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Association

What does Ofsted? say about good teaching in geography?

Geography plays a crucial role in promoting an understanding of the world by studying the physical
environment and events that have an impact on people’s lives, both locally and in distant places. The
teaching of geography should provide the necessary teaching background knowledge and deepen
the understanding of the forces that shape the world we live in. Good geography teaching is not
primarily about the acquisition of information, but it guides and encourages students to develop
skills of analysis and critical argument, and a broader sense of context and empathy.

Geography deals with real and often controversial issues. Good geography teaching helps students
to get ‘under the skin’ of such issues, using a range of techniques. The skilful use of role-play and
debates, for example, provides appropriate opportunities for teachers to stimulate discussion of
issues and to develop students’ ability to develop and express opinions as well as other skills.

In a Year 10 class with a high proportion of students with English as an additional
language, the teacher gave students role cards, which they used to structure discussion
in small groups. The students were asked to assume the role of groups interested in
developing the Brazilian rainforest. They worked together to research the perspective
of a particular group, such as loggers, indigenous peoples, ranchers or ecologists. Using
PowerPoint presentations, each interest group fed back to the whole class from its
specific viewpoint. The students argued their ‘case’ to a panel of judges made up of
representatives from other classes in the year group. The skilful intervention of the
class teacher, as devil’s advocate, raised the level of challenge and maintained the pace
and focus of the debate, ensuring that all students’ views and opinions were expressed.
This activity subsequently proved to be effective as a stimulus for further research as
well as supporting the development of students’ planning skills.

A feature of good geography teaching is that teachers exploit the topicality of geography to deepen
understanding and to engage students’ interest. Events in the news, on a local, national or
international scale, create opportunities for good teachers to bring to life the National Curriculum
programme of study and develop it.

Year 7 students collected newspaper articles related to the expansion of the nearby
regional airport. At this time, media attention focused on protesters who had occupied
land intended for the airport’s second runway. This occupation had prompted much
discussion in the school and the community. The geography teacher was aware that
the issue affected some students in particular because they lived close to the proposed
site. She divided the class into different groups based on levels of literacy, and provided
each with several newspaper extracts, with the more able students given the longer
and more challenging texts. The groups were asked to read the texts and highlight in

1 Source: Good teaching, effective departments: Findings from a HMI survey of subject teaching in secondary
schools, 2000/01 (HMI 337), Ofsted, 2002
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green the statements that were against the runway and in red those that stressed the
advantages of the second runway. The newspaper extracts were collected and the
teacher used the students’ work to produce ‘statement cards’ relating to the issues
they had identified. In the next lesson, the students used the cards to build up an
argument for and against the runway and to debate these issues. This provided the
basic information to enable the students to write a reasoned analysis expressing their
own views. The students who found difficulty with setting out their opinions were
provided with writing frames to support them in structuring their views.

National Curriculum geography and examination specifications include a substantial amount of
factual content about people and places. Good teachers ensure that the content is fully exploited,
enabling students to apply their wider geographical knowledge to deepen understanding of an
event, process or issue.

In a Year 9 lesson the teacher made effective use of a wide range of resources and
approaches to develop students’ research and analytical skills. The teacher provided a
substantial range of interesting and relevant background information on the
characteristics of rainforests and the impact of deforestation for students to study,
including text books and newspaper articles. Following this initial study, the students
found additional information about rainforests on the internet. They used their well-
developed reference skills to skim and scan for relevant information and selected
appropriate material. Text was used selectively by highlighting, copying and pasting
from the internet or in note-making from books. Some students used e-mail to send
information for use at home.

In another Year 7 lesson, the teacher provided each student with an aerial photograph,
part of a set, which together traced the route of a river from source to mouth. Students
were given ten small oblong pieces of blank paper. They were asked to look very
carefully at their photograph and to think of words or phrases that described the
landscape and human features, and to write them on the pieces of paper to be used as
‘labels’. They then exchanged photographs and papers with their nearest partner, who
had to establish the correct location for each word or phrase. These words were then
used to compose a paragraph describing and explaining the human and physical
features of the landscape in the photograph. Lower attaining students were provided
with a ‘word wall’ of a hundred possible phrases and words to help them to select and
use the appropriate vocabulary. Students who normally found difficulty with writing at
length were able to complete an extended description.

Post-16 geography students are often expected to use an extensive amount of data and resource
materials which they need to assimilate, prioritise and edit as the basis for developing reasoned and
valid argument. Visual rather than oral instruction, linked to modelling, often clarifies the task for
students, enabling them to focus on the key points and criteria.

In a Year 13 lesson on ‘Hazardous environments’, students were given the task of
writing an essay explaining ‘Why natural hazards can result in a greater loss of life in
some areas than others’. The lesson focused on asking students to create an individual
sequenced outline plan, to enable them to complete the written task for homework.
They needed to access a vast range of information, sort it, classify it and produce a
logical sequence of key points. To facilitate this the teacher, using an overhead
transparency, clarified the focus of the lesson visually by identifying the sequence of
tasks. He used a statement from Karl Marx (‘Earthquakes don’t kill people, buildings
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do!’) to stimulate discussion. Rather than just talking about the evidence, he used an
interactive whiteboard to access relevant geological websites to demonstrate the
variety and intensity of earthquakes. As a result, the students had a clear grasp of the
key concepts and the strategies they needed to employ to develop their essay plan. The
resultant research was focused and relevant to their homework task.

Such use of visual or sensory resources brings geography to life. Some excellent lessons draw on
pictures, film or text as stimuli for creative writing, encouraging students to think deeply about the
subject and thus to develop their language competence and communication skills.

Before writing a rainforest poem, students in a Year 9 lesson responded positively to
involvement in a ‘mind movie’. With eyes closed, they listened to a description of the
rainforest, beautifully read by the teacher and backed by an audiotape of rainforest
sounds. This enabled them to visualise the rainforest and remember the characteristics
in considerable detail. Working in pairs, they were able to exchange ideas and develop
a clearer understanding of the features of the rainforest, describing the climate,
vegetation and wildlife in the eco-system. The resulting poetry was both vivid and
detailed.

In the best lessons teachers develop students’ empathy and enhance understanding through
comparisons between the lives of their students and those of young people in other localities and
countries. This is frequently done well where teachers are able to relate students’ own knowledge
and experience to new situations.

In a Year 9 class on the disparities between the rich and poor world, the teacher
initiated an excellent discussion about how people in rich and poor countries view
objects and events in their daily lives, such as a good meal, a glass of water, or a dry
bed. The students were challenged to think about things that might be taken for
granted in their own lives, and to share their ideas. The teacher was careful to avoid
stereotypical views and encouraged extended oral contributions from students. He
ensured that all students were involved and also that they listened and responded to
each other’s ideas.

The use of fieldwork by teachers often makes a significant and positive contribution to students’
progress, as in the following Year 7 lesson on flood management in York.

A very clear introduction by the teacher established the focus of the lesson, followed by
a quick recapitulation of the flood hazard fieldwork recently completed in York. A well-
selected video clip and a good range of questions stimulated a broader discussion of
students’ understanding of the environmental issues related to flooding. Excellent links
were made between the video clips of earlier flooding in York and Selby and the
fieldwork and digital camera images displayed around the classroom.

Good teachers use fieldwork to raise levels of knowledge and understanding. Where they plan to
integrate fieldwork into the curriculum and where students are given substantial fieldwork
experience each year, students achieve a better understanding of key geographical concepts.
Students have a better sense of place, understand geographical issues such as flood hazard
management in an informed way and have a clearer appreciation of the values and views of
others.’
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