
Geography at University

To Start…

Geography Modules or Not? 

Which of the following are modules found at 
universities in the UK and which are just made up! 

Principles of Spatial Data Science



Geography at University

Session Outcomes

-Investigating how popular Geography is 
and who is studying the subject at 
university. 

-Consideration of our role as teachers in 
encouraging Geography at university, 
supporting choices and applications. 

-An insight into what makes the Oxbridge 
process different. 

-Opportunities for application through 
analysis of a personal statement and 
student scenarios. 

Stefan Carron (Subject Development Lead at Teach First)
 David Preece (Head of Geography at Teach First)



How 
popular is 

Geography?

Source: UCASSource: FFT Education Datalab

Data shows that Geography entries for GCSE and A Level have increased between 2016 and 
2023. 
• 20.2% increase for GCSE and 5.2% for A Level. 

Significant difference between Geography GCSE and A Level entries. 
• Difference of 255,055 in 2023.

University entries are lower and increasing at a slower rate. 
• 8,880 accepted Geography, Earth and Environmental Science applicants in 2023. 
• Increase of 4.3% between 2019 and 2023.



Who is studying Geography?

• A high proportion of Geography undergraduates come from the 
least deprived quintile. 

• 2021/22 data shows 53% studying Geography are female. This has 
increased from 47% in 2005. 

• Academy of Social Sciences Report (2024) highlighted how most 
Geography students were white (87%). Next largest were Asian at 
5%. 

• Attempts to address under representation being made. E.g. RGS, 
University of Sheffield. 



Source: https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads//AcSS-ESRC-Publication-EDI-in-the-social-sciences-summary-report-March-
2024.pdf  

https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads//AcSS-ESRC-Publication-EDI-in-the-social-sciences-summary-report-March-2024.pdf
https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads//AcSS-ESRC-Publication-EDI-in-the-social-sciences-summary-report-March-2024.pdf


Source: https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads//AcSS-ESRC-Publication-EDI-in-the-social-sciences-summary-report-March-
2024.pdf  

https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads//AcSS-ESRC-Publication-EDI-in-the-social-sciences-summary-report-March-2024.pdf
https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads//AcSS-ESRC-Publication-EDI-in-the-social-sciences-summary-report-March-2024.pdf


Discussion & Reflection

Key Questions

• Is Geography a popular subject where you teach? 
GCSE/A Levels?

• What are the perceptions of Geography at 
university in your setting?

• Is there a typical student that picks Geography at 
university? 

• Do you actively promote Geography at university 
throughout A Level?

Instructions

• Take a few minutes on your 
tables to discuss the questions 
on the right. 

•  What are the key implications 
for us as teachers of 
Geography?

•  What are the key challenges 
for improving numbers taking 
Geography? 

2/3 minutes



Geography at university: The variation

BA BSc
Human Geography Physical Geography

‘Breadth of subject matter which recognise the complex 
intersections of society and environment relations’ (QAA 
Subject Benchmark Statement for Geography).

Geography, or thematic 
connections – Earth Science, 
Environmental Science, 
Sustainable Development – 
lots of courses that don’t 
have ‘Geography’ in the title. 

Foundation year courses 
available for those who are 
unlikely to meet 
requirements to enter the 
degree. 

Word cloud created using overviews from the 
top 10 Geography courses in the UK. 



Our Roles: What can we do?

1. Encouraging our A Level 
students to study Geography

2. Understanding what 
universities want and making 

great Geographers

3. Supporting our students to 
select the right Geography 

course 

4. Supporting our students 
with their application

5. Being aware of the timeline
6. Appreciation of the 

differences with the Oxbridge 
process

7. Reflect on our position 

7



Encouraging our A Level students to study 
Geography

‘There has never been a better or more 
important time to study Geography’ (RGS)

• Visibility and importance of issues such as climate change, migration, environmental 
degradation, spatial epidemiology and inequalities. 

• Fieldwork allows for application of theoretical knowledge in real world settings. 

• Variety of speciality areas within the fields of both human and physical Geography 
that will excite students. E.g. Urban geography, climate geography, cryosphere 
geography, biogeography. 

• Keep options open – a launchpad from which to build an exciting career. 

