Gert Biesta argues that this diminished role came about as a result of the application of constructivist ideas about learning, saying:

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            teaching has become increasingly understood as the facilitation of learning rather than as a process where teachers have something to give to their students.1

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         This view of education led to a belief that teachers were simply in the room to draw out of pupils that which they already knew – an idea going back to Socrates. However, Biesta argues that education requires something more than immanence (what comes from within): it needs transcendence (that which comes from without). Biesta’s concern is that we have removed the teacher from education and turned them, at best, into a facilitator of learning or a learning resource. He argues that we need to tell a different story:
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            This is a story where teachers are not disposable and dispensable resources for learning, but where they have something to give, where they do not shy away from difficult questions and inconvenient truths, and where they work 4actively and consistently on the distinction between what is desired and what is desirable, so as to explore what it is that should have authority in our lives.2 
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         In this alternative story, schools are not only places of learning, as one can learn anywhere, but are places where pupils are taught. It is here that they receive the gift of teaching, the one thing that other social institutions cannot provide.

         There is another worrying trend in education, which is the move to make schools agents which serve the needs of wider society. It may be unclear why I deem this worrying, so widespread a belief has this become, but I will argue that the competing and clamouring voices are leading to confusion over the purpose of schools and, as a result, over the purpose of teaching geography. I often find myself thinking back to the phrase coined by the American geographer David Wadley, who calls for academic institutions to be gardens of peace that stand outside the needs of the vibrant neoliberal city.3 Here, in the garden of peace, we can enjoy the study of the world for its own sake and reach our own conclusions, untroubled by the rest of the world’s urgent demands that we serve them. Here in the garden of peace we can be teachers helping to pass on the gift of teaching to our pupils for no reason other than the fact that it is a gift that they have the right to be bequeathed and the fact that it is our duty to bequeath it. What we are left with is a question about what this gift should look like. And that brings us to Part I – the purpose of our curriculum. Enter the garden of peace.

         
            1 Gert Biesta, Receiving the gift of teaching: from “learning from” to “being taught by”, Studies in Philosophy and Education 32(5) (2013): 449–461 at 449.

            2 Biesta, Receiving the gift of teaching, 459.

            3 David A. Wadley, The garden of peace, Annals of the Association of American Geographers 98(3) (2008): 650–685.
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            Purpose
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7
            Chapter 1

            School – what is it good for?

         

         Different possible purposes

         One of the problems we have in shaping a curriculum in our schools is that there is scant agreement over what schools should be trying to achieve. This leads to various voices all trying to have their say and insisting that schools should fulfil a function that they deem vital. For example:

         
            [image: ] Schools attempt to provide childcare for parents so that they can work (look at the chaos that results if schools are closed).

            [image: ] They are asked to raise children and equip them with life skills (see the endless calls for children to be taught how to cook basic meals or to learn to garden).

            [image: ] There is an expectation that they will develop pupils’ character (to make them resilient, or equip them with grit or a growth mindset).

            [image: ] They need to cultivate pupils’ moral character (so that they have empathy and behave in a socially responsible way).

            [image: ] We expect them to equip young people with skills that make them employable (these “employability skills” vary but include a mix of practical capabilities and favourable personality traits, such as the ability to work well in teams or be creative).

            [image: ] They need to look after children’s mental health and make them happy (or teach them how to be happy and “mindful”).

            [image: ] And, in amongst all of this, they need to provide a broad and balanced academic curriculum that equips them with qualifications that demonstrate their ability in a range of subjects.8

         

         Even if we were to strip all these expectations away and argue that the primary purpose of a school is, as discussed in the introduction, to be a place where pupils are taught, we are still left with the question about what they should be taught. As Gert Biesta says:
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            Perhaps the briefest way to put it is to say that the point of education is not that students learn […] In contrast I wish to suggest that the point of education is that students learn something, that they learn it for a reason, and that they learn it from someone.1

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         He goes on to argue that schools fulfil three functions within society:

         
            1 Qualification – in which pupils learn to do something through the acquisition of knowledge and skills.

            2 Socialisation – which here refers to the initiation into different traditions or ways of doing and being.

            3 Subjectification – in which pupils become the subjects of initiatives and actions rather than the object of the initiatives and actions of others.

