









[image: Cover of a book titled “What Is Geography Teaching, Now? A Practical Handbook for All Geography Teachers and Educators” edited by Catherine Owen and Jennifer Monk, with John Catt as the publisher. The cover features a stylized map with roads, water, and terrain, emphasizing its focus on geography education.Book cover of “From Principle to Practice: Evidence-Informed Leadership” edited by Chartered College of Teaching, featuring three gears in white and yellow.]























[image: Title page of a book edited by Catherine Owen and Jennifer Monk titled “What Is Geography Teaching, Now? A Practical Handbook for All Geography Teachers and Educators.” The publisher is Hachette Learning, whose logo appears at the bottom right.]























[image: Logo on the left side that reads ‘Hachette Learning. Three paragraphs on the right side that begin with ‘Together we unlock every learner’s unique potential.’Logo on the left side that reads ‘Hachette Learning. Three paragraphs on the right side that begin with 'Together we unlock every learner's unique potential.’]




Although every effort has been made to ensure that website addresses are correct at time of going to press, Hodder Education cannot be held responsible for the content of any website mentioned in this book. It is sometimes possible to find a relocated web page by typing in the address of the home page for a website in the URL window of your browser.


Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in well-managed forests and other controlled sources. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.


To order, please visit www.johncatt.com or contact Customer Service at education@hachette.co.uk / +44 (0)1235 827827.


ISBN: 978 1 036004 85 9


© Catherine Owen and Jennifer Monk 2025


First published in 2025 by
Hachette Learning,
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ
www.HachetteLearning.com


The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Castleknock Road, Castleknock, Dublin 15, D15 YF6A, Ireland


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or held within any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited, www.cla.co.uk


Typeset in the UK.
Illustrations by DC Graphic Design Limited, Hextable, Kent.
Printed in the UK.
A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.




[image: Logo for the Forest Stewardship Council, which includes a stylised tree with a check mark, indicating certification. The label reads M I X Paper from responsible sources and includes the F S C certification code C 104740. The F S C website address www.fsc.org is also visible.Logo for the Forest Stewardship Council, which includes a stylised tree with a check mark, indicating certification. The label reads M I X Paper from responsible sources and includes the F S C certification code C 104740. The F S C website address www.fsc.org is also visible.]





















To all current and future geography teachers,
we hope this book gives you support and inspiration.
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Catherine Owen


During her 30 year career, Catherine has been privileged to remain a classroom practitioner while also being involved in writing and presenting, supporting a group of schools in Uganda in developing their practice and working with both geography subject associations on a range of projects. Long may this continue!
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Jennifer Monk


Jen is currently head of geography at a school in the north-west of England but has previously been a lead practitioner for humanities. In 2019 she won the Royal Geographical Society award for Excellence in Geography Teaching. She is passionate about supporting others, which led to the co-creation of @GeogChat.






















REVIEWS






This is a ‘state of the art’ volume – a wonderful collection of short and readable essays written by some of the UK’s most gifted, creative and critically-aware geography teachers. Each of the contributions contains an invigorating mix of theory and practical advice – things that are tried and tested that you can introduce into your classroom with immediate effect. This book will become like a best colleague – after half an hour or more in its wise company you will come away enthused and full of new ideas


Prof Alastair Owens
Queen Mary University of London and Chair of Trustees and Former President of The Geographical Association


A great read for any teacher in any geography department! This book covers so many teaching ideas and concepts in a way that can support teaching in the classroom. It is written in an engaging style that makes it difficult to put down, I have little time to read but found the time with this. The chapter on climate change has generated many questions which I can’t wait to discuss further within my department. As an experienced teacher there was still so much to take from this book. I will certainly use lots of the ideas in my teaching going forward.


Karen Robertson
Head of Geography, The King Alfred School and Academy


Jen and Catherine have done an incredible job of pulling together the collected wisdom of dozens of geography teachers and others working in geography education. Between them they have managed to not only capture what geography teaching is, but also make a compelling case for what it could be. The book is filled with practical and actionable ideas and concrete examples of brilliant practice that will make geography come to life. I have no doubt that this book will make me a better teacher and a better head of department.


Mark Enser
Head of geography, author and former geography subject lead for Ofsted
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INTRODUCTION - WHY THIS, WHY NOW?






As geography teachers we face challenges in teaching students about a rapidly changing world, but are also privileged to have the opportunity to work with young people as they develop their understanding, appreciation and confidence in navigating their way in the world.


We also have fantastic opportunities to collaborate, whether online or face to face, allowing us to share and discuss ideas, resources and issues. This can happen through subject associations such as The Geographical Association and The Royal Geographical Association, multi-academy trusts, local networks and social media.


This book is a collaboration between 36 geography teachers, the vast majority of whom are still in the classroom, who are keen to share ideas, start conversations and support others. We feel immense pride to be part of a geography community so committed to working together to provide the best geographical education we can for our students and agree with The Geographical Association (2020) that:




	‘everyone is entitled to a geographical education, to value and be responsive to the world in which we live’


	‘a vibrant, diverse and knowledgeable subject community secures high-quality geography teaching’.





Geography as a subject has changed dramatically over the years, from knowing facts about places, through the quantitative years when everything seemed to be about models, past the skills and themes-based curriculum, when there was danger of losing sight of what geography actually was, to today’s geography (as explored so well by Alan Parkinson in Chapter 1). We continue to respond to external factors which influence our subject and teaching, including:




	Developments in technology, including teaching resources and GIS.


	Increased awareness of the need to decolonise geography and to embed environmental issues in our curricula.


	Inspection frameworks and DfE policies.


	Inspiration from the work of authors, speakers and activists, an example being how ‘Disaster by Choice’ by Ilan Kelman has prompted so many of us to change the ways we perceive and teach about ‘natural’ hazards.


	Changes in society which mean that we are now often pushing at an open door when teaching about environmental ideas such as recycling, but also have to deal with online misinformation, deflection and denial.


	A world which has changed since the COVID pandemic, which particularly affected geography fieldwork.





The ‘Getting our Bearings: Geography Subject Report’ (2023) notes improvements to the geography curriculum in many schools, but also highlights issues including topics being taught in isolation, limited formative assessment, place being poorly planned in the curriculum, fieldwork being underdeveloped, limited use of GIS, ineffective support for non-specialist teachers and a lack of subject specific continual professional development (CPD). This book includes chapters focussed on these themes, as well as questions to consider and suggestions for resources to ‘delve deeper’, aiming to provide subject specific CPD for geography educators.


This is a book written by teachers for teachers, trainees and educators, putting the classroom at the centre of everything we do. We want the reader to be able to find practical advice to support them in the classroom, but also ideas which challenge their thinking and enable them to develop as geographers and educators. We hope that this book will stimulate conversations in geography departments, staff rooms and the wider geography community. There will inevitably be gaps in terms of chapters not written and encourage people to fill these gaps with blogs, articles in journals, conference sessions, etc - this is a conversation which has been going on for a long time and will never be finished!


We are extremely grateful to the contributors to this book and those who have supported them in writing their chapters. We are delighted to provide a platform for so many new writers, teachers from non-selective state schools and other teachers from diverse backgrounds. It is vital that different voices are part of the conversation.


Thank you for choosing to read this book - it means the world to us.




