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Research Development Fund, January 2005 grant: Teaching the geographies of urban areas

Summary

This grant supported one stage in empirical research in geography education in  four countries. The work arose from an interest in the perceived ‘gap’ between school and university human geography. Focussing on urban geography, we investigated the views of teachers and academic geographers about key elements of the field and those which were important for geography education. These views were compared with the urban geography in each country’s curriculum and two sets of textbooks for the lower secondary age group. Findings suggest that there is indeed a ‘gap’ between the urban geographies taught at school and university level, at least as represented by the sources we accessed. The teachers’ responses to curriculum change in this aspect of geography were mixed – some were keen to embrace new topics, others were happy with current material. A further stage of the research will examine children’s views about, and interests in urban geography, in order to inform curriculum development.  
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The research

The aim of the research was to explore views from the academic and school communities on urban geographies. We intended to access a range of voices to form insights into current practices and ideas on urban themes in teaching. A small-scale research design was chosen in order to gain detailed understandings, which would inform a later stage of curriculum development. We gathered evidence from four key sources in each of the four countries during 2004-5. 

1) An analysis of the relevant curricula. We focussed on the early secondary stage of schooling, which covers students between 11-15 years of age. Particular attention was paid to the representation of urban issues and themes relating to cultural geography.

2) An exploration of the ways in which textbook writers interpreted the curriculum relating to urban issues by conducting content analysis of geography textbooks. Two current textbook series from each country were analysed. 

3) Geography teachers’ views regarding teaching about cities were gathered by using questionnaires. Between nine to twenty-six geography teachers in each country answered the questionnaire. 

4) Urban geographers’ views on urban geography. We were interested to explore the kinds of themes which they saw as current within their fields and how they felt about the possibilities of applying these approaches into school contexts. Their views were gathered via open-ended questions conducted with the invited sample either via email or in person. Nineteen geographers responded, seven from Finland, three from the Netherlands, four from the UK and five from the USA.
Findings

The evidence collected suggests that there is a gap between the urban geographers’ ways of conceptualising cities and that used by the teachers at the lower secondary age range. This raises interesting questions – to what extent does such a gap deprive students of the broad scope and range of geography? Where are they acquainted with topics which some academic geographers see as intriguing and relevant?  One concern particularly related to the contextualisation of city case studies – the urban geographers constantly emphasised the relationship of the global and the local in cities, yet few case studies in the textbooks were considered from a range of spatial scales. Evidence from the questionnaires suggested that teachers were keen to use fieldwork to help their students experience the city, but were less inclined to use the students’ daily experience as a resource. When we asked teachers for their perceptions of whether students would be interested in certain urban issues mentioned by the academic geographers, the topics of migration/immigration and images of cities received the most positive responses, with urban governance being seen as the least likely to interest children.
The next step for this project is to investigate the urban geographies about which children would like to learn, leading to a curriculum development phase informed by the different groups.

Outcomes of the project

1) An article summarising findings of the project so far was submitted to International Research in Geography and Environmental Education in February 2006.
2) A further article on mechanisms of curriculum change within geography education is planned for Journal of Curriculum Studies. 
3) Findings from the project will be presented at the International Geographical Union Commission for Geographical Education Conference in Brisbane, June 2006.
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