• Growth of ‘green economy’; demand for geospatial skills

1



Encouraging our A Level students to study 
Geography • Highly employable – 75% in professional level jobs 15 months after 

graduation. Opportunities for further study, a Masters degree, PhD 
or PGCE/PGDE.

• Geography graduates have some of the highest salaries. 

• Work on decolonising the Geography curriculum shines light on 
underrepresented groups. 

Be mindful of the need to engage in tricky conversations with 
parents/carers. 

• Concerns over future career pathways. No clearly defined job at the 
end point. 

• Limited awareness of what Geography at university entails. 

• Frustrations with the A Level curriculum.

• Cost of fieldwork – UK and International. 

1

Source: Geography BA Loughborough University



Understanding what universities want and 
making great Geographers.

2

“Passionate to learn more about pressing environmental 
issues, such as the climate emergency, extinction crisis, 
economic inequalities and social injustices” (University of 
Cambridge)

An excitement to be “taught by world-
leading researchers in their respective 
fields throughout your course” 
(Aberystwyth University)

“Deploy their knowledge in ways that show initiative and an awareness of the world around them…respond in 
a thoughtful way to unpredictable questions and ideas”. (University of Oxford)

“A wish to think critically and creatively 
about the world around them” (University 
of St Andrews)

“Have a curiosity about social, cultural and natural 
environments on field trips” (University of Exeter)



Understanding what universities want and 
making great Geographers.

2

“Passionate to learn more about pressing environmental 
issues, such as the climate emergency, extinction crisis, 
economic inequalities and social injustices” (University of 
Cambridge)

An excitement to be “taught by world-
leading researchers in their respective 
fields throughout your course” 
(Aberystwyth University)

“Deploy their knowledge in ways that show initiative and an awareness of the world around them…respond in 
a thoughtful way to unpredictable questions and ideas”. (University of Oxford)

“A wish to think critically and creatively 
about the world around them” (University 
of St Andrews)

“Have a curiosity about social, cultural and natural 
environments on field trips” (University of Exeter)

Topicality is key. Reference to Geography in the news. 
Opportunities to discuss and debate geographical issues possibly 

through enrichment beyond the A Level curriculum.

Responding to unfamiliar sources throughout taught units. Edexcel Paper 3 is perfect preparation for this. Connection to 
synoptic themes (players, attitudes/actions/uncertain futures).

Enquiry led lessons at KS5. Having high standards 
of Geography – always encouraging students to 

think deeply and explore more perspectives. 

Modelling interest and passion for our subject. Sharing our own 
travel experiences. Possible awe and wonder field trips e.g. 

Discover the World. Can your school subsidise?

Connecting with our friends and peers who have 
studied Geography. RGS Monday Night Lectures, 

signposting podcasts, TED talks, etc.



Supporting our students to select the right 
Geography course

3

1. 
Location

2. Course 
Reputation

3. Type 
of course

1. Many important 
things to review with 
location. 

E.g. Being part of a 
campus. In a big city? 
Hobby facilities? 
Proximity to home?

See Location worksheet

Encouraging a visit on 
an open day or virtual 
events. 
https://www.opendays.
com/calendar/ 

2. Use of league tables e.g., The 
Guardian University Guide, 
Complete University Guide, Good 
University Guide

National Student Survey provides 
feedback from those on the course 
on a range of different themes. 

The RGS accredits undergraduate 
and master’s courses in Geography 
across the UK. 
Register of accredited programmes

Latest research? What is the 
department working on? Published 
work? Academic reputation of the 
university/department?

https://drpreecehome.files.wordpress.com/2021/10/ucas-ws-2-location-choice-thoughts.docx
https://www.opendays.com/calendar/
https://www.opendays.com/calendar/
https://www.theguardian.com/education/ng-interactive/2022/sep/24/the-guardian-university-guide-2023-the-rankings
https://www.theguardian.com/education/ng-interactive/2022/sep/24/the-guardian-university-guide-2023-the-rankings
https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/league-tables/rankings/geography-and-environmental-science
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/uk-university-rankings
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/uk-university-rankings
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/national-student-survey-data/provider-level-dashboard/
https://www.rgs.org/research/programme-accreditation/register-of-accredited-programmes


Supporting our students to select the right 
Geography course

3

3. Do not assume uniformity. Things to consider include: 
• Fieldwork opportunities
• Methods of assessment
• Does the first year contribute to final year degree class?
• Presence of tutorials/seminars
• Options for studying abroad
• Financial support for doing a dissertation abroad? 
• Work placements

Encourage students to use the individual department/subject 
websites to research the topics and geographical skills 
covered throughout the duration of the course.
• What are the core topics? How many optional courses are 

available each year? 
• Do the core/optional topics fit with the kind of Geography 

your student enjoys? What do they want to do more of, 
which bits might they want to do less? 