         

         In other words, schools are places in which pupils are taught the knowledge and skills that allow them to do what they could not do before. They are taught how to think in new ways, apply knowledge in different ways (mathematically, geographically, historically, etc.) and develop the capabilities to use this knowledge as they see fit in the future.

         This purpose of schooling seems fairly straightforward and uncontentious but, as this chapter will show, nothing could be further from the truth. The purpose and methods of schooling have been debated for centuries and have left a legacy of confusion and a tangle of competing ideologies that need to be cleared away if we are ever to create our garden of peace – with a clear purpose at its heart – in our schools.

         9

         Uncertain foundations

         Education – specifically the purpose thereof – was on shaky ground from the very start due to the influence of one of the founders of Western philosophy. Education, according to Socrates, should be concerned with teaching the young to be moral creatures who can differentiate between truth and lies, good and evil, right and wrong, etc. Education was about the examined life – people must be aware of the reasons why they make the decisions they make. This was, in part, because education was seen as something that was only necessary for the ruling classes, and Socrates, along with Plato, was concerned with how to create just societies by ensuring these ruling classes made just decisions.

         Perhaps one of Socrates’ biggest influences on education today is the idea that the role of the teacher isn’t really to teach at all, but is to draw out of the pupil that which is already inside of them through questioning that would lead to some sort of revelation. This is the immanence, also termed a maieutic process, discussed in the introduction. It is an idea of education that may make sense if you are largely concerned with the ethics of human actions, starting by exploring the fundamental principle of fairness and then questioning to help the pupil realise how this might apply to complex moral problems, but as a principle it is hard to apply if you want to teach your pupil something outside their own field of experience, and this would include most of what we think of as geography.

         It would be very difficult to use a maieutic process to teach something like the movement of the earth’s tectonic plates. Our understanding of how plates move is based on the careful study of the lithosphere by many generations of scientists, geologists and geographers. This knowledge isn’t within our pupils waiting to be teased out; it needs to be imparted in one way or another, and this idea of imparting knowledge is antithetical to the Romantic ideals that remain at the heart of our educational values.10

         The Romantic ideals

         One of the most influential voices of the modern era is that of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. His thinking and writing influenced the French and American revolutions, the poetry of the Romantics and some of the underlying ideas and values that have survived in the education world into the 21st century. His views can perhaps be seen most directly in the work of the founders of progressive and constructivist schools of thought in education: Jean Piaget, John Dewey and the often-overlooked Herbert Spencer.2

         It is in Émile – part novel, part teaching handbook – that Rousseau most clearly sets out his vision for education.3 The book, over some 500 pages, describes the education the protagonist receives at the hands of his tutor (a barely disguised stand-in for the author himself, who, it should be remembered, had abandoned five of his own children at foundling hospitals shortly after their births), who raises him and guides him from birth to the age of 25. Central to his approach is the belief that education should happen as close to nature as possible, away from the corruptions of wider society. This natural education would be led by the needs and desires of the pupil. They would learn by following their own lines of enquiry and pursuing their own interests so that they can discover things for themselves. They would not be told the answers by a teacher, nor have knowledge imparted to them, but the teacher would act as the guide by their side, setting up situations in which the pupil could learn for themselves based on what they already know.

         Despite the Romantic ideals of freedom and pupil-led learning, a clear curriculum is still presented by Rousseau. Émile’s freedoms are largely illusionary, with his tutor having a very clear plan regarding what he should eventually learn and what his character should become. Everything that Émile purportedly “discovers” for himself is the result of having been closely led to that conclusion by his tutor. There is also little in Émile that suggests how this vision of education might be rolled out to the masses. Everything in the book is predicated on the idea that a tutor can craft a highly personalised curriculum to meet the needs of a single pupil, leading them to the next stage of learning at the exact point at which they are ready for it. It is hard to envisage how this could happen for a teacher in front 11of a class of 30 pupils, especially in a secondary school where they might see hundreds of pupils over the course of a week. This approach lacks the pragmatism needed for mass education. 

         Pragmatism

         In Rousseauian and ancient Greek thinking, education is designed for a very different audience. Socrates and Plato were largely concerned with educating their society’s future rulers, and even by the Romantic era most writing on education focused on its provision only for a small ruling class. For the majority of people, a school-based education was not deemed necessary. Most children learnt what their parents knew or were apprenticed to a trade within their community.