REFERENCES


OFSTED (2023) ‘Getting our bearings: Geography subject report’. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/subject-report-series-geography/getting-our-bearings-geography-subject-report


The GA (2020) Strategic Plan Overview. https://geography.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/GA_Strategy_2020-2025_A4_portrait.pdf

























1. WHAT IS GEOGRAPHY?






ALAN PARKINSON


@GEOBLOGS


‘Geography speaks directly to young people’s curiosity, wonder and concern for the world around them. It is a subject that can provide them with the knowledge and competencies they need to understand and contribute to the world they live in.’ (Rawling et al., 2022)




GEOGRAPHY: THE WORLD DISCIPLINE


One challenge for geography teachers when we are asked to define our subject is its sheer scale. We have the whole Earth as our object of study: posing quite a challenge for both teachers and students. Where should we start with such a breadth of possible subject matter, and what (if anything) is to be excluded? For Bonnett (2008) the subject’s ambition as the world discipline is ‘absurdly vast’. Its global scale allows for a huge variety of different ‘geographies’ to emerge, further complicating the task of defining what it is. As geography teachers, we each need to have our own conception of the subject but be mindful of its changeable nature: which is both a strength and a weakness. If we struggle to define geography, how can we expect our students to understand what it is without our support? (Parkinson, 2020) Is history a much easier subject to define? Does that matter?


The late Professor Ron Johnston’s Encyclopaedia Britannica definition of geography described it as ‘the study of the diverse environments, places, and spaces of Earth’s surface and their interactions’, and that it is therefore the study of ‘the Earth as the home of mankind’.1


Geography’s development has been traced back to the Ancient Greeks who mapped the world and studied the processes they observed. Eratosthenes used the word ‘geography’ over 2000 years ago it seems. With ‘geo’ meaning the world, and ‘graphy’ broadly meaning to write about, geography can therefore be seen as the science (or art) of ‘earth description’ or ‘earth writing’. Geography is therefore concerned with the creation of an evolving narrative for the planet.


Historically, the question of who wrote the prevailing narratives gained particular significance. Many geographers are currently in the process of reconsidering the diversity and accuracy of the stories they have been telling about groups of people and places which are partial – and at worst derogatory and inaccurate. Globally, landmarks are being returned to their indigenous naming, as maps are literally being redrawn, and traces of previous colonial outrages erased. This decolonising process also involves revisiting the stories told by those who might be considered the first ‘geographers’ – early explorers or travellers. Each of them, whether it be Ibn Battuta, Abu Rayhan Al-Biruni, Egeria, Isabella Bird or Jeanne Baret, explored the world from a particular perspective, and varying sensitivities. The stories we tell in geography hopefully include the grand Polar narratives of Shackleton (plus Felicity Aston and Matthew Henson2) for example, but also ‘smaller’ individual stories. If students are only exposed to a narrow range of stories their worldview will be similarly prejudiced and partial. They will, in the words of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s much-quoted 2009 TED talk, only have a ‘single story’3 to work with. Geography should therefore involve critical thinking and a careful selection of texts, just as historians are critical of the sources they use. We must also involve the students’ own experiences here and allow them to feel that the details of their everyday lives are worth closer attention. They are all consumers and will have an impact on the planet through their past, present and future actions. They deserve a geography education which presents a rigorous, coherent and creative version of the subject.


Geography is also about (re)presenting places of courses. The concept of ‘place’ is central to geography: broadly meaning ‘spaces which people have made meaningful’ (Cresswell, 2013, p.2). Maps of places are an important part of geography’s identity to non-geographers – and part of its particular contribution to the development of knowledge of the world. Maps remain important, and the growing ease of use of geographical information systems (GIS) has democratised the production of maps. Should we still include Ordnance Survey map skills in our teaching? (Parkinson, 2021) In the 1970s, Professors WVG Balchin and Alice Coleman gave the name ‘graphicacy’ to this key ability of geographers to understand and present information in the form of sketches, photographs, diagrams, maps and graphs. This remains part of the subject’s identity today, when visual information is increasing in quantity, and the appearance of artificial intelligence (AI) means we must also be critical of the origin of images or texts we use in the classroom (Hamilton, Wiliam and Hattie, 2023). Geography is often defined by its approach as much as by the objects of its study, and the use of our critical lens on the world is a key aspect of geography which needs to be built into our pedagogy.




THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM AND SCHOOL GEOGRAPHY


For some teachers, hopefully not you, geography might be limited to what is included in the English national curriculum, which is now more than ten years old. The Purpose of Study statement it contains suggests that:




A high-quality geography education should inspire in students a curiosity and fascination about the world and its people that will remain with them for the rest of their lives. Teaching should equip students with knowledge about diverse places, people, resources and environments, together with a deep understanding of the Earth’s key physical and human processes.


Department for Education (DfE), 2013





The words ‘curiosity’ and ‘fascination’ are important, but overall this is a fairly unambitious and bland vision for the subject. Do such statements ‘written by committee’ fail the profession? (Rawling, 2020) Young people should feel empowered by our teaching to change the world for the better, be able to consider knowledge critically and feel they have agency. For many students, the question of ‘what is geography?’ is perhaps overtaken by their personal experiences of it and becomes ‘why bother with geography?’. A growing number of students may also be taught by a teacher whose first specialism is not geography. Departments therefore need a particular vision for geography suitable for their own school context, and external inspectorates will now ask for this to be articulated in a statement of curriculum intent and will proceed to assess its implementation and impact.


As mentioned earlier, there are many geographies and different national curricula define it differently. It may be worth looking at the work of other countries. In some, geography is placed within the social sciences rather than retaining its own identity. The German Geographical Society (DGfG, 2023) recently published an information brochure called Geography: Key to the Future, illustrating the relevance of geography as a school subject and setting out some educational policy demands for strengthening geography in the German system.4 


Teachers in England also have a choice of different specifications for GCSE and A-level (or equivalent) teaching. All geography teachers have their own particular favourite areas of the curriculum, which may lead to inconsistencies between and within schools prior to the start of key stage 4. Over the decades, choices have been made as to which particular knowledge is important for students to learn, and powerful to have when it comes to making decisions. Geographers have always explored the relationship between people and the environment of course, which is one of its four ‘traditions’ (Murphy, 2018).




Finding a place for geography


Geography is everywhere (Matthews and Herbert, 2008) and geographical study ‘offers a critically important window into the diverse nature and character of the planet that serves as humanity’s home’ (Murphy, 2018). Geography has evolved as the world has become increasingly complex, and new subdivisions have appeared to reflect new areas of study. This places an additional pressure on those who teach the subject to keep broadly abreast of new approaches and knowledges. If our curriculum is to have epistemic quality, we need to remain as cognisant of new approaches to cognitive science and teaching and learning as we are about events happening in the news: whether that be the geopolitical complexities of the war in Ukraine or the most recent weather extreme to visit itself upon an unprepared region (see chapter 37).


Geography is often described as an enabling subject. Sitting at the junction of both physical and social sciences, and within the humanities, a key aim of modern geographical study is to help students to ‘think geographically’.


‘As geographers our work is always interdisciplinary. It interacts with, borrows from, and informs other disciplines by default,’ says Peter Kraftl from the University of Birmingham.5


In The Handbook of Secondary Geography published by the Geographical Association (GA), Alastair Bonnett suggests that geography helps us to make sense of the world we live in. ‘Geography surrounds us. We walk, drive and fly over and through it. At the same time, geography is distant: geography is the landscape beyond the horizon and the intriguing distance between here and there.’ (Jones, 2017)


A key component of geography is that it enables students to explore our ‘messy’ world first hand and ‘ground truth’ the models in the textbooks. For many adults, geography fieldtrips remain an abiding memory – often for reasons unrelated to learning. They offer a chance to develop specific geographical skills in measurement, recording and data presentation as well as more general social skills. Ofsted (2023) is clear that the provision of fieldwork is an expectation of any geography curriculum, although rising costs and some haziness over the expected extent of this fieldwork means that the experiences vary widely between schools (see chapter 8).










Where is geography going next?


