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Summary 
 
A number of comments have been made about the future of geography and geographical 
education in recent years. These comments serve as a means for reflection on the nature 
and development of geographical education. They also serve as signposts for future 
geographical educators as they seek to improve it. These signposts have been identified 
as: 
(1) How well geographical educators can respond to the changing viewpoints through 
which people have regarded the world (e.g. scientific approaches, behavioral 
viewpoints, humanistic viewpoints). 
(2) Which external influences have most effect on formal geographical education (e.g. 

political policy decisions about education). 
(3) The strength of curriculum thinking among geographical educators in countries 

around the world and the extensive research that has been conducted in this regard. 
(4) Making more geographical education accessible to learners whether they are 

children in school classrooms or adults in lifelong education by constructing 
resources in usable forms and levels of complexity to suit the capacities of the 
learners. 

(5) Exercising cultural sensitivity in presenting geographical learning materials to 
people from different cultural groups to ensure that meaning is not misconstrued 
(e.g. perceptions of natural hazards in different societies). 

 
The future of geographical education has also been said to depend on the extent to 
which: 
(1) Legal structures enable or disable the subject within the future framework of the 

school curriculum 
(2) Teaching of the subject continues to capture the interest of school students 
(3) The subject exhibits intellectual coherence and a persuasive rationale within the 

whole curriculum 
 
Geographical education will succeed in its different forms around the world through 
adopting the role of a bridge between the natural and the social sciences, and through 
implementing pedagogic initiatives that will develop in learners, formally and non-
formally, the capacity to lead social and community groups in making sensible 
decisions about people and their use of their environments. 
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1. What is Geographical Education? 
 
Geographical education is a complex concept that can be understood by explaining its 
relationship to the discipline of geography, detailing its aims, explaining its place in 
both formal and non-formal education, and considering what are its essential 
components. These aspects of geographical education will be illuminated in the 
following section. 

1.1. Geography and Geographical Education 

The study of geography may be described generally as “the study of the earth’s surface 
as the space within which the human population lives.” It has three key characteristics: 
an emphasis on location and spatial variations; an ecological emphasis on people-
environment relations; and regional analysis that correlates these two emphases. In the 
1960s, nineteenth-century thinking about geography was synthesized into the four 
traditions from which geography is derived: 
(i) the spatial tradition that is concerned with the geometry of spatial relationships and 

with movement; 
(ii) the area studies tradition that is concerned with the study of the essential 

characteristics of a place or region; 
(iii) the man–land tradition that is concerned with the interaction of people and their 

environment; and 
(iv) the earth science tradition that is concerned with the description and explanation of 

the natural features of the earth’s surface. 
 
It was believed that these traditions reflected the work geographers do when they study 
the environment and the people who inhabit it. However, it was also believed that by 
taking these traditions in different combinations geographers could describe better 
exactly what they did when studying people and their environments. For example, it 
was believed that the combination of the first three traditions was the basis for cultural 
geography and a combination of traditions one, two and four constituted physical 
geography. 
 
Geographers have since refined their understanding of the nature of geography by 
identifying a variety of approaches that indicates their orientation or focus: 
• Behavioral geography is the study of geography through the results of human 

decisions about using the environment, including environmental perceptions as they 
affect decision making; attitudes and responses towards the environment; and spatial 
preferences in environments, including decisions where to live and where to take a 
holiday. 

• Radical geography focuses on trying to achieve a better world through forms of 
social, environmental, and political change. 

• Humanistic geography focuses on people interacting with other people in different 
environments so that they can conceive and practice living through their experiences 
in space and time, and respond to other people’s actions. 

• Feminist geography explores the inequalities of power between men and women 
based on social class, race, patriarchy, and labor that may be explained in spatial 
terms. 
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• Marxist or socialist geography is based on Marxist thought concerning the struggle 
of forces and relations of production between different social classes, the resulting 
oppression of ordinary people, and the change over time to a less complex society. 
Places and areas are seen as expressions of social structures and political/economic 
systems. 

