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SERIES FOREWORD





This series of books was commissioned as a WalkThrus Production to complement two of our other series: The Teaching Walkthrus, Volumes 1, 2 and 3, and the In Action series. We believe that, together, they represent a powerful resource for teachers in schools and colleges in multiple subject settings.


The In Action series has proven to be very popular with busy teachers, enabling them to engage with a range of important ideas from cognitive science and from education research more generally. In each book, the authors explore the key ideas from a specific researcher, translating them into practical approaches that teachers can adopt in their practice. So far, the series includes:




	Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction



	Collins et al’s Cognitive Apprenticeship



	Fiorella & Mayer’s Generative Learning



	Shimamura’s MARGE Model of Learning



	Sweller’s Cognitive Load Theory



	Wiliam & Leahy’s Five Formative Assessment Strategies



	Annie Murphy Paul’s The Extended Mind



	Dunlosky’s Strengthening the Student Toolbox



	Berger’s An Ethic of Excellence



	Bjork & Bjork’s Desirable Difficulties



	Ausubel’s Meaningful Learning






Each of these books is a guide to interpreting the research in ways that can be applied in real-world classrooms. We have been delighted by the response to the series, with teachers telling us they value the brevity and clarity and the examples of theory in practice. It’s so important for teachers to have a good grounding in cognitive science so that they have not only a clear model of how learning happens but also an understanding of all the potential barriers or difficulties that students experience. Bridging the gap between research and practice is a significant challenge because real-world classrooms are so much more complicated than the controlled conditions usually set up to investigate specific concepts in trials. The authors of the In Action books are all serving teachers or have taught in schools for many years, so their take on the theories and concepts that their books focus on is important and incredibly useful, grounded in the reality of teaching whole, complex classes.


It’s by no means a comprehensive list – not yet – and we recognise that many other aspects of research would benefit from the same treatment. Books on Nuthall’s Hidden Lives of Learners, Engelmann’s ideas on direct instruction and Bandura’s ideas on self-efficacy are all in the pipeline. We would also encourage every teacher to engage with Dan Willingham’s Why Don’t Students Like School?.


Released in parallel with the research-informed In Action series, our Teaching WalkThrus have also been popular with over 350,000 copies distributed across the three volumes. The idea of breaking ideas down into five-step visual guides, with short punchy descriptions, has proven very successful, allowing teachers to engage with a broad range of ideas in a very accessible format that informs their training, coaching or personal reflection. Significantly, Teaching WalkThrus were written in a style that is context free. They are generic in style so that teachers of all subjects in any setting can engage with them, transposing the ideas into their real-world contexts. The 150+ WalkThrus are organised into six main series, each of which represents an important area for professional learning:




Behaviour and relationships




	Lesson management



	Planning for good behaviour



	Positive correction



	Relationships and mindsets











Curriculum planning




	Assessment issues



	Broad design concepts



	Challenge, inclusion, diversity



	Detailed planning











Explaining and modelling




	Giving explanations and modelling



	Reading and writing



	Standards, expectations and scaffolding



	Types of explanations











Questioning and feedback




	Assessment



	Core questioning techniques



	Deeper questioning techniques



	Feedback











Practice and retrieval




	Guided to independent practice



	Reading



	Building fluency



	Retrieval practice



	Support and challenge











Mode B teaching




	Choices and creativity



	Making it real



	Oracy



	Student directed activities






With over 4000 schools having engaged with our online WalkThrus toolkit, we know that a great deal of valuable professional learning can be supported with our generic guides as a starting point. However, throughout each book we are at pains to stress the crucial need to adapt the ideas for specific circumstances. A five-step visual WalkThrus guide is not a set of rigid rules – it is a framework for thinking through an idea, deconstructing it so that teachers can then reconstruct it themselves, forming their own mental models for enacting powerful techniques in their own classrooms. That’s the spirit.