Geography’s relevance is becoming increasingly apparent through the challenges that are emerging in this period which some call the Anthropocene: an era where humanity has altered natural physical systems. If we are going to ask our students to do geography (earth writing), we need to continue to provide them with stories which are hopeful (see Chapters 32 and 40). The National Trust published a research report in 20236 exploring the importance of ‘nature connectedness’. Of the thousands of people interviewed, 85% agreed that ‘humans are severely abusing the planet’. This concern can be converted into informed action through geographical study, and it is geography which young people feel is the subject which best covers topics such as climate change. The GA’s A framework for the school geography curriculum (Rawling, 2022) lays out a vision for what school geography could be, and in the process includes a working definition for the subject, where ‘the educational value of geography can be enhanced by developing young people’s capabilities as human beings, to enable them to use their geographical understanding to live in harmony with others and to share responsibility for the well-being of the planet’ (Kinder and Rawling, 2023). The document suggests some key concepts that need to be part of a course of study in geography: space, place, earth systems and environment. In a world where climate breakdown is becoming increasingly apparent, the subject of geography is coming to the foreground, just as it did during the pandemic, when everyone suddenly became aware of their own personal circumstances and the importance of space. The world needs more geographers, and their training begins in your classroom. Make the most of this opportunity and responsibility.




Five reflection questions




	How could you best communicate the meaning of geography to the students that you currently teach?


	How would you set up a discussion to elicit the students’ own conception of geography as a subject?


	Think back to your own experiences of learning geography. How has it changed since you were at school? Have those changes been for the better or the worse?


	What stories do you think you have told in the past which were perhaps problematic, and which you should now avoid repeating with students? What steps are you taking to revisit your curriculum to uncover and address these problematic areas?


	What is the best definition of geography that you’ve found, and how does your department’s intent statement define the subject?










DIGGING DEEPER – THREE RESOURCES TO DELVE FURTHER




	Dorling, D. and Lee, C. (2016) Geography: Ideas in profile. London: Profile Books – a very useful book which summarises the development of the subject and its potential. Dorling’s wider work is also worthy of investigation.


	The Geographical Association National Curriculum Framework and supporting documents (2022) – available at https://geography.org.uk/ga-curriculum-framework/ - provides a structure for exploring the subject and considering teachers’ own curriculum-making process.


	Owens, J. (2023) Dust: The modern world in a trillion particles. London: Hodder and Stoughton – an investigation by a geographer into the significance of dust of various kinds. A reminder of the hidden geographies in everyday situations and our global interconnections.
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2. WHERE HAS GEOGRAPHICAL ENQUIRY TAKEN ME?






CATHERINE OWEN


@GEOGMUM


‘In a minority of schools, leaders had thought carefully about how to teach geography in a distinctive way. At its best, this involved students being taught the processes of geographical enquiry. They were introduced to geographical questions, and presented with data (in its widest sense, including images, maps and people’s testimonies as well as graphs and charts). They then used this data to reach conclusions.’ (Ofsted, 2023)


Is it wrong to start a chapter in a book by telling the reader to read another book? I hope this chapter will be useful to those looking for an overview of one teacher’s experience of the enquiry approach, but for those wanting to delve deeply into this fascinating aspect of geography I strongly recommend reading Geography Through Enquiry, 2nd Edition (2023) by the wonderful Margaret Roberts, the queen of geographical enquiry.


Roberts (2023) states that there are four key elements of geographical enquiry in the classroom:




	Enquiry should be question driven.


	
Enquiry should be supported by evidence.


	Enquiry should give students the opportunity to make sense of geographical information for themselves.


	Students need to reflect on what they have learned from the enquiry.







ENQUIRY AS A STUDENT


I don’t remember a great deal about being at school in the 1980s, but I do remember the geography enquiries I took part in. I still have my old geography books, which show that, while most lessons relied on teacher talk and a textbook, the lessons I remember gave us a question to investigate, draw conclusions about and reflect upon. An example is shown in Figure 2.1 – we were taught about motorways, used maps to investigate the stretch of the M5 motorway from Bridgwater to Weston-super-Mare, then set the question ‘What is the best route for a new motorway?’ and given a map to scrutinise before adding our chosen route. We evaluated our route, discussing potential conflicts and how these could be minimised.




[image: Grayscale game map with a grid (A–J, 1–10) and various terrain features. Thick black marker lines indicate paths or strategies across the map. A legend is present in the bottom-right corner, partially obscured.]

Figure 2.1 ‘What is the best route for a new motorway?’ project by Catherine in around 1985





Mine was the first year-group to sit GCSEs, with coursework crucial across all subjects. In geography, I completed several mini-enquiries (some involving fieldwork) and my own project in which I investigated the impact of the rapid growth of my home village in the previous 20 years. I loved these enquiries and the opportunity they gave me to make sense of the world around me. I have wanted to be a teacher since I was small, but had set my heart on history teaching. It was a combination of these geographical enquiries and my excellent teacher, Mr George, who changed my mind to geography. However, sometimes things go wrong. Unfortunately, my first major geography enquiry disaster was my A-level individual study. I focused on the Mendip Hills as a local landscape resource, investigating use of the limestone for leisure, settlement and industry, but my work became a project about the Mendips, rather than a decisive investigation. It was also only tenuously linked to the specification. Despite being devastated by this failure at the time, I now see it as an important learning experience – it is a great non-example of how to complete an enquiry!


The enquiry approach was very significant as I studied geographical sciences at Polytechnic South West/University of Plymouth (the status changed while I was there). I delighted in my access to so much information from the library and carried out regular primary data collection on Dartmoor for my hydrogeomorphology course.







ENQUIRY AS A TRAINEE TEACHER


My Postgraduate Certificate of Education (PGCE) at Marjon in 1993/94 was at the tail end of the first national curriculum (NC), with all the folders of attainment targets that involved. With five attainment targets, including 183 statements of attainment, teachers were faced with the challenge of covering the prescribed content while also tracking the attainment of students. Rawling (2001) describes how ‘Essentially, in those schools with curriculum development experience and with confident and creative leadership, it was possible to impose a more appropriate curriculum structure and to develop good quality teaching and learning, despite the Order.’ I was fortunate to find myself in schools (in Plymstock and then Bodmin) with excellent curriculum practice – they were able to balance the demands of the NC with their desire to keep enquiry at the heart of the geography curriculum. Having started by teaching enquiry lessons designed by other teachers, I began to design and teach my own enquiry lessons. I found it easy to come up with enquiry questions, but much harder to source material for students to use for research. I scoured national and local newspapers and picked up leaflets, cutting out articles and storing them in folders for future use. These could then be combined and photocopied to produce well focused and informative resources for students. This meant that students had the opportunity to make sense of geographical information for themselves and support their points with evidence, as recommended by Roberts (2023).


Most of my enquiries went well; students seemed to develop their learning and enjoy answering the questions. An exception was an enquiry disaster when Marjon took us to East London to work in a contrasting place for a week. Many schools had bought the Key Geography (Waugh and Bushell, 1991) textbook series, using this to help them cover the vast content of the NC. This series took an enquiry approach in that each spread had a question as its title, but activities mainly involved comprehension questions. I spent two days at a school in Rotherhithe and was tasked to work with a partner to plan and teach a lesson based on a spread in the ‘Foundations’ textbook with an enquiry question about where to build a bypass. I had only been teaching a few months and was in an unfamiliar environment, so should have stuck to the book, as the teacher advised. Instead, I decided to create an activity similar to that in Figure 2.1, providing students with a map showing a fictional town with residents demanding a bypass and asking them to work in groups to plan a route before feeding back to the class. This went horribly wrong! The students had no idea what a bypass was and found it difficult to get their heads around the idea – they lived in the depths of urban London and had no experience of bypasses. This taught me an important lesson – enquiries need to take the prior learning of students into account and ensure that they have a firm foundation in the knowledge needed to complete the enquiry successfully.