Supporting our students to select the right 
Geography course

3

Keele BSc Geography UCL BSc Geography

RGS Accredited

100% coursework Written exams + coursework

Fieldwork – local sites, Lake 
District, Alps. 

Sustainability at the heart of 
the programme. 3 sustainable 
themes. 

Specialist computing facilities, world class laboratories. 

Engages with the world’s most 
pressing environmental and 
social problems. 

7 compulsory modules 
throughout course

Fieldwork – local sites, 
Catalonia. 

11 compulsory modules 
throughout course



Discussion & Reflection

Key Questions

• What does it tell you about the nature and 
shape of Geography and what makes up the 
perceptions?

• How does it compare with what you expected? 
What’s the same? What’s different?

• How do you think it fits with the version of 
Geography you’ve experienced as a student, or 
your decision making/ranking at the time?

• What do you think goes in to the ranking? 

• What does this mean in terms of advice, choices, 
or offers that are likely? 

• How does it shape the kind of Geography 
courses you could advise for? 

Instructions

• On random sheet of paper, 
scribble down the “top ten” 
universities for Geography in 
the UK as you think about 
them.

• Order is not important! 
• What comes to mind, and 

why?

2/3 minutes



League tables/ranking is useful BUT variation 
can complicate. 

Criteria used to rank differs. Worth exploring 
this with your students. 

Some of the student feedback scores are hard 
to rely on. E.g. What are they comparing 
feedback or experience to?

Source: The Good University Guide  

Source: The Guardian University Guide 

Supporting our students to select the right Geography 
course

3

Worth highlighting universities with lower entry 
tariffs that offer a quality Geography experience. 
Important considerations for firm/insurance 
discussions. 

More important should be about the kind of 
Geography your student is interested in. 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/uk-university-rankings
https://www.theguardian.com/education/ng-interactive/2023/sep/09/the-guardian-university-guide-2024-the-rankings


Supporting our students with their application4

Unlikely to be alone here. Work with your Sixth Form team 
and existing in-school groups. 

It is likely that the candidate will look to you for support with 
the Personal Statement. Look for the following: 

• Wider reading. See Human Geography Reading 
List & Physical Geography Reading List. Encourage 
purposeful reading; topic(s) of great interest to them, 
shows engagement with the subject beyond formal 
classroom provision. 

• Get students to write about something that excites them 
about the subject. Passion!! 

• ‘Don’t tell me, show me’. Avoid lists of academic and 
extracurricular interests. Write about it in an interesting 
and reflective manner, showing what has been gained from 
the experience. 

Be prepared to comment and review multiple drafts of the 
personal statement. 

Applying to UCAS 
• 5 choices

• Entry requirements
• Mixture of ambitious and 

realistic courses
• Firm/Insurance

BA Geography at University of Cambridge and 
University of Sheffield

https://geography.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Reading_List_1_Human_Geography.pdf
https://geography.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Reading_List_1_Human_Geography.pdf
https://geography.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Reading_List_2_Physical_Geography_Climate_Change_and_Maps.pdf


In Practice: Personal 
Statement

Instructions
Read through the example Personal 

Statement. 

What do you notice? What do you like? 
What do you dislike? 

Remember this is at the end point of 
multiple drafts.

3 minutes



Geography, Personal Statement

As a Geography student, I have been lied to repeatedly for many years. GCSE Geography left me thinking the world is simple, certain and completely defined. But the 
more I have read and studied, the more I‘ve come to realise the limits of our understanding. While working with paleoclimatology doctoral students in 
Southampton’s Oceanography centre, for example, I spent time reconstructing the presence of ice sheets in the transition of the Eocene period; investigating the 
carbon relationships and how this affects the atmosphere. The more we worked, the less I was certain of my own knowledge, and that thrill of pushing the 
boundaries of my own ability has never left me. The challenge was to bring this to my daily life, which would require thorough understanding, an immersive 
approach, and a personal connection and relationship with the idea. 

