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            Praise for Making Every Geography Lesson Count

         

         
            One of the major pitfalls of implementing research-informed advice from cognitive psychology is that the subsequent strategies are often applied too generally. Making Every Geography Lesson Count takes a subject-specific approach, brilliantly appropriating some of the most important discoveries in the field in a concise and practical way. If I were a geography teacher, this book would be my bible.

            Carl Hendrick, co-author of What Does This Look Like in the Classroom?

            In this sharp, beautifully written account of what constitutes high-quality provision and practice in the teaching of geography, Mark Enser scopes the subject’s big picture – its history, narrative and fertile questions – while holding in balance the detail of the small stuff which leads to authentic learning. This is no mean feat, and Making Every Geography Lesson Count succeeds by cleverly interweaving into Mark’s lyrical commentary some hilariously funny anecdotes and a range of classroom scenarios to lift the lid on this great subject.

            If you weren’t already in love with geography before reading this book, you will be by the time you finish it.

            Mary Myatt, education adviser, writer and author of Curriculum: Gallimaufry to Coherence

            My own experience of geography lessons in school was one of boredom and ennui. All I can really remember is labelling drawings of blast furnaces and designing a poster about Malthus’ “Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse”. Needless to say, I quit the subject as soon as I could.

            Reading Making Every Geography Lesson Count, however, fills me with regret for what might have been – as Mark Enser’s deep knowledge of, and irrepressible enthusiasm for, his subject is a thing of joy. But this book is not just a treasure trove of geographical teaching tips; it is also underpinned by a finely honed understanding of how children learn and the most effective ways to help them make progress. 

            Put away the colouring pencils, this book has everything you need to make every geography lesson count!

            David Didau, author of Making Kids Cleverer

            In Making Every Geography Lesson Count Mark Enser provides a valuable addition to an already fantastic series. Two things in particular radiate from the book. First, it becomes evident very quickly that Mark is a fully committed subject practitioner: he says at one point that “passion is contagious”, and this comes across in every case study and example he shares. Second, he is as well-versed in current pedagogical thinking as any teacher could wish to be. Whether it’s using examples from Rosenshine and the EEF, or delving into metacognition and self-regulation, he’s got every base covered as he synthesises theory and practice into a text that is inspiring, practical and very readable.

            Making Every Geography Lesson Count will breathe confidence into every geography teacher that reads it.

            Robin Macpherson, Assistant Rector, Dollar Academy

            If only I had been able to read Making Every Geography Lesson Count when I started out as a geography teacher. I’m sure it would been thumbed to bits by now. Mark Enser’s love of geography shines through this remarkable book as he thoughtfully combines his subject knowledge and deep pedagogical understanding with the seminal work of the likes of Daniel Willingham, Rob Coe, Barak Rosenshine and, of course, Shaun Allison and Andy Tharby. The result is a very well structured, beautifully exemplified and helpfully challenging book brimming with practical strategies for teachers to consider.

            Making Every Geography Lesson Count is a must-read for any geography teacher, experienced or novice, as well for those charged with training our next generation of teachers.

            Andy Buck, CEO, Leadership Matters, Honorary Vice President, Geographical Association
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            Foreword

         

         When Andy Tharby and I wrote Making Every Lesson Count we were quite clear about what we wanted to achieve. A book that would bridge the gap between educational research and day-to-day classroom practice. We had both become tired of the endless stream of fads and gimmicks that had permeated education, from brain gym to learning styles and triple-impact marking and beyond. We just wanted a simple answer to a simple question: “What does great teaching look like?”

         So this is what we set about doing. We spent a great deal of time reading educational books, blogs and research papers about what seemed to work in teaching. At the same time we talked to some of the very best teachers we knew about what they did, day in and day out, that appeared to result in them getting the most fantastic outcomes with the young people they taught. After a while it became clear to us that great teaching could be distilled into six key principles:

         
            ♦  Challenge – the best teachers have the very highest expectations of all of the students they teach.

            ♦  Explanation – the best teachers are brilliant at explaining really tricky ideas clearly and with confidence.

            ♦  Modelling – the best teachers understand the importance of “walking” their students through what to do with their acquired knowledge and skills.

            ♦  Practice – the best teachers know that in order to learn something, students have to practise with purpose.

            ♦  Feedback – the best teachers give accurate and timely feedback to make their students think about what they are learning.

            ♦  Questioning – the best teachers know how to ask really good questions to get their students thinking.