         This had started to change by the end of the 19th century. As every geographer can tell you, employment structures were changing, and people were flowing out of the countryside and into the cities. It was no longer enough for young people to rely on received knowledge from their parents; society needed them to be prepared to go into a much wider range of occupations that often demanded at least basic levels of literacy and numeracy. School could no longer be the preserve of the elite; there needed to be schooling for the masses.

         This posed some problems for those putting together a curriculum for these new schools. A classical curriculum, which provided the kind of education enjoyed by those creating policies and practices for new schools, had been designed for the leisured classes. This curriculum focused on classical history and natural sciences, perfect for a gentleman who wanted to appear cultured at parties, but – it was felt – lacking the utility for the working classes (or for women, who didn’t require this form of education to fulfil the role society had allotted them). This desire for utility in education was nothing new. Philosopher John Locke, writing in the late 17th century, favoured a utilitarian education, although his definition of utilitarianism made room for Latin, natural philosophy and classical history. Much of this was to be swept away by the pragmatists at the start of the 20th century.4

         This desire for pragmatism seems to have stemmed from two beliefs. Firstly, that schools should be providing an education that meets the needs of society, largely 12by training children ready for employment and possibly developing their character in such a way as to be useful to wider society. This was a view shared by the hugely influential educationalist John Dewey, who argued that decisions on curriculum should be based on the criterion of social worth.5 The curriculum would therefore focus on functional literacy and numeracy – rather than on literature and mathematics – and on practical skills involving technology and practical applications of science, rather than on the arts and humanities. 

         The second argument for pragmatism was made in the 1926 Hadow Report (printed in 1927) that looked into English education. The report stated that the classical, liberal education of the past was simply unsuitable for the kinds of children now attending school, claiming:

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            Many more, without having any clear idea what they will do when they leave school, feel ill at ease in an atmosphere of books and lessons, and are eager to turn to some form of practical and constructive work, in which they will not merely be learners, but doers, and, in a small way, creators.6

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         According to this view, it was concern for children from working-class backgrounds that was driving changes in the curriculum: concern that they were being given the education of a different culture – the knowledge of the powerful – that would mean very little to them and so excite no particular interest in what they were learning. We see here a harking back to the ideas of the Romantics: that the curriculum should be based around pupils’ interests and guided by their own experiences and desires.

         What these two arguments meant in practice was that both the traditional “right” of society and the progressive “left” were pulling education in the same direction: away from the view that being educated was an intrinsic good and that everyone should have access to the same deep well of knowledge from which to drink, and towards utilitarianism and the idea that a different education should be offered to pupils depending on their own individual needs and backgrounds. This view was to have far-reaching consequences for both children and wider society.

         13

         Does it matter?

         It would be easy to argue that the thoughts of the ancient Greeks and an 18th-century French philosopher are of little concern to those of us writing geography curricula today. However, their words and ideas continue to resonate in the often-unexamined assumptions that many people hold about education. Kieran Egan makes a convincing case about how our attitudes, especially in the UK and North America, can be traced back to the late-19th-century work of Herbert Spencer.7 Egan argues that Spencer continued the work of Rousseau but imbued those ideas with scientific authority. Like Rousseau, he wanted to see natural methods of learning that reflected how children learnt through play and developed language. As Egan explains:
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            Once methods and curricula more hospitable to children’s natural modes of learning were in place, their desire for knowledge would be released and a revolution in learning would occur.8

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         He goes on to point out that our various education systems have dedicated huge amounts of time, energy and ingenuity to trying to make education better resemble a Rousseau-inspired classroom of spontaneous learning, but without the promised revolution ever occurring.

         In the geography classroom we can see this influence in attempts to have pupils find as much knowledge as they can through discovery via enquiry methodology and the avoidance of simply telling them what they need to know. We can see the influence in the calls for us to have pupils outside and learning in the field as much as possible or to base our curriculum on pupils’ interests – for example, by including units on the geography of sport or the geography of fashion. We even hear calls that we should survey our pupils to discover their precise interests so that we can tailor the curriculum to them. These ideas stem from that desire to do as educationalist William Heard Kilpatrick demanded: make schools places of experience.9

         14The fundamental flaw here is that by basing our curriculum on the experiences that pupils can readily access, or have already had, we don’t add anything new; they are denied access to knowledge from beyond their own narrow range of experiences. To return to Egan again, he points out:
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            Knowledge exists only as a function of living tissue … it affects how we think and feel and education is about precisely improving these things.10