My understanding has been grounded in academic excellence throughout my studies. Biology and Chemistry have taught me the critical importance of the scientific 
method, and how to follow rigorous evidence to draw reasoned conclusions. My work in Mathematics has helped me to develop the skills of data manipulation, to 
assess and quantify relationships and understanding, and ensure that I was equipped to ask and answer big questions. Geography has given me the platform to be 
curious: to find out about the various components of the Earth system and understand them, and most excitingly how they interact with each other. Exploring big 
ideas – like climate change and palaeoclimatic reconstruction – have shown me how valuable it is to have these perspectives working together. My studies have 
allowed me to begin coupling scientific evidence with the human, physical and economic consequences – like in the Stern Report – to begin analysing and assessing 
problems. Reading the IPCC reports, and seeing how the science is quantified, justified and defined, helps me to understand the significance of the climate deals, 
and appreciate why simplification is part of the communication of ideas. 

Although studying the subject at school has been stimulating, the real enjoyment is immersing myself in the new ideas I’ve read about. While working with the RGS, 
I was inspired by geopolitics as a new area of connections. Reading Marshall’s work on “prisoners” of geography, I was fascinated by his thesis on the constraints of 
countries caused by their geography. Russia’s geographical characteristics, for instance, and how that influences centuries of politics – the inability to become an 
Asian power due to only 22% of its population living in the 75% of the country’s land mass that is considered Asia – causing major shifts in geopolitical thinking and 
explains their Eurocentric focus to domestic politics. Set against the backdrop of history, and the failure to build large scale supply lines and transport links to project 
its power into Asia, Russia’s modern involvement in Syria is drawn in sharp focus. Connecting these links between history and modern day with the ability to map 
and explore with GIS to better explain these big ideas is a challenge I look forward to facing.



Being aware of the timeline5

Better to start early to lay the groundwork. The more time the candidate has to prepare and think, the 
better the outcome is likely to be, and the lower the stress for the candidate and teachers respectively. 

What else is going on 
in this timeline?
Where are exams? 
NEA?



Being aware of the timeline5

Modified timeline for Oxbridge early 
applicants



Oxbridge Process6 Why is an Oxbridge application different? 
• Potential for College rather than University 

(or course) application. 
• Method of teaching is intensive and 

different. 
• Assess candidate’s ability to think and talk 

about their subject. 
• Accelerated timetable. 

How is an Oxbridge application different?
• It’s not. UCAS form goes to all universities. 
• Academic and scholarship themes. 
• SAQ for Cambridge. GAT for Oxford.  
• Interview



Oxbridge Process6
The Importance of Scholarship

• Probably more important for high quality 
applications than others.

• Demonstrate that you’re engaged and thinking – 
remember, the USP of Oxbridge is the tutorial 
approach.

• Easiest is through books and journals (Routes), but 
may be lectures, experiences and work.

• Go well beyond your A level spec – must show 
high quality thinking (popular literature like Tim 
Marshall?)

• Connect and evaluate – what did you learn? What 
did it lead you on to? Why did you follow that 
thread? How did this develop further?

DO NOT JUST DUMP REFERENCES AND READING



Reflect on our position7

Important to recognise:
The limits of what you can do.
The emotional load of what you might do.

Refrain from direct instruction: E.g. ‘You must 
read this…’

Support with getting the best Geography 
education and grades – key role!



In Practice: 
Scenarios

Instructions

Read the scenarios and consider 
what kind of support/guidance 

you would offer and when. 

Who else may you have to involve 
to ensure the student is fully 
supported to make the right 

decisions?



Assad studies Geography, Psychology, and Economics. He is 
in the Autumn term of Year 12 and has indicated to you 
that Geography is one of the subjects he is considering at 
university. He is a bright, hardworking student but lacks 
confidence at times. Fieldwork experience at previous 
school was limited to local area excursions tied to 
specification requirements. Can process new geographical 
ideas well but recent essays show little flair and 
engagement with the wider discipline. Has been asked to 
begin to draft his personal statement by his form tutor and 
has come to you for help with how he should start. 