         

         And so Making Every Lesson Count was born! A practical book for busy teachers who want to know how to translate the best available research evidence into their classrooms. As we trawled through the many teacher bloggers who were doing this and writing about it, we became aware of Mark Enser. Mark was head of geography at a school not far from us in East Sussex. Through reading his blogs, it became very clear to us that Mark’s view on teaching was very close to our own. He writes in his blog:

         
            “It may be true to claim that ‘everything works somewhere’ but that isn’t especially relevant. What we need to know is what is most likely to work most of the time. We need to look not just at what will work, but what will work best, as in both most effective and most efficient. There is no point in an approach to teaching that requires 25 hours a day and 8 days a week … Teaching does not need to be complicated. We need to reclaim our profession and start to teach like nobody’s watching.”1

         

         For too long, too many teachers have been expected to teach in a way that has no evidence behind it. As Mark suggests, surely a more sensible approach is to use the research evidence that exists to shape what we do. Not only is this important from a teacher workload point of view, but also for our students from a moral purpose point of view. The education of our young people is too important to be left to chance. We owe it to them to base our teaching on what is most likely to work. While research evidence cannot provide us with all the answers, it can certainly guide us in the right direction and help us avoid pedagogical dead ends and wrong turns.

         So when we decided to commission subject-specific versions of Making Every Lesson Count, Mark was the obvious choice to write the geography version. He is incredibly passionate about his subject, remarkably knowledgeable about educational research and has a great talent for communicating this in a way that makes sense to busy teachers. With this in mind, it comes as no surprise that what he has produced with Making Every Geography Lesson Count is an invaluable guide for geography teachers everywhere.

         We hope that you enjoy it and that it gives you the confidence to “teach like nobody’s watching”.

         Shaun Allison

         
            1 Mark Enser, Teach Like Nobody’s Watching, Teaching It Real [blog] (12 September 2018). Available at: https://teachreal.wordpress.com/2018/09/12/teach-like-nobodys-watching-2/.
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            Introduction

            How Do We Make Every Geography Lesson Count?

         

         Teaching, at its heart, is quite simple. We pick something we want students to learn, we talk to them about it and we give them some activities to do. Then we see how much they have learnt and give them some feedback on it. Behind this simplicity, however, is a lot more complexity, including some difficult questions:

         
            ♦  What do we want students to learn?

            ♦  How can we make sure that they remember what we say about it?

            ♦  Which activities will help them to learn what we want them to learn?

            ♦  How do we find out what they have learnt?

            ♦  What kind of feedback will be most effective?

         

         It is questions like these that Shaun Allison and Andy Tharby’s Making Every Lesson Count sought to answer and that this book goes on to explore in the context of the geography classroom.1
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         The need for subject-specific approaches to pedagogy is very clear. While there are many common threads to excellent teaching – shown through the six principles for effective teaching and learning in Making Every Lesson Count, see page 3 – the geography classroom is a very different place to the maths or history classroom. Our curriculum is structured differently, we explain things geographically, we model uniquely geographical things and we ask questions as geographers. The way in which we make a geography lesson count will be different to how we approach a history lesson or a maths lesson; hence the need for this series of books.

         Before we can delve into how to make our lessons count, we first need to agree on the purpose of a lesson. If we think it is to develop a student’s character or to prepare them with twenty-first-century life skills then our priorities and methods might be different. However, I am working on the basis that, fundamentally, we want students to learn geography. We want them to leave the room with an improved knowledge of the world, a better understanding of how it works and the geographical skills to support their understanding.

         By putting “learn geography” as the core purpose of the lesson, we draw on several underpinning ideas from educational research. To learn geography, students need to spend time thinking about the content, so that they are then able to remember it. The first insight is from Kirschner, Sweller and Clark, who state that “learning, in turn, is defined as a change in long-term memory”.2 We can add to this the idea from Daniel T. Willingham, who argues that “memory is the residue of thought”.3 If we want to remember something, we need to think about that thing. Putting these two ideas together, we can see that for us to claim that learning has happened, students need to have relevant information to hand in their long-term memory – and for it to get there they need to have thought hard about it. 
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         We know that in order for students to be able to recall information from their long-term memory it helps to have practised retrieving this information a lot, by bringing it to mind on a regular basis.4

         The reason why we want this information to be readily available is because having to look something up every time we want to use it will overly tax working memory. For example, we could, in theory, not commit what a meander is to memory. Instead we could look up the word when we wanted to use it (assuming we knew what to search for), but then we might also need to look up thalweg, helicoidal flow, slip-off slope and hydraulic action. We would need to keep all these new definitions and pieces of information in our working memory before we could use them to describe what was happening on a bend in a river. Far better to know what these things are so we can focus on doing something with this information.
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         These ideas on memory and learning sit at the heart of this book, alongside the curriculum; the things that we want students to remember. We will explore both what we want students to learn, and how we can use insights from research to increase the likelihood of them committing this content to memory. Each chapter looks at one of the six principles, first outlined in Making Every Lesson Count, discussing the underpinning theory and then offering practical strategies for bringing this into the geography classroom. Each chapter ends with a case study from a fellow geography teacher who has successfully employed the principle in their own classroom.