• Welfare geography explores spatial distributions from the aspect of social justice 
through questions such as: Who gets what? Where? How? 

• Systematic geography involves the study of a large number of variables in a 
particular area in the search for patterns, processes, generalizations, or laws. 

• Regional geography focuses on describing and explaining the distinctiveness of an 
area when compared to other areas based on the combination of social and 
environmental features in each area. 

 
The way people learned about these different approaches to geography, developed the 
skills to conduct geographical investigations, embraced the values associated with these 
approaches, and practiced them in their lives became known as geographical education. 
“Geography in the school curriculum involves the education of young people about, in 
and for the environment and society in which they live.” Geography becomes the 
medium for education. It contributes to education through: 
• knowledge with understanding about people and environments anywhere in the 

world, 
• fieldwork enabling learning in the community and in the local environment, and 
• learning for the society and for environments that the people live in. 
This relationship between geography and geographical education has varied over time, 
as, for example, in the British context. 
• In the late nineteenth century, the issue was the relationship between geographical 

content, educational processes, and social issues. Geikie, for example, through 
geography textbooks such as Physical Geography (1873) and his educational book 
The Teaching of Geography (1887) saw a natural close link between the study of 
geography and the use of child-centered education to stimulate the imagination of 
young minds to promote education for the environment. 

• In the period before World War II, a battle occurred between geography and 
geographical education through the desire of some to raise the status of school 
education through regional studies to minimize the “capes-and-bays” image of 
geography. This approach was not seen to be relevant for young developing minds. 

• In the post-war years, the competition between geography and geographical 
education turned to countering the inroads of social studies education. Academic 
geographers promoted the detailed study of rural and local areas through fieldwork, 
with a focus on place rather than people. They used the quantitative revolution of 
the 1960s as a basis for developing geographical techniques that could be used in 
schools to implement this form of geographical education. 

• Between the 1970s and the 1990s, the balance between geography and geographical 
education was threatened by the movement out of geographical education by many 
academic geographers in the U.K. (a trend that did not occur in the USA, because of 
the formalized Geography Alliance movement sponsored by the National 
Geographic Society). Many geographical educationalists downplayed the 
importance of the subject, and political forces distracted from the importance of 
geography in the school curriculum. 
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• From the 1990s, there was a formal attempt by geographers and geographical 
educators to unite to put geography back into geographical education. This resulted 
in the formation of the Council of British Geography—COBRIG—to advance the 
interests of geography. Despite a stronger alliance between geographers and 
geographical educators, only modest success was achieved in having geography 
recognized as a core subject in the school curriculum. 

This sequence in trends in the U.K. can be replicated in countries around the world, 
indicating that the nexus between geography and geographical education fluctuates 
according to the extent to which geographers and geographical educators are similarly 
focused and the current political agenda. 

1.2. The Aims of Geographical Education 

The International Charter on Geographical Education identifies the aims of 
geographical education in terms of the knowledge, skills, and attitudes and values 
people will develop through its study and practice. These aims are detailed below. 
(1) The knowledge and understanding people develop through geographical education 

are: 
(i) locations and places to establish a framework for geographical events and to 

understand basic spatial relationships; 
(ii) major natural systems of our planet to understand how ecosystems interact; 
(iii) major socioeconomic systems of our planet to develop a sense of place; 
(iv) the diversity of peoples and societies to understand the cultural richness of 

humanity; 
(v) the structure and processes in regions; and 
(vi) understanding global interdependence. 
This knowledge is expressed in the form of facts about places; key concepts that 
guide geographical inquiry (e.g. location, pattern, and region); and generalizations 
that explain patterns, evaluate consequences, and solve social and environmental 
problems. 

(2) The skills developed through geographical education are: 
(i) thinking processes required in solving geographical problems and making 

spatial decisions; 
(ii) using verbal, quantitative, and symbolic data forms such as text, pictures, 

graphs, tables, diagrams, and maps; and 
(iii) practical, physical skills associated with conducting studies in the field. 
Geography offers the main educational medium through which people learn to 
understand and communicate spatial information in map and graphic forms. 