ENQUIRY AS A TEACHER


I started teaching at Holyrood Community School in September 1994, with the revised NC of 1995 giving us the opportunity to review our overloaded geography curriculum. Geography had previously been part of a humanities curriculum at key stage 3, so it was exciting to work with the new head of geography to develop a standalone geography curriculum. We used Key Geography (Waugh and Bushell, 1991) as our core text, but developed enquiries to make our lessons more relevant in our context and to challenge our students’ thinking about the world. Again, I faced challenges – for example, when my Year 9 class carried out an enquiry looking at ways different countries were managing their populations, I received a complaint from a parent as their son had drawn conclusions going against the teachings of their Catholic faith.


On reflection, my enquiry lessons in the 1990s were limited in terms of Roberts’ (2023) fourth key element – students reflecting on what they had learned. Roberts (2023, p.10) suggests that:




If students are to make sense not only of the evidence provided but of a unit of work as a whole, then they need to reflect on what they have learned. They need to reflect on the extent to which they have answered or explored the questions posed at the outset, the extent to which evidence was sufficient, on whether the techniques they have used to analyse or interpret source materials were appropriate and whether the conclusions and judgements they reached were sufficiently supported by the evidence.





I participated in a course for new teachers in Somerset being hosted at Millfield School in my second year of teaching. This led to me studying an MEd in School Effectiveness and School Improvement in my third and fourth years of teaching, with many opportunities to study curriculum and the place of enquiry within this. Taking an academic approach to studying the curriculum forced me to become more evaluative – having churned out reflections on lessons with little thought during my PGCE, I started to truly engage in reflection and to support my students in doing the same. It was fortunate that my evaluation epiphany happened at the same time as Thinking through Geography (Leat, 1998) was published. This book was developed by teachers from the north-east of England who started out with the aim of making geography lessons more interesting and challenging, but soon realised that the most important aspect was the debrief following the ‘thinking’ activity. The book therefore included thinking activities alongside detailed instructions on how to debrief students, considering what they had learned, how they learned it, how they could apply this in different situations and building bridges to other geographical concepts. Not only did this book improve my use of evaluation in lessons, it also helped me take my first steps towards developing metacognition skills with my students.







ENQUIRY AS A HEAD OF GEOGRAPHY


In January 1999 I took on the role of head of geography at The King Alfred School, gaining even more freedom to shape the geography curriculum. Again, the school was using Key Geography heavily in lessons (partly to support non-specialists), but each year group completed a fieldwork enquiry and there was enthusiasm to further develop the enquiry approach. We tweaked schemes of learning and started to develop new approaches, but by 2007, with a new NC being introduced for 2008, we felt ready to carry out a full restructure of our KS3 curriculum. We worked on this as a team, starting by coming up with possible enquiry questions, putting them on sticky notes and moving them around to find the best sequence, creating a document we called ‘the global plan’. We showed the plan to a group of students, who received it with enthusiasm and offered to help develop it. Having just joined the Geographical Association’s International Special Interest Group, I was particularly interested in developing the international dimension and wrote about this for the journal Teaching Geography (Owen, 2008).


Working with the Geographical Association, reading Teaching Geography journal and attending the annual GA conferences supports me in being a life-long learner, helping me to develop my understanding of geographical concepts and pedagogy, including enquiry. I cascade my learning to my department so that we can regularly evaluate our curriculum and see if aspects need to change in light of our new understanding. With a new NC introduced in 2014 and an increasing focus on knowledge-rich curricula in schools, we have been keen to maintain enquiry in our lessons. In Powerful Geography, Mark Enser discusses how a focus on powerful knowledge doesn’t exclude enquiry, saying enquiry ‘is an important part of the discipline and should infuse the way in which we put our curriculum into practice’ (2021, p.135). Enser suggests six steps to take to embed a culture of enquiry in the curriculum, as shown in Table 2.1.


Table 2.1 Six steps to embed a culture of enquiry in the curriculum (adapted from Enser, 2021)
















	Step 1: Frame through a question


	Create a fertile question to sit at the heart of the topic. This question should have more than one possible answer and involve students working hard to answer it, but also needs to be within their ability to answer.







	Step 2: Source the information


	
This information could take many forms, including articles, graphs, photos, statistics and more, but it is vital that students are able to make sense of these and that they are up to date.


Enser also reminds us to think about whose story we are telling and whose voices we are hearing.








	Step 3: Create the need to know


	Creating a fertile question means the question should intrigue students. Using images with the question to illustrate it may also give students intrinsic motivation to find out more.







	Step 4: Using data


	Students should build upon their prior learning by finding out new information about the topic. It may be better for students to encounter sources of information one by one to build their knowledge.







	Step 5: Reaching a conclusion


	Students need to answer the question geographically – they may need scaffolding or to see models of answers to do this.







	Step 6: Evaluate the process


	This could involve students comparing their answers and seeing if everyone reached the same conclusion (if not, why not?), questioning reliability and validity of information used or exploring the implications of their conclusions.















ENQUIRY AS AN AUTHOR


Having had my first article published in Teaching Geography in 2000, with others following, the Geographical Association asked me to write for their Geography Toolkit series in 2009. I highly recommend becoming an author; you get to work with editors who challenge your thinking, meaning you learn a great deal. In this series each book included ten enquiry lessons and the series editors were Justin Wooliscroft and Ruth Totterdell. Justin and Ruth were the perfect editors for a novice writer, taking time to discuss ideas and refine them with me. Working on a book in this series with John Widdowson led to me co-authoring a GCSE textbook with John and Andy Crampton. I have since been part of the Progress in Geography team with David Gardiner, written enquiries for the Geographical Association’s Online Teaching resources website and more. The power of collaboration should never be underestimated; each time I work on a project with others my understanding of geography content and pedagogy, including the enquiry approach, grows. What is Geography Teaching, Now? is my first foray into editing as well as writing!







ENQUIRY NOW AND IN THE FUTURE


Enquiry learning in my department took a big hit during COVID-19 lockdowns and while we were teaching in ‘bubbles’ in early 2020. With students unable to share resources between groups or go on field visits, we stripped back our curriculum. Following the pandemic, we recognise that the world has changed, with schools across England facing issues related to poor attendance, families living in poverty, students in inappropriate housing, the impact of social media and a teaching recruitment crisis (Weale, 2024). We are currently working to improve our KS3 curriculum, bringing back the creativity and enquiry we lost and implementing new ideas. This gives us the opportunity to build in aspects such as supporting students’ wellbeing (including ecoanxiety) and decolonising the curriculum.


I was inspired by Daryl Sinclair’s presentation entitled ‘Power: a new and essential lens for geography education’ at the 2024 Geographical Association Conference and am planning to include power as a concept in future enquiries. Castree et al. (2023) suggest three modes of power:




Power to is simply the ability to exercise power of some kind – as when a local government gives planning permission to build new apartments on a brownfield site in central Manchester.


Power over occurs when a person, organisation or element of the non-human world (e.g. wild animals) is subjected to power. This may cause resistance, opposition or protest, as with Black Lives Matter demonstrations about police brutality in cities like Los Angeles. There are entire discourses that contest ‘power over’, employing words like oppression, domination, anti-colonialism and injustice. But subjection to power is not always negative – for instance, land managers exert power over invading species for sometimes good reasons.


Power through refers to the mechanisms or the media that propagate or transmit power. For instance, the unintended power of humans to change the world’s atmosphere has been exercised incrementally by emitting greenhouse gases from power stations, steel factories and so on. Climate change represents a marriage of human and physical power on a very large scale.





As I sit down tomorrow to review my Year 8 scheme of work related to our local city, Bristol, I will be keeping both enquiry and power in mind. My blog ‘Bristol: The Danger of the Single Story’ (Owen, 2022) was an attempt to get teachers thinking about how they present Bristol to students, but how can I explore power to, over and through using these locations? Filwood, in Knowle West, has recently been blighted by knife crime and residents are campaigning for the Eagle House Youth Centre, which closed ten years ago, to be reopened (Cork, 2024) – how can I turn this into a powerful enquiry, challenging my students to think about who had the ‘power to’ close the youth club and how the local residents are responding to ‘power over’ them through resistance? Tomorrow will tell!