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         Whether we are aware of it or not, the practice of attempting to base the curriculum on pupils’ existing experience originates in the ideas of Socrates. Biesta argues that we need to move away from seeing teaching as maieutic and instead realise its transcendent nature: that teachers bring something new to their pupils through a process of revelation.11 Our fears of accepting a mantle of authority in the classroom, and of accepting our role as subject experts who are passing on the gift of knowledge to the next generation, leaves us having to base the curriculum on what our pupils bring to the classroom. If they don’t have the knowledge already within them, we cannot draw it out; we would be forced to impart something, and therefore accept a very different power dynamic than years of subtle conditioning has allowed us to see as acceptable.

         Although this concern over power is completely understandable, the impact of this stance on knowledge and curriculum has had the most detrimental effect on those in society with the least power. American educationalist E. D. Hirsch, Jr uses the example of France to show what happens when the education system changes to avoid perceived issues with transmission of the wrong type of knowledge.12

         As Hirsch explains, until the late 1980s France had one of the highest performing and most equitable education systems in the world. Regardless of a pupil’s background, they could expect a good chance to do well at school. All schools were expected to teach the same common curriculum and there was a great deal of similarity in how this curriculum was delivered. However, the influence of the same kind of Romanticism, combined with the same kind of pragmatism, that affected the English education system was taking hold in France. There were worries that the system was equitable enough and it was hypothesised that this was because 15the common curriculum taught the culture of the powerful and so benefitted them more. It was decided that the common curriculum should be abolished and, instead, control given to each local district, who could then decide on what their pupils should learn and how. The curriculum could thus better reflect the interests and background of the pupils and should therefore lead to better education for all. 

         It didn’t. Instead what happened was that all pupils did worse, at least according to the baseline tests introduced by the French ministry of education that compared pupil outcomes in 1987, 1997 and 2007. However, the more economically advantaged pupils did less badly in 2007 than their disadvantaged peers, and as a result the gap became wider. The more advantaged pupils were protected from the full effects of the changes. Their parents could still give them access to the culturally rich education that was now being denied to less advantaged children. The desire to correct a power imbalance had backfired.

         A confused curriculum

         What we are left with is a series of values, beliefs and ideologies that lie unspoken and unexamined behind the decisions that shape our curriculum. We assume that:

         
            [image: ] We should draw knowledge out of our pupils.

            [image: ] Education should be directed by the interests of our pupils.

            [image: ] Our curriculum should reflect the needs of society.

         

         If we were to follow these precepts, we would have to base topics on our pupils’ own prior experiences so that we could be sure we were drawing out, rather than imparting, knowledge. We would avoid more complex ideas that were too abstract and far-removed from their own lives. It would be easier to focus on issues that they would have a strong reaction to – deforestation, migration, climate change, etc. – but the content would focus on their own feelings about the topic, rather than any exploration of the geographical complexity surrounding it, as this complexity couldn’t be drawn out of their existing knowledge.

         We would also have to try to personalise our curriculum to reflect local, or even individual, interests. We would include topics that we think will appeal to the demographic in our classrooms – the geography of sport, the geography of fashion, 16the geography of crime, for example … perhaps we would try to give pupils different options about what they studied and how, so as to best replicate Spencer’s natural modes of learning.

         Then we would have to ensure that what we taught focused not on the subject itself – as that is unlikely to have much immediate utility to employers – and instead concentrate on creating a curriculum that emphasises the “soft” or “generic” skills – such as group work or creativity – that the economy demands. Or we might decide that we need to cover those issues that society currently deems to be worthwhile – climate change, plastic use and knife crime might all find their way on to the curriculum, but with a focus not on the underpinning geography but on simply trying to shape our pupils’ behaviour.

         I would suggest that to some extent this is what has happened to the geography curriculum in schools up and down not only England, but in the curricula of schools around the world. Too often we have lost sight of the intrinsic value in studying our subject and been led astray by the calls for it to serve some extrinsic function. It has been warped as we have bent and twisted to try to teach a subject so rich in the knowledge of previous generations without doing anything so basic as to dare to impart this knowledge from teacher to pupil. We have been fooled into believing that our subject might interest us, but that they need to have it hidden from them behind a screen of relevance, as though the next generation cannot possibly be interested in the wider world for its own sake.