Katie is a student that is predicted A*A*A at A 
Level. Her parents are keen for her to stay at 
home for the duration of her university course. 
She comes to you to show you her application 
and the universities she has chosen to study 
Geography at. All five are London based. UCL, 
LSE, Kings, QMUL and Royal Holloway.



Rebecca studies Geography, Mathematics, Biology at A Level. She is 
in the first term of Year 13 and is finalising her UCAS application as 
she is an early applicant. She wants you to read her personal 
statement. This is the first time you have seen it. The personal 
statement begins with, ‘I have been interested in Geography since a 
young age’. 

FASTFORWARD to Spring term and she receives news that she did 
not get into Oxford to read Geography. She is devastated! She has 
four other offers from Russell Group universities. Many of her 
friends are celebrating their Oxbridge offers in the common room. 
She comes to you for advice and has heard a gap year might be a 
good option.



Seb is a student who has almost completed his 
UCAS application. It is the Spring Term, and you 
are now requiring him to hand in his NEA. He 
states that he has not finished it as he has been 
focusing solely on his UCAS application. Data 
has been collected whilst on a field trip to the 
Lake District in October. The deadline was set in 
September, when he was introduced to this 
component of the A Level course. 



It is the start of the Summer term and students 
in Year 12 are starting to decide what course to 
study and draft a personal statement. Vik has 
struggled choosing between Geography and 
Economics. Eventually he settles on Geography. 
You look over his personal statement first draft, 
and it could easily be an Economics personal 
statement. Any geographical content is 
presented in an unfocused and vague manner. 



Key Takeaways

• In first instance follow your school’s policies and systems when 
supporting students to make choices/applications to university. 

• You are likely to adopt numerous roles during the process – teacher, 
coach, cheerleader! 

• You are not alone! Teamwork is important.

• Encouraging/supporting students to study Geography is an enjoyable 
and rewarding part of your role. 

• Good luck in your context!

• Reach out for advice. Lots of great resources and people with 
experience to utilise. 



Q&A



Thank You Stefan Carron: scarron@teachfirst.org.uk 
David Preece: dpreece@teachfirst.org.uk 

mailto:scarron@teachfirst.org.uk
mailto:dpreece@teachfirst.org.uk


Resources
The RGS – ‘Choose Geography’
https://www.rgs.org/choose-geography/choose-geography-at-university
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2020/09/royal-geographical-society-report/ 
https://www.rgs.org/choose-geography/choose-a-career-with-geography/why-geographers-are-employable 

David Preece Blog – Oxbridge Support Pages 
https://drpreece.home.blog/resources/ 

GA Guidance 
https://geography.org.uk/student-guidance/ 

UCAS Subject Guidance
https://www.ucas.com/explore/subjects/geography 
https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/personal-statement-advice-geography 

Open Days
https://www.opendays.com/calendar/ 

League Tables 
The Guardian University Guide
Complete University Guide
Good University Guide

Student Data and Reports
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students 
https://www.dannydorling.org/?p=7945 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5b1906e540f0b634b73dbeb6/The_relative_labour_market-returns_to_different_degrees.pdf 
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/national-student-survey-data/provider-level-dashboard/ 
https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads//AcSS-ESRC-Publication-EDI-in-the-social-sciences-summary-report-March-2024.pdf  

https://www.rgs.org/choose-geography/choose-geography-at-university
https://www.rgs.org/choose-geography/choose-geography-at-university
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2020/09/royal-geographical-society-report/
https://www.rgs.org/choose-geography/choose-a-career-with-geography/why-geographers-are-employable
https://drpreece.home.blog/resources/
https://geography.org.uk/student-guidance/
https://www.ucas.com/explore/subjects/geography
https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/personal-statement-advice-geography
https://www.opendays.com/calendar/
https://www.theguardian.com/education/ng-interactive/2022/sep/24/the-guardian-university-guide-2023-the-rankings
https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/league-tables/rankings/geography-and-environmental-science
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/uk-university-rankings
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students
https://www.dannydorling.org/?p=7945
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5b1906e540f0b634b73dbeb6/The_relative_labour_market-returns_to_different_degrees.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/data-and-analysis/national-student-survey-data/provider-level-dashboard/
https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/AcSS-ESRC-Publication-EDI-in-the-social-sciences-summary-report-March-2024.pdf
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