Five reflection questions




	How effectively do you use Roberts’ four key elements of geographical enquiry?


	How do you keep up to date with developments in geographical content and pedagogy?


	To what extent has the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting changes in education affected your use of enquiry in lessons?


	How could you bring consideration of power into your enquiries?


	Where has geographical enquiry taken you?










DIGGING DEEPER – THREE RESOURCES TO DELVE FURTHER




	Roberts, M. (2023) Geography Through Enquiry, 2nd edition. Geographical Association.


	The Geographical Association’s ‘Planning for geographical enquiry’, available at: https://geography.org.uk/ite/initial-teacher-education/geography-support-for-trainees-and-ects/learning-to-teach-secondary-geography/geography-subject-teaching-and-curriculum/geography-knowledge-concepts-and-skills/geographical-practice/geographical-enquiry-2/planning-for-geographical-enquiry/ (Accessed: 28/05/2025)


	The Geographical Association’s Online Teaching resources from the Geographical Association https://geography.org.uk/online-teaching-resources/ (Accessed: 28/05/2025)
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3. WRITING A KEY STAGE 3 GEOGRAPHY CURRICULUM FROM SCRATCH






JOSEPH MILTON


@GEO_DOUGIE


‘What matters for a curriculum is that teachers come together and agree on a set of aims that underpin their vision for student development.’ (Standish, 2021)


This chapter is about ripping up a curriculum and starting from scratch. I started my current role as head of geography in 2019, just before the COVID-19 pandemic, with a whole new team of geography staff. Through teaching the curriculum that was there before, I, and my team, quickly identified the key stage 3 (KS3) curriculum as something that needed to change for the department to have the kind of success that we all wanted and could be proud of. This is a story of that journey.




VISION: THE SOLID FOUNDATION TO BUILD A CURRICULUM ON


Curriculum planning is like an ouroboros – an eternal cycle of life, death and rebirth. Before any curriculum that has any real meaning behind it is given life, you need to decide what you want it to be. What you want it to look like. You need to have an aim, or to use Ofsted parlance ‘intent’, in mind. Something to focus the efforts of not only you, but every colleague within your department. A foundation upon which everything is built and the funnel that channels all the differing strengths of your department into creating a coherent end goal. This is your vision and it is incredibly important that you get it right. So, how do you do that?




MAKE IT COLLABORATIVE


If you lead a geography department then you have ultimate responsibility for what is written down as your vision and everything that follows from it. However, geography is a broad church and encompasses different specialisms and ideas of what school geography should be. Should it be about raising awareness of global events? Should it be about producing change makers? Should it be about producing students who can see the world about them in a synoptic way? Should it be about creating people fit for the next stage of their education? Ultimately, there is not a right answer, but there is a right way to get a vision that everyone can get behind: collaboration (Standish, 2021). Working together to create a vision that everyone can get behind gives momentum to any changes you wish to make and drives a collective effort to make the curriculum the best it can be.







MAKE IT SUCCINCT


There’s no point in being verbose. Your vision needs to be at the forefront of you and your colleagues’ minds not only for planning, resourcing and evaluating your curriculum, but also for when you are asked about it by anyone with an interest, be it parents, senior leadership team (SLT), potential new staff on interview or Ofsted. Verbosity allows for mission creep in your curriculum design. Succinctness does not.







MAKE IT SUBJECT SPECIFIC


Your vision shouldn’t veer towards the generic but should have a monomaniacal focus on being subject specific and laden with what student development in your subject means. Your curriculum will hang off your statement, it should therefore guide those who experience it into the finer detail of your subject rather than leave them perplexed by a series of genericisms.




Our vision


So, having made it collaborative, succinct and subject specific, the foundation vision from which our curriculum spawned was:


To equip students with the knowledge, skills and attributes to be able to make sense of the world around them, both past, present and future.













THE TRICKY WORLD OF GEOGRAPHICAL CONCEPTS




‘A programme of study articulated without concepts, runs the risk of focusing entirely on knowledge or skill acquisition’. (Brooks, 2017)







WHAT IS A CONCEPT?


Upon settling on a vision for your curriculum, you then need to start the process of fleshing this out and here-in lies the first consideration when creating what you hope will be a coherent curriculum – what concepts are you going to build your curriculum around and what organisational structure are you going to use to allow your chosen concepts to match your vision? For the sake of clarity, a concept, which is sometimes referred to as the grammar of the subject, is something that helps coherently organise the knowledge that you hope to convey to the students in your subject.







CONCEPTS TO ORGANISE CONTENT


While Ofsted shouldn’t be the sole purpose for organising a good KS3 curriculum it was noted that effective curriculum design and delivery considered concepts, not only as a means of considering how to teach disciplinary knowledge, but also as a means of effectively organising the content that you wish to teach (Ofsted, 2023). This brings us to a difficult juncture. Geography needs some underpinning concepts to hang your curriculum on and weave your geographical story together. What concepts are you going to build your curriculum upon? Quite simply, there is no simple answer to this question and indeed, the role of concepts and what concepts to select is contested (Brooks, 2017). As shown below in Table 3.1, there are many different concepts that geographers have used to devise their curricula around.


















	Leat (1998)


	Geography Advisors’ and Inspectors’ Network (2002)


	Rowley and Lewis (2003)







	



	Cause and effect


	Classification


	Decision making


	Inequality


	Location


	Planning


	Systems







	



	Bias


	Causation


	Change


	Conflict


	Development


	Distribution


	Futures


	Inequality


	Interdependence


	Landscape


	Scale


	Location


	Perception


	Region


	Environment


	Uncertainty







	



	Describing and classifying


	Diversity and wilderness


	Patterns and boundaries


	Maps and communication


	Sacredness and beauty












	Holloway et al. (2003)


	Jackson (2006)


	UK 2008 KS3 Curriculum (QCA, 2007)







	



	Space


	Time


	Place


	Scale


	Social formations


	Physical systems


	Landscape and environment







	



	Space and place


	Scale and connection


	Proximity and distance


	Relational thinking







	



	Place


	Space


	Scale


	Interdependence


	Physical and human processes


	Environmental interaction and sustainable development


	Cultural understanding and diversity















Table 3.1 Concepts


Source: Fogele, (2016). Article printed under Creative Commons License CC BY 4.0


While there is no hard and fast rule about the concepts you use in devising your curriculum, the maxim ‘less is more’ applies well here. Too many concepts and you risk your curriculum becoming a slave to a loose set of concepts that lack coherence. However, the risk of taking a reductionist approach is that your concepts become too broad and, ultimately, meaningless and again make your curriculum lack coherence. The concepts we decided upon that appear later we felt walked that fine balance between being reductionist or too numerous. However, in deciding your concepts you must also consider how organising these concepts will help structure your curriculum.







Organising your concepts


Geography is a content-rich subject and therefore requires this content to be sorted, or organised, into the various silos that allow it to not only be coherent to the teachers who are teaching it, but also to the students it is being delivered to as well. How you choose to organise the concepts within your curriculum will dictate how your curriculum is planned and, ultimately, delivered.







Hierarchical concepts


Arranging your concepts as a hierarchy centres upon selecting a small number of concepts, which are abstract and/or technical, that are gradually fleshed out to become concrete and/or vernacular. An example that forms in my mind to exemplify this would be thinking about the concept of pressure, which would be a technical/abstract concept that would be fleshed out in a series of lessons to the concrete/vernacular concepts of rainfall, biome, etc. A hierarchy of concepts would work well, particularly where you have a large number of discrete topics to work through, such as physical geography at A-level, and would work well if you would like to share the concepts underpinning the curriculum, topics and lessons with your students, as the reigning in of the number of concepts certainly works for a geography teacher who is skilled at seeing the linkages between concepts, but not necessarily a student. I however, decided not to use hierarchical concepts in the curriculum, but a different approach. The rationale was that the topics I thought would form at least part of our KS3 offer would revolve around an interwoven curriculum of themes and regions as outlined by Enser (2021).