         Case study: Sarah Larsen

         
            Case study: Sarah Larsen

            It was September 2012. I had just returned to teaching after a three-year career break to care for my two small children. However, in that relatively short space of time, something had changed. When I left the classroom, I had done so thinking how much I would miss standing at the front, being paid to talk about the subject I was so passionate about, and watch as I was able to transfer some of the awe and wonder that geography had to offer to the pupils.

            Yet upon my return to the profession I discovered that my role had changed. No longer did I need to be the “sage on the stage”, but more the “guide from the side”. The fashion now seemed to be to let pupils discover and construct 17new knowledge for themselves, through activities such as scavenger hunts, card sorts (bonus points if you got the pupils to cut the cards out themselves first as this also kept them busy!), games which were tenuously linked to something geographical, carousel activities, information packs, tablet lessons … I could go on. I was to spend as little time as possible talking to the class, and indeed I was timed during lesson observations in order to ensure that the pupils were working independently for as long as possible, trying to make sense of often tricky-to-grasp new material. These activities, I was told, would form the constituent parts of a lesson which Ofsted would grade “outstanding”. The pupils would be engaged, there would be a buzz in the room, they would be busy doing something …

            The difficulty was – and this is something that we as a profession now acknowledge thanks to a shift in thinking centred around evidence from cognitive science – that none of these activities, or indeed the reasons given for doing them, involved very much learning. And that is ultimately what we as teachers are in the business of doing. This style of teaching has come to be known by several names over the last few decades: discovery learning, constructivism, enquiry-based learning – all of which put the pupil at the centre of solving problems and making sense of new material. And therein lies the problem. Our pupils are novice learners. Many will lack any prior knowledge or the ability to bring to mind the knowledge that they do have in order to connect it to the new material, and thus they are unable to build on their mental schema sufficiently in order to make sense of the learning and make it stick in their long-term memories. Without the teacher’s expert guidance, misconceptions will arise which will need to be unpicked later – and the load placed on pupils’ working memories will be too great. They will be too preoccupied with trying to get to grips with the difficulty of the problem for any meaningful learning to take place. Both Barak Rosenshine13 and Paul Kirschner et al.14 discuss how the most effective teachers instruct pupils, chunk new material, and guide, model and question so that cognitive overload does not take place. Pupils are then made 18to think hard by engaging in deliberate practice and applying the new content to a task or practising their new skill so as to lead to mastery. 

            As a consequence of becoming interested in research-informed practice in the last couple of years, and engaging in conversations on Twitter and at educational events about how this might look in the classroom, the laborious job of making resources for the pupils to use independently in order to make sense of new material – which often led to off-task chatter, misbehaviour and misunderstandings, which left me exasperated, exhausted and ultimately resulted in very little learning – is now a thing of the past. Despite having been teaching for 23 years, it is only relatively recently that I, along with a growing number of teachers, have engaged with the world of educational research, some of which has been around for decades. This evidence-informed approach to the profession is gradually allowing us to cut out the fads and the nonsense that many of us never felt truly comfortable with in the first place. Our assertions about what works have been given much more weight and we have been allowed to get back to common-sense basics and engaging our pupils through the beauty and simplicity of our subject. The belief that pupils could not possibly find the subject matter itself engaging without the need to disguise it in an all-singing, all-dancing activity in which the teacher is superfluous to requirements seems to finally be being put to bed. Teachers are, once more, free to do what they are experts at – teaching!

            Sarah Larsen is a geography teacher, blogger and speaker living in Sussex. She tweets as @sarahlarsen74.

         

         As teachers, we tend to be too busy dealing with the day-to-day demands of the job to be able to step back and look at the underlying history that shapes what we do. Much of what I have discussed in this chapter just rolls on beneath our notice. Only by exposing it to the light can we hope to examine our own assumptions about the purpose of schooling, and therefore of our subject, and then move forward. By the end of Part I, I hope that we will have achieved just that. But, for now, let us have a look inside the geography classroom and consider the role that knowledge plays there.19

         Questions

         
            [image: ] Review the curriculum you currently teach. To what extent does it try to include things that are seen as being more relevant to your pupils in some way? To what extent is this useful?

            [image: ] How is your teaching influenced by the Socratic idea of drawing information out of pupils?

            [image: ] Can you see the influences of Rousseau’s ideas in your practice or in the practice of others?
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