Now, having explored research ideas in the In Action series and general pedagogical ideas in WalkThrus, we felt that the logical next step was to bring in subject-specific books in this new series, completing the third pillar of the trio: research, pedagogy, curriculum. Each book in the In Action subject series has been written by practising teachers who were tasked with presenting a summary of important ideas and debates from their subject to support busy teachers in their work. We have not imposed a rigid common format and our authors were encouraged to share their own perspectives with our readers. There is no definitive book on teaching science or history or maths or physical education – so these books are explicitly written with that in mind. The books represent the authors’ personal perspective on how the ideas that circulate within each subject community can translate into great practice in the classroom. Once again, we invite readers to then adapt and adopt the ideas that make sense in their context.


I have to congratulate each author on their excellent work. It’s daunting to summarise and capture the spirit of a subject, balancing depth of detail with sufficient breadth of coverage of content and related debates and implementation issues – all in what is meant to be a short book. If there is one thing that characterises all our books it is that they are accessible to teachers who are time poor. Each book in this series achieves that goal – they have an energy to them and a brilliant balance of rigour, steeped in experience with teaching the subject, alongside tons of examples to bring things to life.


We hope you find this book interesting and useful, adding an important dimension to your wider reading as a teacher doing the most important work there is: developing young people so that they have the knowledge, experience, confidence and wisdom they need to make sense of their world and play their part in the communities they belong to.
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CHAPTER 1 HOW DO WE PUT GEOGRAPHY INTO ACTION?










Since the dawn of humanity, we have been engaged in the search for three relationships. First, our relationships with one another – our tribe, our team, or our family and friends. Second, our relationship with ourselves – searching for purpose and meaning. Endless books have been written and stories told to guide these first two searches: religious interpretations, philosophies, ideologies and spiritual experiences that created and resolved conflict have risen and fallen with civilisations.


Our third relationship, too, has changed through time. It’s the relationship with the world around us, the Earth in different forms. It’s about how we look at, learn about, and share an understanding of the world. Like the others, this relationship has endured through time. It has provided the platform for challenges and developments, for conflicts and solutions and has revealed the worst and best of humanity. As we turn towards the next great challenge – the climate crisis – it’s never been more important to be a good geographer, and to explore and understand this relationship with our Earth.


Teaching geography is a fascinating and evolving challenge and privilege. It’s a great responsibility to be the guide to the world for young people, and to introduce them to some of the most complex and knotty problems of our time.


But it’s not easy. With these problems come concerns, tensions and social difficulties – we have a responsibility to support our students with care and grace. The problems are nuanced, complex, and shaped often by the perspectives our students live with: their lived experience, their family life, and the cultural and conceptual understanding that they show up to our lessons carrying. And the subject itself is ever-changing – resources, case studies, technology, examples and thinking shift constantly. Even if you’ve planned ‘the perfect lesson’, it’s entirely possible that it will be out of date in just a few short years. The range and breadth of our subject is enormous and that brings unique disciplinary challenges – if anything can be geography, what truly defines what it means to do geography well?


It’d be great to promise that this book holds easy answers to these questions, but it does not. Its aim is to develop and support geography teachers of all backgrounds, contexts and experiences. However, my experience is in English education, and I can’t claim expertise beyond that relatively narrow domain. I can’t possibly do justice to all the subject specialisms, contexts and lifetime of study that geography encompasses. So, what I offer is a set of simple questions and suggestions to help you think about how you’re going to put geography in action in your classroom and your context. It’s a chance to explore some of the discussions and debates, and to be part of the community of geographers that are trying to help young people make sense of their place in the world. In the linked online resources, you will find case studies from geography teachers throughout England – each with their own perspective and examples that might help you. There will be lots of recommended pathways for you to explore more, and links to literature and resources that offer the chance to deepen your knowledge in the many different areas of our subject.




How do I use this book?


Of course, we too have a wide range of geographies and contexts, so some of these aspects will be more relevant to certain readers than others. We don’t all teach A-level Geography, or take responsibility for designing assessments or a curriculum. Table 1 will help you identify the most relevant sections to dip in and out of.