Organisational concepts


The organisational model view takes a fundamentally different approach to organising your concepts with the aim being to develop geographic thought through having wide-ranging concepts that link everyday experiences to those higher-level geographical ideas. This moves in the opposite direction to hierarchical concepts, which widen as you move from the abstract to the concrete, having a smaller range of overarching abstract concepts that are allowed to sit without being fleshed out further with concrete concepts. To my mind this would mean that an overarching concept would be something along the lines of ‘processes and systems’ which facilitates for a wide range of processes and higher-level geographical ideas (or threshold concepts), such as global atmospheric circulation and air pressure, to be taught in a unit on weather and climate and then returned to several times in later units on regions to explain the climates of these regions. This method of organising concepts certainly on the face of it seemed to suit the initial idea for our themes and regions curriculum. It was felt that this structure for organising our concepts allowed for greater time to be spent on planning learning and not getting bogged down in thinking about the concrete concepts that could be fleshed out for every abstract concept. With this in mind, we decided to go for the six concepts below, which are by no means something that everyone will agree upon but worked for how we planned to organise our curriculum.




Our six concepts


These are:




	Place


	Scale


	Sustainability


	Interdependence


	Risk


	Processes and systems.
















TOPICS: SELECTION AND SEQUENCING


Once you’ve outlined your vision and the concepts that will act as the foundation and linkages for your curriculum, the next step is deciding topics and the sequencing of them. Your choice of topics at KS3 needs to be mindful of, though certainly not straight-jacketed or limited by, the national curriculum document for KS3 (though this depends on what type of school you work at). It should also ideally play to the specialisms and interests within your department, the place and locale your school sits in and, importantly, your Key Stage 4 and 5 curricula, as you should avoid repeating topics through every key stage where possible. As exciting as the formation of a wave cut platform is (though trying to prove a point, I don’t want to leave you with any doubt that I look forward to days when I can explain with diagrams the formation of a wave cut platform) no student will want to hear about it in three different key stages. What sort of reward is that for opting to continue with your subject?


How you choose to meet the requirements of the national curriculum is your (and your schools) choice but the ultimate aim should be to show the relevance and importance of your subject and allow every student to increase their knowledge of the world and its interactions as they progress through it. So, how do you go about doing this?




TOPICS


How you decide upon the topics you wish to teach outside the national curriculum is a choice for you and your department and will rest upon not only where you are within the UK, but also upon the specialisms within your department. It may also be tempered by the topic coverage of your KS4 and KS5 courses. This, of course, is all underpinned by a continual requirement to keep on top of your subject knowledge through a variety of means, something which I think is often under-represented as a planning and workload issue within the subject, but also from those outside the subject too. Our initial planning was a piece of A3 paper that dumped all the topics that we would like to teach, but, importantly, also matched with our mission statement and aims. It was at this juncture that, subconsciously, the decision was taken to move away from topics that might appeal to students and be ‘current’, such as fast fashion or the geography of sport or crime. While there is nothing inherently wrong with these topics and approach, we felt that these topics have a fleeting nature to them and have a limited shelf life, and also wouldn’t allow us to have coherency within our curriculum as we couldn’t easily identify a thread that could weave these disparate topics together. After getting down all the topics we would like to teach that matched with our vision, and importantly before we slimmed the topic list down, we added the ‘meat to the bones’ of the topics with everything we would like to see taught within every discrete topic. This proved to be a valuable part of the planning process as it allowed us to triage topics and select those that had depth and therefore a basic, but coherent structure that we could develop to answer a big geographical question. It should also be said at this juncture that the length of a topic is something to consider too. While allowing them to fit into a half term is neat, it doesn’t necessarily follow that every topic will fit into this. Some will be longer, some will be shorter. You really need to think about the coherency and depth of the topic rather than the length. However, topics within themselves are not a curriculum and there needs to be some careful consideration of other factors before you start planning lesson sequences and resourcing lessons themselves. Firstly, whether you are having a discreet or interwoven curriculum.







BIG GEOGRAPHICAL QUESTIONS


A big geographical question is, as it suggests, an overarching question that you can build your topic around and enable every lesson to slowly add pieces of knowledge that will facilitate your students to arrive at an answer at the end. Some of these are easy to come up with, some less so. They should be something that allows for extended thought and long-prose answers, but cannot ultimately be answerable until the whole topic has been completed and, even when the students are in a position to answer them, they may arrive at different answers even though they have sat in the same lessons and digested the same materials. It’s all a matter of the importance you place on differing aspects of what is studied. It’s even better if a question can be worded in a way that means that the students need to wrestle with their views on answering it with every lesson. Some of the best examples we have of this are from our Year 7 topic on population, which asks students to consider ‘Was Malthus right?’ and from our Year 9 topic on Haiti, which asks ‘Is Haiti a victim of its geography?’.







A DISCRETE OR INTERWOVEN CURRICULUM


A discrete curriculum has topics that are independent of any other, that will have all the necessary requirements of good topics, such as skills, knowledge and application, and can be taught in an order of your choosing and ultimately takes less planning to create. However, the downside of doing this is that your curriculum might have an awesome set of topics that don’t necessarily weave together to develop the students in front of you as geographers. An interwoven curriculum requires more thought so that the knowledge, content and skills gradually weave together and build upon each other over time. Our curriculum (see Figure 3.1) operates a hybrid model of the two and moves from a discrete set of topics in Year 7 that can operate as topics in their own right, to an interwoven set of topics that build up through Years 8 and 9 that can function without the previous topics being delivered but works a lot better with them having been taught. This marries with the idea of developing mastery within our curriculum as well through the revisiting of content and applying it in different contexts, and avoids the pitfalls identified by Enser (2018) in opting for a thematic curriculum – coherency.




[image: Flow chart shows geography topics for Years 7, 8, and 9. Year 7 topics include ‘What do we know about place?’ and ‘How do rivers shape the land?’. Year 8 topics include ‘Is our weather becoming more extreme?’ and ‘How can the development gap be closed?’. Year 9 topics include ‘Is Russia a prisoner of its geography?’ and ‘Does a hazard always lead to a disaster?’.]

Figure 3.1 Our topic sequence for KS3







Extended Descriptions

A three-year geography curriculum with sequential topics: Year 7 covers fundamental concepts like place, river shaping, globalisation, coasts, and Malthus’s theory; Year 8 progresses to issues such as extreme weather, closing development gaps, 21st-century China, sustainability, and Congo’s history; Year 9 focuses on geopolitical questions about Russia as a prisoner state, hazards, Haiti’s geography, the link between geography and health, and how ice impacts the world, showing a clear progression from basic physical geography to complex global and environmental challenges.









THE PHYSICAL: HUMAN TIGHTROPE


In my experience, the majority of students have a preference for one side of geography or the other. For our curriculum we made the decision early on that we would have a fair balance between human and physical in all three year groups where possible to fairly reflect geography as a whole. However, our discussions in the early phases of planning our new curriculum had also made clear that we wanted to show, again where possible, how the two sides of geography can be bridged by having a regional/country focus interwoven through the curriculum as well. This was where the decision to have an interwoven curriculum of discrete topics that weave together in Years 8 and 9 with a regional focus allowed for human and physical geography to be explored together to investigate place.