         The first principle of challenge argues that we need to understand what we mean by progress in geography so that we can ensure our lessons stretch all students. This chapter asks that we set the bar high but then suggests strategies to ensure that all students can reach this level. It also discusses the idea of using threshold concepts and fertile questions to help plan a curriculum.

         Challenge naturally leads on to the second principle, explanation. To challenge students to think hard about geography we need to explain geographical ideas clearly and in a way that makes them memorable. This chapter suggests that we can do this through the use of analogies, stories and well-chosen case studies, and by implementing the principles of dual coding to support working memory.

         As well as explaining what we need students to understand, we want to model what it is we want them to be able to do. This is our third principle. This chapter discusses what we model and how to do so in a way that supports students in applying it to their work. It also suggests how we can gradually remove this scaffolding to end up with independent learners.

         All of this is done to allow the fourth principle, practice, to take place. This chapter returns to the idea of the curriculum sitting at the heart of the lesson and the use of retrieval practice to make sure that the curriculum’s content is actually learnt, and can be recalled and used when needed. It also considers the role of enquiry in the geography classroom and how the independent investigation at A level can be used to structure the practice of guided enquiry from Key Stage 3.

         The fifth principle, feedback, is a part of the learning process that, when done inefficiently, can dominate a teacher’s time at the expense of everything else. This chapter shows how, while feedback is a vital part of learning, it doesn’t need to take the form of time-consuming written comments in books and could instead be done verbally as part of every lesson.

         The final principle, questioning, is critical to effective teaching. This chapter asks how we can create a culture in which students are happy to ask and answer questions and how we can use high-quality, subject-specific questioning to create the next generation of geographers.

         The conclusion considers how these six principles can be pulled together in the classroom. We want to avoid seeing each principle as being a distinct “bit” of the lesson: I am now doing explanation, then I will stop and do questioning, next is the modelling part. Instead we should consider how these aspects intertwine to create an approach to teaching effectively and efficiently.

         While this book contains clear strategies that we can use in the classroom to make every lesson count, it doesn’t contain any silver bullets. Too many problems in our schools have been created by people claiming that we all need to use a particular method in a particular way to get results. Instead, this book, like the others in the series, is concerned more with sharing why certain things may be more effective than with directing you towards what you should do with the information. Only the individual teacher will be able to judge what they think is best for their class, but being mindful of research to inform our decision-making can only be a good thing.

         Geography is an exciting subject with a history going back millennia to Eratosthenes, who first coined the term geögraphia, literally meaning “writing the world”. When we teach geography, we are looking back through thousands of years of discoveries about our planet and are passing on what has been learnt to the next generation. This geographical education is giving them the key to their planet, to their inheritance. It is a huge responsibility and honour with which to be entrusted. Let’s find a way to make it count. 

         
            1 Shaun Allison and Andy Tharby, Making Every Lesson Count: Six Principles to Support Great Teaching and Learning (Carmarthen: Crown House Publishing, 2015).

            2 Paul A. Kirschner, John Sweller and Richard E. Clark, Why Minimal Guidance during Instruction Does Not Work: An Analysis of the Failure of Constructivist, Discovery, Project-Based, Experiential, and Inquiry-Based Teaching, Educational Psychologist 41(2) (2006): 75–86 at 75.

            3 Daniel T. Willingham, Why Don’t Students Like School? A Cognitive Scientist Answers Questions About How the Mind Works and What It Means for the Classroom (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2009), p. 54.

            4 Benjamin C. Storm, Robert A. Bjork and Jennifer C. Storm, Optimizing Retrieval as a Learning Event: When and Why Expanding Retrieval Practice Enhances Long-Term Retention, Memory and Cognition, 38(2) (2010): 244–253.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

            Challenge
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            Katie

            Katie arrives at her first A level geography lesson and feels a sense of déjà vu. On the board is a picture of Old Harry Rocks with the word “Coasts!” displayed enthusiastically above it. “I bet we’re looking at longshore drift,” she thinks as she slumps into her seat. She remembers looking at this last spring when revising for her GCSE, and a year ago for her controlled assessment and doing a project on it in Year 8, as well as in Year 6. She finds it hard to remember a time when she didn’t know how waves move sediment along the coast.