▼ Table 1: How to use this book
















	If you are


	You might like to start with











	new to teaching geography


	

‘Approaches to professional development’ in this chapter


How do we approach the discipline of geography?


Whose geography do we teach?


How do we create challenge in the classroom?


How do we plan great geography lessons?


How do we inspire awe and wonder in the geography classroom?


How do we teach geographical skills in the classroom?








	a geography teacher looking to develop student results and outcomes


	

How do we sequence a geography curriculum?


How do we create challenge in the geography classroom?


Whose geography do we teach?


How do we teach geographical skills in the classroom?


How do we assess progress in the geography curriculum?


How do we support students to choose geography?








	a geography teacher looking to develop fieldwork and extracurricular experiences


	

Whose geography do we teach?


How do we inspire awe and wonder in the geography classroom?


How do we take geography outside the classroom?


How do we plan great geography fieldwork?


How do we plan for great field trips?


How do we take geography beyond the curriculum?








	starting to think about planning and leading a curriculum or department


	

How do we approach the discipline of geography?


What are the debates and perspectives in the subject community?


How do we sequence a geography curriculum?


Whose geography do we teach?


How do we create challenge in the geography classroom?


How do we assess progress in the geography curriculum?


How do we support students to choose geography?








	starting to think about geography in the wider context and educational landscape


	

How do we approach the discipline of geography?


What are the debates and perspectives in the subject community?


Whose geography do we teach?


How do we take geography beyond the curriculum?


How do we support students to choose geography?

















Approaches to professional development


We know that expert teaching requires mastery of the subject. It’s not just what you know, it’s also your ability to approach an idea from different angles, or to spot potential misconceptions in your class that make for expert teaching (EEF, 2021).


When you’re planning a lesson, there’s often a temptation to cover only ‘the basics’, or make sure you’re confident about the content of that single lesson – but it doesn’t take long before a well-meaning student question, or an interesting reflection and idea, can expose that preparation. Your time is precious but investing in your subject knowledge is critical. It doesn’t have to be a solo exercise. Slogging away with undergraduate textbooks might work for some, but you’re just as likely to develop insight and understanding by:




	Watching an expert teacher (this doesn’t have to be in your own school – there are plenty of model videos online).



	Discussing content with your colleagues in school, or wherever you can. There’s bound to be someone who knows and loves the topic that you’re about to plan for and can give you amazing insight and resources. Don’t just talk to geographers!



	Spending time with your medium-term planning and curriculum documents. This will help you understand how the lesson content and knowledge fits in to the learning journey.



	Doing what we advise GCSE and A-level students to do all the time! Don’t underestimate the power of ‘wider reading’ and documentaries.



	Subject masterclasses, or enrichment and development courses online, can be hugely powerful and, often, they’re led by experts. They obviously require investment of time and, sometimes, money but you’ll have to judge the cost–benefit for yourself.






One of geography’s greatest assets is the breadth and variety of our subject, but that can pose challenges when it comes to prioritising where to deepen our knowledge to develop as teachers. Sometimes, it’s about developing and strengthening your geographical knowledge. This may be in terms of:




	core subject knowledge



	core subject vocabulary



	core subject diagrams



	sequencing and smallest steps



	hinterland knowledge



	wider context (See Extras 1.1, for access please use the QR code).






At other times, it’s important to prioritise expanding your pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), which you need to best plan, sequence and explain core subject knowledge to students. There are other elements you can develop too, such as specific skills within geography, or approaches to learning and assessment. You will need to think, and judge how important each of these are to you at different moments in your career.


Developing PCK is under-rated by a lot of people but is critical if you want to be an effective teacher. You’ll already know key strategies that apply to most lessons, but you there are specific ones that really come alive in geography, such as:




	case study and resource knowledge



	geography skills



	assessment for learning (formative assessment)



	summative assessment



	fieldwork and trips



	connecting to the wider geography world



	development of experience within school (see Extras 1.2).