SEQUENCING


Once we had decided upon the topics and the countries/regions in our curriculum we then needed to look at how we sequenced it, so it made sense and built as complete a picture of the study of geography as possible. What we were looking for was for a foundational core of discreet knowledge and skills to be built up through time, but for it to be interspersed with regional or country topics that allowed for the application of this discreet knowledge to a place. Easy in theory, but trickier in reality as there are a number of factors to consider in an appropriate sequence. This was our list of factors and though not exhaustive, I’d imagine the majority of these (and some we maybe didn’t consider) are those that are discussed at any curriculum meeting. I’m not going to give any answers to these questions, as this will depend on a range of factors, but you should be able to see from the curriculum map that appears at the end what decisions we made.




	What are the foundation topics that are required before others, e.g. should globalisation come before development or vice versa?


	
Where should the more conceptually challenging topics, e.g. hazards, weather, climate change, go? Should they be taught in Year 9 or do you decide to teach them in Year 7 but scaffold appropriately because of other topics you’d like to have later?


	
Are there topics that require a greater level of maturity to deliver effectively, e.g. population? Will talking about contraceptive availability with Year 7 mean you spend most of the lesson quelling giggles?


	
When do GCSE options take place? We all need bums on seats at GCSE to ensure we teach our specialism instead of picking up the slack elsewhere. Do you have topics you’d like to deliver around this that still fit with your ideal sequence?


	
Where do you slot the region and/or country studies in? What content needs to be covered before you teach these to ensure you allow for more than a single story of a place?













THE CULMINATION OF A THREE-YEAR JOURNEY


After three years of hard work we now have a curriculum at KS3 that we are proud of. We are not complacent though. Every single curriculum meeting we have as geographers has a section of time devoted to discussing the planned curriculum and where it could be tweaked with new information, made better with different lessons or even topics that we just feel don’t hit the mark as we intended. The curriculum map will no doubt be different when you read this now than when I wrote this sentence. For example, I’m practising what I’ve preached and for next year we are amalgamating rivers and coasts into one physical landscapes topic to avoid repetition and, in doing so, are creating space for a topic on the Middle East, which we’ve finally been able to plan into a coherent topic fitting with our aims. In the last three years we have seen a number of metrics move in the right direction too. The number of students opting for geography at KS4 is now the highest it has ever been, with over 160 students now studying geography in Year 10. We are also seeing an increase in numbers studying geography at A-level owing to the fact that not only are there simply more students in the pipeline, but also enjoying geography as a result of the experience we have given them. Enjoyment isn’t everything though. They need to achieve as well. Building the foundations of an excellent geography curriculum in KS3 has seen results improve year on year to the point where my department and I are now being congratulated on our results each September. This is all because of a shared vision filtering through to excellently planned and sequenced lessons that focus on building knowledge and skills progressively over time, but with a focus on the geography, not on the exams. Student voice backs this up too. As if numbers opting at KS4 isn’t enough to say students are enjoying the experience, when students are asked about their experience in geography they speak highly of their learning and the progress they make. However, it’s not all been plain sailing. Changing a curriculum is tough on those who are in the years of transition. Though numbers are high now, the first year of the new curriculum saw numbers opting for GCSE drop to 65, which was tough to take. In hindsight, the changes made were too much too quickly for year groups that had started out their geography journey on the previous curriculum. The majority couldn’t see success in the new curriculum yet and therefore didn’t enjoy the learning and couldn’t, at that point, see themselves making progress in geography. The SLT at the school were supportive of the changes we were making and could see the ‘green shoots’ emerging from these changes, but I imagine they must have been concerned by this initial drop in numbers.




THE FRUITS OF AN INTERWOVEN CURRICULUM


The best example I can give of an interwoven curriculum having the desired impact is our Year 9 topic on Haiti (see Figure 3.2). This topic requires knowledge of topics studied in Year 7 (globalisation and population), Year 8 (development and DR Congo) and Year 9 (hazards) in order to answer the big question ‘Is Haiti a victim of its geography?’. The final lesson in the topic looks at HIV/AIDS in Haiti. The lesson starts by looking at the distribution of HIV/AIDS globally, a skill our Year 9 geographers will be well versed in. After this, they read a short, guided reading piece that links the decolonisation of the DR Congo with that of Haiti, globalisation and development to suggest why Haiti is an anomalous country in the Western Hemisphere. The drawing together of discrete pieces of knowledge about processes and places previously studied not only to answer the question about HIV/AIDS being an anomalously high prevalence disease in Haiti, but also considering whether Haiti is a victim of its geography, be it human or physical or both, is the product of a deeply considered curriculum.




[image: Lesson plan for a Year 9 geography topic titled ‘Is Haiti a victim of its geography?’ is shown. It lists lessons 1 through 9, covering subjects like Haiti’s climate, biomes, history, hazards, and the impacts of an earthquake. Key concepts like ‘Place’, ‘Scale’, ‘Sustainability’, and ‘Risk’ are also displayed.]

Figure 3.2 Year 9, Topic 3 ‘Is Haiti a victim of its geography?’







Extended Descriptions

Curriculum map for a Year 9 geography topic titled ‘Is Haiti a victim of its geography?’ is shown. The map progresses through nine lessons, each with an associated icon on the left. Lessons 1, 2, 4, 5, and 6 are represented by a location pin, Lesson 3 by an interlocking circles icon, and Lessons 7, 8, and 9 by a hazard symbol. The lessons are ‘What is the geography of Haiti?’, ‘What is the climate of Haiti?’, ‘What are the biomes present in Haiti?’, ‘How does Haiti’s history affect its development?’, ‘What hazards are experienced by the people of Haiti?’, ‘Assessing the impacts of hazards in Haiti.’, ‘How did an earthquake introduce cholera to Haiti?’, and ‘HIV/AIDS in Haiti.’. The map also shows revision, project work, reading, and a focus on key terms. Below the main diagram, six geography key concepts are defined with icons: Place, Sustainability, Risk, Scale, Interdependence, and Processes & Systems.






Five reflection questions




	Does your vision align with the curriculum you have in place?


	Do your concepts allow for powerful geographical knowledge to be developed?


	Do the topics you’ve selected for your curriculum allow for knowledge to be built upon as you progress through it?


	What do your staff think of your curriculum? Do they feel like they have ownership of it?


	What do your students think of your curriculum? Do they feel like they make progress through it?










DIGGING DEEPER – THREE RESOURCES TO DELVE FURTHER




	Sehgal Cuthbert, A. & Standish, A. (2021) What Should Schools Teach? Disciplines, Subjects and the Pursuit of Truth (Knowledge and the Curriculum). UCL Press.


	Bustin, R. (2019) Geography Education’s Potential and the Capability Approach: GeoCapabilities and schools. Palgrave Macmillan.


	Enser, M. (2021) Powerful Geography: A curriculum with purpose in practice. Crown House Publishing.
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4. LESSON PLANNING IN GEOGRAPHY






BEN NEWBORN


@MRBNEWBORN


‘Lesson planning is not the same as lesson preparation … . Lesson preparation is critical whether you have written your own lesson or are using one developed for you.’ (Lemov, 2019)




SOME CAVEATS BEFORE WE START EXPLORING GEOGRAPHY LESSON PLANNING


There is no such thing as a ‘perfect’ lesson. The planning and preparation for a single lesson could take any amount of time you have to sink into it. There will always be more potential tweaks to be made, adaptations for certain individuals or subgroups to add challenge to or scaffold activities that are likely to make the learning better. It is a cliché, but when it comes to lesson planning, particularly in a subject like geography, the mantra ‘good is good enough’ has to be adhered to less you want to run the risk of burning out early on in your career.


A second important point behind lesson planning is there is never a good enough argument that you must plan your lessons from scratch. I often think about the number of teachers across the country at any given point googling the same diagram of longshore drift or perfect photograph that illustrates interlocking spurs (note: it doesn’t exist!) and it frustrates me to think how much of that planning time could be better spent on preparing an amended worksheet or tweaking an activity to better suit the class who needs more scaffolding or challenge to work at the best of their ability. The majority of departments these days have shared materials on their local system. Where they don’t, there are many places online that can be a starting point for lesson planning, paid or free, available to us these days. If all else fails, a plea for a specific lesson or unit on any of the social media sites will often yield a menu of kind offers. So, when it comes to planning, you shouldn’t feel you need to start from scratch every time.