(3) The attitudes and values developed through geographical education are: 
(i) an interest in and a curiosity about the natural and human features on the 

earth’s surface; 
(ii) an appreciation of the landscape in which people live; 
(iii) an empathy for the different living conditions of people around the world; 
(iv) a readiness to use geographical knowledge and skills adequately and 

responsibly in private, professional, and public life; and 
(v) respect for the rights of all people to equality. 

These attitudes and values influence the way people use geographical knowledge. They 
can influence how we seek solutions to local, regional, national, and international 
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problems that focus on society and environment. Also, they influence how the effect of 
people’s behavior and that of their societies enables them to make sound decisions 
about using their environments. 

1.3. The Place of Geography in the Formal Education Curriculum 

Subjects are normally included in the curricula in different levels of formal education 
because they are deemed by policy makers to be relevant to the goals of the particular 
society. Geography has traditionally been a subject that has been included in school, 
college, and university curricula. However, it has varied as a mandatory subject at 
different levels. For example, in many countries and states, geography is integrated in a 
broader subject such as social studies or humanities in primary schools. However, in 
many secondary or high schools geography is a mandatory subject for one or more year 
levels. In colleges and universities, it is usually a separate optional subject. 
 
These generalizations suggest that geography may be treated as an important subject in 
the curricula of formal education. Reasons for this claim have been echoed in various 
curricular documents from around the world. For example, the United States Guidelines 
for Geographic Education sees the distinctive value of geographic inquiry for school 
curricula as that “its unique perspectives and skills gained from its five fundamental 
themes [location, place, relationships within places, movement, and regions] can clarify 
knowledge about the earth and its peoples, enrich the social sciences, and the 
humanities, and provide a spatial dimension to the physical sciences.” 
 
It may be argued also that geography has an important relationship with other subjects 
that often appear in school curricula. For example, it helps to explain historical events, 
political processes, spatial relationships, cultural developments, and scientific processes. 
A further reason why geography is in formal education programs is that it is excellent 
for preparing people for the world of work. The distinctive technical and practical 
knowledge and skills from using remote sensing and Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS) are excellent preparation for careers in allied fields such as environmental 
analysis, resources management, land-use planning, meteorology, business, and 
surveying. The range of themes covered in formal geographic studies assists students in 
their problem-solving roles in later life. It is to be hoped that it also promotes active 
questioning of social and environmental decisions and helps understanding of how 
conflicts over space or areas can be resolved. 

1.4. The Place of Geography in Non-Formal Education 

The place of geography in education is much more complex than its role in formal 
education. 
From their early years, children seek to explore their worlds and environments. The 
Geography of Childhood captures not only the rationale for children’s behavior in 
environments, but also the effect it has on their actions and environmental attitudes. The 
curiosity of youth must be fostered in these years of development as they move around 
in their local worlds. Parents have been positive facilitators of geographical education 
for their children as they explore these spaces. Their offer of environmental freedom to 
their children is an important catalyst to promote learning about and through geography. 
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The extent to which such freedom is available to today’s young children depends on the 
increasing tendency of parents to restrict the range of movement of young children by 
transporting them to and from places. This is due to concerns for the security of their 
children and the greater flexibility people have to move around their worlds because of 
private vehicle ownership. Evidence is beginning to emerge that girls are more 
restricted in their movement around their local environments than are boys. However, 
even if their parents drive them around their local areas, it is clear that these children 
can still develop geographical understandings as long as they observe the environment 
that is traversed. 
 
The environmental curiosity in young children’s minds is still present in adult minds. It 
may not be as active a physical curiosity, but it is certainly a very strong mental 
curiosity. This kind of mindful behavior is expressed in older people using secondary 
sources such as television, videos, and magazines to appreciate and understand spatial 
variations and changes over time in environments through human activities. Television 
news broadcasts and documentaries about social and environmental struggles in 
different parts of the world provide information for people to develop meaning for these 
events. Through these mental exercises, people use geographical knowledge and skills 
to make sense of such events. 