The best way of improving PCK is to watch great teachers teach and talk to them about why they’ve made certain decisions. You should also see every single interaction, observation and conversation about your own teaching as a chance to refine and hone your skills. Be a magpie. Observe teaching in other departments: science teachers are brilliant diagram and practical explainers; RE and history teachers love enquiry just as much as we do; and English and RE teachers are amazing at dialogic teaching, discussions and debates. For something completely different, see how art, music and drama teachers are incredible at giving feedback, or look at practise and the precision of language in maths lessons. Soak it all in!







Finding professional support in the subject


You may decide that part of your professional development would be best achieved outside of your school community. In that case, you might like to look at the options offered by the Royal Geographical Society (RGS) and the Geographical Association (GA).





The Geographical Association


This is the key subject organisation for geography teachers. It:




	Supports geography teachers at primary and secondary levels, with a range of membership and volunteer options.



	Hosts an impressive set of resources on its website covering topics including teaching, curriculum and early career guidance.



	Publishes three professional journals on a termly basis: Teaching Geography focuses primarily on secondary and post-16 teaching.



	Commissions and publishes a wide range of reports and books including handbooks of primary and secondary geography, a number of ‘toolkits’ providing curriculum planning and lesson ideas, and a series of ‘Top Spec’ geography booklets aimed at A-level students.



	Provides a range of continuing professional development courses and events, together with quality mark schemes for primary and secondary geography.











The Royal Geographical Society


The Royal Geographical Society (with the Institute of British Geographers) (RGS-IBG) is the UK learned society for professional and academic geographers. It is a broader tent reflecting all of geography, and not exclusively focused on education. Fellows and members come from a wide range of professional backgrounds, offering lots of interesting perspectives and ideas that are potentially useful to learn from.




	The London headquarters boasts a lecture theatre, archive and one of the world’s best map collections.



	The website hosts online educational resources for teachers and schools that can be sorted by theme, topic or key stage. If you’re ever stuck for inspiration, they will have something that you can use!



	Their Monday-night lectures and podcasts are all excellent ways of developing your subject knowledge for free.



	If you have specific training needs, try their teacher CPD which is run by experts.











Ofsted reports on Geography




	Subject review (Ofsted, 2021): In 2020–21, with inspections paused under COVID-19, Ofsted took the opportunity to review the landscape for different subjects. Their aim was to synthesise research and educational thinking from several sources in order to support and inform thinking on subject education in schools. The geography review was written by former lead inspector Iain Freeland, and much of the research he drew upon was published by the subject associations and contemporary thinkers in the discipline.



	Getting our bearings (Ofsted, 2023): In 2022, geography teacher and author Mark Enser became the new lead inspector for geography. Through 2022 and 2023, he and his colleagues conducted a review of the subject as it was being taught and assessed in schools in England.






Both reports offer an insight into the nature and implementation of secondary geography through a particular lens. The contextual understanding of some of the wider challenges and debates in geography that they offer are helpful to teachers, but they do not give prescriptive answers to curriculum-makers as to how to solve the issues raised.







The wider geography community


There are several informal communities of practice you can become a part of. Social media offers an insight into many of the groups of the GA and RGS, and allows you to connect with many great geography educators including those involved in trust or regional leadership, or teacher education.


You may also want to look for specialist societies or, if your focus is narrow and topic-specific, free online courses from a provider such as TedX or FutureLearn. For example, the Royal Meteorological Society (RMetS) provides a course on weather (https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/come-rain-or-shine) and MetLink (https://www.metlink.org/) has a brilliant set of resources for the teaching of weather and climate. The Geological Society of London (https://www.geolsoc.org.uk/) provides expert resources on tectonics, hazards and other specialist areas. The overlap of geography and specific domains can be a helpful resource!