WHAT DOES THE AVERAGE GEOGRAPHY LESSON LOOK LIKE?


I spend a lot of time visiting schools across the country, dropping into many different geography lessons; and the nature of our subject in particular seems to lead to some consistent challenges:




	The complexity of the content we teach can lead to wide learning gaps between high and low prior-attaining students. This is exacerbated as most geography classes are mixed ability.


	The point above can lead to middle portions of lessons where pace is at high risk of dropping off as teachers try to maintain positive progress with difficult content across a huge range of abilities in the room.


	Timing can get away from us in lessons. This can lead to the last task(s) in the lesson being narrowed, pushed into subsequent lessons, or even scrapped completely. If this happens, students never get to apply the knowledge and understanding they have gained in the lesson, and this runs the risk of the knowledge never becoming embedded in their long-term memory.





Trying to pin down the ‘average’ geography lesson is an impossible task. An individual lesson can range from 35 minutes to 2 hours. I have seen classes ranging from 6 up to 60 students. It is very common to find students on track for a GCSE level 7 or above in the same class as, and often sitting next to, those aiming to secure a grade 1–3.


I am a firm advocate of Doug Lemov’s idea of planning versus preparation (Lemov, 2021). The wide array of sources of baseline lesson planning materials we have available to us now means we can prioritise time to amending and tweaking these to suit the needs of individual groups and students rather than what is often the busy work of finding images or formatting slide decks for lessons. Teacher autonomy is vital in tailoring materials to suit the needs of individual groups because the lesson for 8E on a Tuesday morning can look very different from that of 8B on a Tuesday afternoon. This chapter cannot substitute for experience, nor can it tell you the best amendments to get the most out of your actual classes with all their nuances, differences and needs – that preparation is on you.


However, there are some principles that emerge for me following years of teaching and leading in departments across England and Wales, and in my current role observing geography lessons across the country and having discussions with professionals ranging from PGCE interns through to seasoned veteran geography specialists. These principles have evolved over time into a sequential checklist for thinking about planning geography lessons. I find this helps thinking about where to start and where to go, to ensure the pitfalls outlined above are avoided and you are free to deliver a quality lesson that suits the needs of the learners in each particular class.







PRINCIPLES OF GEOGRAPHY LESSON PLANNING




STEP 1: WHAT’S THE POINT?


Before considering activities or searching out the perfect image or designing any slides or pages in a booklet, the first thing to do is figure out what you are teaching and why. You need to be crystal clear what you want all students to know and/or be able to do when they leave your classroom. With this focus, you can now judge your lessons as a success or a failure in concrete, unequivocal terms. While doing this, you need to look ahead and look backwards to see where your lesson fits in your students’ geography experience (see chapter 3). A lesson evaluating the impact of groynes in a case study requires prior knowledge and understanding about different sea defences, longshore drift, swash and backwash, fetch, etc. Any misconceptions in this prior knowledge have the potential to derail your lesson, or at least lead to a drop in pace where you have to (necessarily and quite rightly) take a step back to secure students’ understanding before moving on. In the same vein, looking forward is also key. You are setting the foundations for the next step in their geography understanding, so you must be clear what you are building towards next lesson/week/unit etc. in order to set a solid knowledge and skills base to build on.







STEP 2: HOW ARE THEY SHOWING THEY GET IT?


Once the why and the what are pinned down, the next step is to secure the final part of your lesson. More often than not, this should take the form of an independent writing task at the end of the lesson. Generally speaking, geography lessons should contain at least one protected 10–15 minutes where students are consolidating their understanding of what they have learned in the lesson and producing independent work that is a product of their own thinking. For exam classes, this is most likely going to be an exam question because ultimately the best way to explain the formation of a waterfall is to complete the task: ‘Explain the formation of a waterfall.’


In lessons lacking pace, it is very common that the first thing to go is the final activity. This is problematic because if students do not have the opportunity to consolidate their understanding, they are less able to embed the new learning effectively in their long-term memory (Riches, 2022). This means it is important that we protect this time and prioritise this step as the second part of lesson planning.







STEP 3: HOW DO THEY LEARN ALL THE NEW INFORMATION? (HINT – IT’S YOU!)


So now we know what we want our students to leave the room knowing and being able to do, and we have set up the opportunity to show they can do it in a way that we can test to evaluate the effectiveness of the lesson, we just need to get them there – the teaching bit!


Although there are other structures and systems to build your planning around, I personally advocate for Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction (Rosenshine, 2012). At a fundamental level, you can view geography as a collection of concepts that need delivering precisely and discretely before students can embed them into their long-term memory. The most efficient and practical way of achieving learning therefore is for the teacher to communicate the information through direct instruction, before checking students’ understanding in order to gauge whether the class and individuals within it are ready to move on to an independent task. Lessons therefore can become series of ‘I …, We …, You …’ phases or, perhaps better, ‘Teach, Check, Practice’. The best learning resource that students have is their teacher. You have the knowledge they need to understand, and you are best placed to communicate this.


However, direct instruction must be efficient and effective. An often overlooked but worthwhile planning task is to rehearse explanations and models to refine the delivery of particular concepts and ideas during direct instruction. The more convoluted and disjointed an explanation, the greater the risk of cognitive overload for students because they are struggling to take on the knowledge you want them to. Taking time to observe experienced teachers, discussing best practice, and rehearsing the delivery and drawing of fiddly diagrams on the board step-by-step can be a valuable element of the lesson planning process.


For this same reason, questioning should be used sparingly in the I-phase of your lesson. Students learning about the stages of the Demographic Transition Model need to hear you talk about each stage in turn. Hearing another student guessing what they think is happening next and why in this part of the lesson at best slows the pace of the lesson, but often can strain their working memory, leading to cognitive overload and/or misconceptions bedding in (Shibli and West, 2018). To repeat, you as the teacher are their best source for learning new content and if you want them to understand the often complex and varied ideas we tackle in geography, they need to hear it from you clearly and efficiently.







STEP 4: DO THEY GET IT? ARE THEY READY TO MOVE ON?


You have a clear sight of the finish line. You have planned and rehearsed your direct instruction. Now you need to plan how you are going to help students transition into their final task. This means checking what they know and don’t know so that you can make the big call: do you go forward towards the You-phase or do you go back and re-teach the concepts they haven’t learned yet?


There are many strategies to gather data about your class’s understanding available to you. Cold call questioning, thumbs, purposeful circulation, use of mini-whiteboards and others. I would advise you find a relatively small collection that works for you and stick to them for consistency and impact as students will learn your systems. One of my personal favourite strategies for assessing understanding is using mini-whiteboards for students to write a word, letter, number or draw a simple picture on that they can hold up as a group together for me to check. This allows quick and easy assessment of their understanding to make the judgement on the spot whether I can move on to the next part of my lesson or whether there are elements of understanding that are still lacking. Should the latter be the case, it is straight back to the I-phase to come at things another way and repeat my explanation of the content with clarity and efficiency as described previously.


The best assessment for learning (AfL) in a lesson is semi-structured. You must be responsive to and reflective of the group in front of you as a priority. If you get a hunch that there is a problem from peering over some shoulders as you circulate around the room, check it with an AfL strategy! The likelihood is that your gut feeling is right and there is a problem somewhere; and you cannot let students go forward with a misconception. However, this phase of the lesson is semi-structured in that there are clear opportunities in your planning to design hinge questions you can ask that best check the understanding. At this point in your planning, you can create slides or activities that will help to assess more precisely what students need to successfully complete the task that is coming up. There is lots of guidance available (William, 2015) on what these questions should look like and when in lessons they are most impactful.
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