            Tom

            Tom is sat in his A level geography class feeling lost, again. The teacher is asking how a lack of longshore drift helps to explain why geographers now think that Chesil Beach was formed as an offshore bar brought on land during sea level changes. Tom doesn’t know. He is still trying to figure out where coastal sediment comes from in the first place.

         

         In order to think about how we plan a challenging geography lesson we need to understand the nature of progress in the discipline. This can be difficult in a knowledge- and content-heavy subject like ours, in which it can, at times, feel as though the curriculum is made up of distinct topics – silos of information – that have little in common with each other. This can lead to it seeming like students are making little progression over the year other than in terms of an accumulation of information about these disparate topics; but as we know, learning facts about coasts doesn’t necessarily lead to you being a better geographer when you learn about urbanisation.

         However, the accumulation of information on a diverse range of topics is of vital importance in building an understanding of geography. Without first gaining this knowledge, we can’t start to put it together in order to see the connections. It might be that we just need to change our timescale when we think about progress in our subject and, instead of asking “What progress should students make this term?”, ask “What progress should they make between different key stages?” If we compare the work we ask students to do in Year 7 and the work we ask them to do in Year 13 we get a better sense of what progression, and therefore challenge, looks like in geography.
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         Liz Taylor suggests that progression in geography has certain characteristics.1 It means that students develop a broader and deeper knowledge: broader meaning that they study more topics and depth referring to the level of sophistication with which they can express ideas about them. They move from concrete examples – such as the distribution of houses in our local community – to theoretical understandings – such as the Burgess model of land use. They progress from studying things at a local to a global scale, they develop an ability to see the links between topics – that synoptic approach of combining different silos of information together – and they acquire a greater range of skills and a greater independence in knowing when to deploy these skills. 

         This gives us a good starting point in considering what it means to make a geography lesson challenging. We want to not only increase their knowledge of a range of topics but also ensure that they know these topics in enough depth to reach sophisticated conclusions and do this on a range of scales – local, regional, national and international. We want to make sure that they are moving beyond their own experiences and are able to apply theoretical models to a range of places. As such, we will need to ensure that they are equipped with a well-developed toolbox of geographical skills to deploy to this end.

         We can see the nature of progression most clearly if we look at a topic that students study at a range of key stages, such as the workings of ecosystems. In the national curriculum for Key Stage 3, students are expected to look at the physical characteristics of different regions of the world. This might mean that they learn about the basic structures of the ecosystem in a given area – the food web, the nutrient cycle and so on – and about how human activity can affect these structures. The focus is typically more localised and there is less emphasis on drawing wider conclusions about the way in which all ecosystems work.

         By the time they get to Key Stage 4, students will need to be able to contrast different ecosystems – such as those in the tropics and those in deserts – and to understand the factors that influence the nutrient cycle in these different conditions. They will also need to draw on more detailed examples of the opportunities for economic development offered by these ecosystems, and of the challenges they present. Students will need to hone the ability to apply these ideas in different and unfamiliar situations.

         In Key Stage 5, the focus narrows to look at how the water and carbon cycles operate in these ecosystems, with a need to appreciate more fully the ways in which flows and stores act and are acted upon. Students are expected to be able to discuss in some depth the management strategies used to tackle changes in these two earth life support systems and evaluate their impact.

         By looking at the curriculum in this way we can get a better appreciation of what “challenging” geography might look like at different points. This then suggests ways in which we can create schemes of work that build not only over a particular topic but also between key stages.

         The following strategies suggest ways in which you can put this challenge at the heart of each of your lessons.

         1. Know Thy Subject

         What do we need to know before we begin?

         In What Makes Great Teaching?, Professor Robert Coe et al. identify and analyse the features of effective classroom practice. On a teacher’s subject knowledge, they write:

         
            1. (Pedagogical) content knowledge (Strong evidence of impact on student outcomes)

            The most effective teachers have deep knowledge of the subjects they teach, and when teachers’ knowledge falls below a certain level it is a significant impediment to students’  learning. As well as a strong understanding of the material being taught, teachers must also understand the ways students think about the content, be able to evaluate the thinking behind students’ own methods, and identify students’ common misconceptions.2
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