Equally, it’s important to remember that there are a significant number of expert educators and teachers who aren’t represented in any of these spaces – and their voices and reflections are just as important as those who are louder!


















CHAPTER 2 HOW DO WE APPROACH THE DISCIPLINE OF GEOGRAPHY?









A geography curriculum doesn’t arrive from nowhere. Geography is a hugely diverse subject, with significant overlap into other disciplinary domains and lived and learned experiences. The subject content is huge, and ever-changing, and so there needs to be a clear reason why certain things have been sampled and chosen from it. Our curriculum is fundamentally a contested concept (Gardner, 2022) as people make different decisions through time.


Change may also be driven by wider extrinsic factors – such as changes to specifications, assessment structures or the role of independent study – that affect all subjects. While these are important, having had a huge influence on the context in which we work and how we can think about our curriculum content, decisions based on them are not fundamentally geographical.


Not every subject has the same level of decision-making, agency and ownership of the curriculum as geography, and so it’s worth spending some time understanding what we can do. To give the best geography to the students in front of you, I’d argue that decisions about what to teach should be grounded in the context and place that they are to be taught. But what other factors might be involved?
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▲ Figure 1: Constructed curriculum model for geography (Gardner, 2022: 24)




Extended Descriptions

Diagram illustrates the intersection of three key components in geography education: Student experiences, Teacher choices, and Geography as the subject. It poses guiding questions for each component: for Student experiences, “Does this take the learner beyond what they already know?” and “Which learning activity?” For Teacher choices, it emphasizes being “Underpinned by key concepts.” For Geography as the subject, it focuses on “Thinking geographically.” These elements together highlight a holistic approach to effective geography teaching.




A diagram from the GA (Figure 1) shows how perceptions, values and purpose can combine to shape the curriculum decisions we make as we consider lesson planning, activities and progress towards longer-term aims and goals. It reflects the different components of delivering the curriculum in your classroom (Mitchell, 2013) and suggests that there are three key challenges to teachers’ decisions about what to teach:




	What the geography really is. The subject discipline isn’t always well understood or coherently defined. An overview of the subject isn’t easy for non-specialists – whether that’s parents, teachers, or senior leaders – and you might have to make a case for geography as a unique discipline, rather than ‘a humanity’ or something interchangeable with other approaches. The subject, too, faces challenges of topics and content that are sometimes significantly contested, or moving very rapidly in terms of data, context or theories.



	What the students bring into the lesson. Everyone has a lived experience and, quite often, that will overlap with what they are learning or teaching. Students might have family members living in a place you’re studying, or they might have parents who do the jobs that you’re describing in an economic unit. This can be an incredible asset to your classroom, and add real richness and purpose to your work. It can also be challenging. There are many topics where there aren’t really ‘misconceptions’ – just different perspectives of place, shaped by theory and lived experience. It is not always easy to reconcile what you ‘should’ teach with the reality of student voice, and the recognition that their perspective too, is just one experience.



	What the teacher knows, and how they choose to enact their curriculum choices. The subject matter of geography is constantly evolving, and there’s some disparity and tension between the approach at undergraduate, graduate and school curriculum levels.






As teachers, and curriculum-makers, you are always aiming to make the best possible decisions about what to teach, and how to teach it, for your students and your context. In other subjects, these considerations may not be explored unless you are a department or trust leader. So, in the next two chapters, some of the debates and ideas about sequencing for a curriculum are explored in more detail. They include discussions about:




	How do you sequence learning for an optional subject? Do you focus on KS3, or plan for an extended learning journey through KS4 or KS5?



	How do you make choices about which components of a non-linear subject you incorporate, and in what sequence? How do your perspectives and experiences shape this?



	How do you think about the wide range of skills that are needed to function effectively as a geography student, and how do you plan to teach them?



	How do you overcome barriers and inequalities in access (for example, funding for technology, access to outdoor learning and fieldwork)?