1.5. The Components of Geographical Education 

Taking a lead from geographers and geographical educators in the USA, the 
components of geographical education consist of three interrelated components: subject 
matter, skills, and perspectives. When people study geography, they do so in three 
ways: as a physical object, as a physical environment, and as a human place. In 
statements about standards to be reached in the study of geography in education, these 
experts identified six essential elements of the subject matter of geography. These 
elements are the building blocks of knowledge in the study of geography: 
(1) the world in spatial terms; 
(2) the study of places and regions; 
(3) the understanding of physical systems that shape the earth’s surface; 
(4) the understanding of human activities that help to shape the earth’s surface; 
(5) understanding how human activities modify the surrounding physical environment; 

and 
(6) understanding the uses of geography for knowing the relationships between peoples, 

places, and environments. 
It has been said that “geographic skills provide the necessary tools and techniques for us 
to think geographically.” They also help us to make reasoned political decisions and 
assist in the development of persuasive arguments for and against matters of public 
policy. These skills are actually the processes involved in making successful geographic 
inquiries. 
 
Two distinctive perspectives are used to interpret the meaning of the data gathered in a 
geographical investigation: the spatial perspective and the ecological perspective. Each 
acts as a lens for interpretation and explanation. The spatial perspective (the issue of 
“whereness?”) assists people to understand the context of the spatial relationships in 
which people interact with their environments. The ecological perspective involves 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

GEOGRAPHY – Vol. I - Geographical Education - Rod Gerber 

 ©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems(EOLSS) 

people understanding the earth as a complex set of interacting living and non-living 
elements and focuses on how people interact with and use ecosystems for resources 
such as food, water, and land. These two perspectives can also be augmented by other 
perspectives in different kinds of geographical investigations. Sometimes, a historical 
perspective can be used to explain changes in an environment over time. On other 
occasions, an economic perspective is used to support the geographic perspectives to 
help explain how people produce and exchange goods and services to fulfill basic needs 
such as shelter and transportation. 
 
2. How is Geographical Education Relevant to Society and Environment? 
 
The relevance of geographical education for a better understanding of our society and 
environment and those of peoples elsewhere in the world is necessary if it is to be 
considered seriously as contributing to improving our world. This relevance may be 
demonstrated through understanding how geography contributes to the development of 
key life roles; how the knowledge, skills, and values developed in geography can be 
used to enhance human occupation of our world; how social and environmental action 
can be enhanced through geographical education; and how geographical education 
contributes to current community concerns. These aspects are explained in the following 
sections. 

2.1. The Development of Life Roles through Rediscovering Geographical 
Education 

Geographical education offers people opportunities to explore different life roles as they 
make decisions about geographical questions, issues, and problems. For example: 
• as learners, people can acquire knowledge, understand how to interpret it and make 

decisions about society and environments; 
• as citizens, people learn about responsible behavior and actions toward other people 

and their environments; 
• as producers, people learn about where to find work, the effects of various modes of 

travel, and the costs and benefits of environmental controls on industry; 
• as consumers, people learn about the human use of resources including where to 

shop, alternative modes of transport, and the consumption of food in different 
countries; 

• as recreators, people choose where to go for a holiday and the best ways to use their 
leisure time to be of benefit to their community and environment; 

• as people, they develop their personal geographies, which consist of the ways they 
see and feel about different environments; and 

• as social beings, people learn how others in different countries organize themselves 
in social clubs, political parties, and ethnic groups. 

The development and practice of these roles can take place on local, national, and 
international and global scales depending on the experiences people have. For these life 
roles to be effective, people need to be actively involved in their community and engage 
directly in their environment. In addition, they should develop the capacity to reflect on 
these environmental experiences to become more skilled in their life roles. 
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