Reading recommendation


Considering decision-making encompassing the entire discipline is well beyond the scope of this book but, if you’re looking for a readable account of the development of secondary geography, you can read Mark Enser’s work Powerful Geography (2021), or David Gardner’s reflections in chapter 1 of Planning Your Coherent 11–16 Curriculum (2022), which includes some excellent analysis and critique of various geography curricula through the last five decades.


You may also like to read the GA framework document (2022), which offers a conceptual overview of the discipline at high level, and how its ideas might potentially fit together.


If you are interested in the history of geography as an academic discipline, Johnstone & Sidaway’s Geography and Geographers (2016) offers an Anglo-American perspective on some of the disciplinary narratives, and the way that this is contested and constructed in the academic space. It’s worth recognising that it offers a specific and narrow viewpoint that only gives context for Anglophone geography – and there’s a lot more that could be explored – but it’s an interesting insight into the conceptual and human-centred debates that have shaped the discipline.







What might progress in geography look like?


Whatever our conception of what geography is, and how we organise our curriculum, our intent must be that students learn and make progress. We know that our subject is not linear – so progress is rarely linear or predictable either. It’s difficult to disentangle the concept of ‘success at an activity or topic’ with genuinely identifying progress through time, particularly when compared to more hierarchical, linear or vertical subjects like mathematics or science that have clear, sequential progression. We know, too, that we have lots of choice about how to organise the hierarchy of our curriculum.


This means that our progression model must match our curriculum model. If we’ve opted for concepts, we should think about what it means to develop a better conceptual understanding. If we’ve chosen to embed enquiry, or skills, we should be thinking about what it means to get better in those aspects, too. But can we see generalised principles of progression that are common to all geography experiences? Rawling (2007) describes three aspects of progression that are worth considering; these are shown in Table 2.


▼ Table 2: Models for progression in Geography (based on Rawling, 2007)
















	Progress in relation to


	In practice











	

students’ understanding and performance



	

Summative model of assessment: regular judgements of knowledge. Can students do more, learn more, remember more?


Assessments may be cumulative (e.g., an end-of-year test or end-of-course exam) or the concepts may be disconnected (end-of-unit tests on different topics).








	

curriculum experiences planned by the teacher



	

Learning experiences viewed as opportunities for students to make progress.


Progress defined as ‘developing understanding through more complex activities’, (i.e., the underlying assumption is that some types of assessment are intrinsically harder than others).


Uses a combination of formative and summative techniques.


Assessment moves from knowledge and simple recall (e.g., a 2-mark ‘define this term’ question), through sequences and explanations (e.g., based on diagrams, photographs) to a more complex activity or experience (e.g., a decision-making activity, an evaluative 12-mark essay question) to demonstrate a more synoptic understanding.








	

the inherent structure of the subject



	

In an ideal world, there is a sequence of content, concepts and skills that are woven together into a curriculum. This may well be true for parts of disciplines like science or mathematics. However, geography is flatter and less hierarchical: being good at one component doesn’t automatically make you better at another. This makes our progression models more complex to understand.











In England, this model sits within the larger landscape of the national curriculum and the associated key stages. Figure 2 shows some statements taken from national curriculum key-stage-related expectations. For each, we’re looking to see how students develop:




	contextual world knowledge of locations, places and geographical features



	understanding of conditions, processes and interactions that explain geographical features, distribution patterns and changes over space and time



	competence in geographical enquiry and the application of skills in observing, collecting, analysing, evaluating, and communicating geographical information.








[image: Diagram illustrates the progression of geography education from KS1 to KS5, detailing statutory and optional levels, core knowledge, and key skills (KSS) expectations, with increasing complexity in concepts and analysis across stages.]




▲ Figure 2: A model of the Geography school curriculum 5–19 (Gardner, 2022: 57; adapted from Rawling, 2007: 56)




Extended Descriptions

Diagram shows the progression of geography education from KS1 (statutory) through KS5 (optional). It highlights the increasing complexity of knowledge, skills, and understanding expected at each stage. Early stages focus on foundational learning and simple geographical concepts, while later stages emphasize critical thinking, problem-solving, and detailed analysis of environmental, economic, and social issues. The diagram also outlines how key skills (KSS) develop alongside content knowledge.




This model allows us to chart an individual course through the high-level curriculum and unpick some of the strands. The GA progression framework (Figure 3) connects national curriculum guidance to aspects of achievement and dimensions of progress, offering a vision of what it means to make progress (Gardner, 2022: 43). The aim is to support teachers planning a curriculum that is suitably ambitious, coherent and sequenced, and which delivers ambitious standards of geographical thinking over time.




[image: Diagram shows how geographic knowledge grows from identifying locations at age 7 to explaining patterns by 11, understanding complex environments by 14, and critically analyzing and evaluating information with multiple perspectives by age 16.]




▲ Figure 3: The GA progression framework (Gardner, 2022: 44)




Extended Descriptions

Diagram shows: From age 7 to 16, students’ geographical knowledge grows from basic location and map skills to detailed understanding of processes, environments, and patterns. They learn to explain causes and effects, compare places, analyze complex issues, and critically evaluate information, developing the ability to draw informed conclusions and communicate findings effectively using geographical terms and data.




Following the national curriculum means that aspects of this curriculum progression are outlined for us as expectations. In Table 3, you can see how students should make progress between Year 7 and Year 9, based on different themes. This gives a broad approach to structuring progress in KS3 in accordance with the main objectives. These should then link to the assessment objectives for higher key stages, which have been laid out in the specifications from awarding bodies (Table 4). Notice that these progression frameworks do not specify concepts, topics or content to be studied.


▼ Table 3: Aspects of progression in geography (Gardner, 2022)




















	Aspect of geography


	Year 7


	Year 9


	Comment











	Vocabulary


	

Using a limited vocabulary



	

Precise use of a wider range of Tier 2 vocabulary



	

Students develop accurate and precise use of geographical vocabulary








	Knowledge of place


	

Geographical knowledge of some places



	

Understanding of a wider range of places and links between them



	

Students broaden their scale and contexts of study and explain the links between places








	Human & physical patterns and process


	

Describing patterns and processes



	

Explaining patterns and processes



	

Students begin to cope with increasingly complex patterns and processes








	Geographical thinking


	

Participating in practical activities involving geographical thinking, or close proxies



	

Building increasingly abstract models of real situations



	

Students understand increasingly complex abstract ideas, and are capable of operating within abstract ideas








	Geographical explanation


	

Explaining events and geographical phenomena in terms of their own ideas



	

Explaining these in terms of accepting ideas, models, or using generalisations



	

Explanations become more accurate and precise; students increasingly recognise links, interrelationships and complexity








	Geographical enquiry


	

Following teacher guidance for investigations



	

Forming relevant geographical questions and investigating them systematically



	

Students increasingly understand the meaning of geographical enquiry and the steps they need to carry it out and present findings








	Map skills


	

Using simple drawings and maps



	

Using a wide range of maps and diagrams, and selecting the most appropriate way to use them to represent information



	

Students make increasing use of cognitive skills for interpretation, analysis and communication








	Fieldwork


	

Guided practical activities



	

Working independently outside the classroom



	

Students, with increasing independence, use geographical skills in more complex and precise ways











▼ Table 4: Progression in aims and assessment objectives for 11–19 (adapted from Gardner, 2018; 2022)




















	National curriculum KS3


	

Contextual world knowledge of locations, places and geographical features



	

Understanding conditions, processes and interactions that explain geographical features, distribution patterns and changes over space and time



	

Competence in geographical enquiry and the application of skills in observing, collecting, analysing, evaluating, and communicating geographical information








	GCSE aims


	Know geographical material


	Think like a geographer


	
Study like a geographer


Applying geography








	GCSE assessment objectives


	

AO1: 15%


Demonstrate knowledge of locations, places, processes, environments and different scales



	

AO2:25%


Demonstrate geographical understanding of concepts and how they are used in relation to places, environments and processes, and the interrelationships between places, environments and processes



	

AO3: 35%


Apply knowledge and understanding to interpret, analyse and evaluate geographical information and issues


AO4: 25%


Select, adapt and use a variety of skills and techniques to investigate questions and issues and make judgements, and communicate findings








	A-Level assessment objectives


	

AO1: 30–40%


Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of places, environments, concepts, processes, interactions and change at a variety of scales



	 


	

AO2: 30–40%


Apply knowledge and understanding in different contexts to interpret, analyse and evaluate geographical information and issues


AO3: 20–30%


Use a variety of relevant quantitative, qualitative and fieldwork skills to:


Investigate geographical questions and issues


Interpret, analyse and evaluate data and evidence


Construct arguments and draw conclusions











There are a lot of complicated factors behind curricular decision-making in geography, and these change through time. The expertise and experience of our team alters as colleagues take on new roles, or move to different schools. With global events moving at a rapid pace, particular topics may become more or less relevant, and a curriculum unit which was topical and loved by students when you first taught it might now seem outdated and irrelevant. Our schools and communities may shift over time, and the lived experience of our students gently ebbs and flows with that tide. And so it’s critical to remember that there are no ‘correct’ solutions to these challenges – there are only those which serve a context and community at a particular point in time. Curriculum is a conversation (Myatt, 2018) and, in geography perhaps more than most subjects, it’s quite a fast-paced chat. Recognising this – and acknowledging that you, as a geography teacher, will be doing curriculum work in a different way to some of your colleagues – is a key first step in understanding and being able to own this conversation for your context and community (Mitchell, 2013).


Thankfully, there are some ways to approach this conversation that help you to make sense of the landscape. Some of them are philosophies of curriculum design, while others offer ways of working within a curriculum for Mode A and Mode B thinking (Sherrington, 2017). Some options can work together really well: you may have a ‘powerful geography’ curriculum with enquiry focused on the decision-making end of a unit or approached through embedded fieldwork. You may choose to scale your curriculum around key concepts and embed enquiry questions in multiple layers.


Let’s look at some approaches that may help to cohere curriculum thinking.







Approaches to geography: conceptual frameworks


Geographical concepts are the high-level ideas that represent the bigger picture of the subject. They aim to overlap with lots of the content of the discipline – ‘what geographers know and how they think’. They are ideas to be explored and used in themselves, but also can be ways of organising materials, which is how they are often used in curriculum-making by teachers.


Many curricula, including the national curriculum of England and Wales between 1991 and 2000, identify three major themes: space, place and environment (see for example, GA & RGS 2011; Lambert & Jones, 2013; Rawling, 2016; GA, 2022). However, others use themes such as Earth systems and processes, or ‘scale, place, space and time’ showing that even at the top level there is not universal agreement (Lambert & Morgan, 2010; Lambert & Jones, 2013; DfE 2013).


The GA curriculum framework (GA 2022: 7) also identifies organising concepts, which they define as the ‘perspectives that are needed to consider substantive content, and to provide a common language within which to consider the different operational dimensions of geographical thought.’ These – like ‘second-order concepts’ in history – help geography teachers to shape and sequence the geography content in a way that illustrates disciplinary knowledge over time (Rawling, 2008). The curriculum framework uses five of these – time, scale, diversity, interconnection and interpretation. Together, these combine to give a conceptual grid that can illustrate diverse ways of organising thinking and processes in your geography curriculum. Of these, it’s arguably interconnection (or synopticity) that gives geography the strongest disciplinary identity. Maude (2016) argues that interconnection is the ‘basis for geography’s claim to be an integrative discipline’ – and it’s common for us to explain the ‘geographical lens’ and the relationship between ideas as the key feature that makes geography distinctive.
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