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Geographical Association:
Response to Review of Curriculum and Assessment

Context

Two key questions underpin geographical education:
e What are the connections between the human and physical worlds?
e How can we account for differences across the earth’s surface?’

The subject occupies a distinctive place in the world of learning, offering an
integrated study of the complex reciprocal relationships between societies and
environments?.

Geography’s rich subject knowledge and disciplinary skills empower pupils to understand,
interrogate and explore these relationships. In doing so geography provides breadth and
balance within the curriculum; supports young peoples’ positive transitions into further study,
vocational training and careers; and equips them with confidence to meet the opportunities
and challenges of a constantly changing and complex world.

The quality of geography lessons has improved

Pupils are experiencing better quality geography lessons. In 2023 Ofsted identified significant
improvements in the teaching of geography in inspected primary and secondary schools.
Geography lessons have become more ambitious and now bring sharper focus to the distinctive
nature of this subject.® Indeed, across the wider public, people enjoy studying geography and
the subject was ranked third, out of 16 subjects, in a national survey of the nation’s favourite
subjects®.

More pupils are studying geography

Geography is a popular subject in English schools. Itis a:
e National Curriculum subject in the English curriculum in key stages 1, 2 and 3
e GCSE option with 297,000 entries in summer 20245, This is 120,000 more entries than
15 years ago and represents an 80% growth in the size of the GCSE cohort studying
geography
e Alevel course with 36,000 entries in 2024, from which approximately 6500 students
went on to study geography at university.

Geography GCSE has experienced very significant growth —rising from 26% of pupils taking the
subjectin 2010 to 42% in 2024° with candidate numbers growing from 180,000 in 2010 to
297,000 in 2024. This has helped more young people, particularly disadvantaged students,
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achieve the EBacc’s aims of encouraging them to study GCSE subjects that are essential to
many degree courses and that keep their future career options open’.

Since 2010 GCSE geography’s growth has come predominantly from groups who had previously
been less likely to study geography — notably, disadvantaged pupils, those studyingin non-
selective state schools, Black, Asian and minority ethnic students and those with lower prior
attainment®. For example, the proportion of black and black British pupils studying GCSE
geography has grown from 18% of the available cohort to over 37%°. Geography also has one of
the best gender balances of all subjects™.

At a time when young peoples’ post 16 A level choices are becoming increasing clustered into
separate arts and humanities, or social sciences or STEM choices' geography provides
additional breadth - featuring in three of the top 20 most popular combinations of A level
subjects™.

Students studying A level geography transition onto a wide range of undergraduate courses
spanning the arts and humanities, sciences, social sciences, and technology and engineering.
For those studying geography at university they are provided with significant positive social
mobility that enhances their lifetime earnings and career prospects. Geography graduates earn
‘top 10’ salaries, secure above average graduate incomes, and experience above average rates
of graduate employment.

Geography provides a unique educational bedrock to young peoples’ understanding of why our
climate is warming and how this will affect their and the lives of others. The subject develops
their green skills which are necessary for the positive actions needed to adapt to, and mitigate
against, climate change.

Geography’s distinct curriculum contribution

Studying geography shapes who we are, how we view the world and how we live within it. This
subject enhances young peoples’ learning, future livelihoods and lives.

Geography’s key curriculum concepts

Through geography pupils become curious about their world and able to better understand the
complexity of the world’s people, places and environments - how they were, how they are, how
they are changing and how they might be in the future. The GA, and others in the wider subject
community, view the subject’s key concepts to include place, space, scale, interconnection,
change, diversity, representation, temporal change, earth systems and sustainability. These
concepts, especially when exemplified through geographical contexts, provide vital breadth,
balance and relevance to the curriculum.

‘Geography contributes to the development of human potential and well-being, both as
individuals and members of a society’ (Lambert et al., 2015, p. 724) and enables pupils to ‘think
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about themselves in the world, about the changing relationship we have with the environment’,
and to take ‘environmental and global responsibility’ (Lambert and Solem, 2017, p. 8. Cited by
Deng in Powerful knowledge, educational potential and knowledge-rich curriculum: pushing the
boundaries, Deng 2022)3,

The GA notes OECD’s recent announcement, at COP29, concerning the suggestion to measure
climate or environmental literacy as part of the international assessment projects undertaken
by PISA™,

How geography represents the world: diversity and inclusion

The subject has a key responsibility to ensure the accurate representation of the diverse
contemporary nature of the world’s people, their communities and experiences - so that young
people are not presented with a ‘single story’ of the world®. In this way geography enables all
young people to be included, and ‘see themselves’, in the curriculum; gain an open, positive and
informed understanding of the world; and become empowered to knowledgeably explore,
debate and contest a range of views and perspectives.

Geographical real-world understanding and skills are needed to respond positively to the key
events and challenges that face us all. The geography National Curriculum, GCSE and A level
courses should encourage the study of relevant, recent/contemporaneous geographical events
at different scales.

The development of an informed geographical perspective on the world enhances our lives,
work and leisure.

One of geography’s key curriculum contributions is through its integrated approach which
explores the interactions between people (human geography) and the environment (physical
geography), enabling pupils to understand how our world is changing — at different scales from
the local to the global. It is through geography that young people will encounter both the earth
sciences and social sciences and are provided with meaningful context for employing their
literacy and numeracy skills.

Geography climate change education, sustainability and green skills

Geography’s distinctive approach is central to developing young peoples’ green skills, their
understanding of environmental sustainability and of how climate change will transform our
economy, society and environment — locally and globally. This work starts in the Early Years and
Foundation Stage, is developed further in the primary geography classroom, continues through
the secondary Key Stages and the subject’s examinations at GCSE and A level. Studying
geography addresses the situation where six in ten school leavers are concerned about climate
change and a similar proportion believe that they will be impacted by it during their lifetime'®.

Geographical enquiry

'3 powerful knowledge, educational potential and knowledge-rich curriculum: pushing the boundaries, Zongyi Deng 2022
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One of this subject’s signature pedagogical approaches is ‘geographical enquiry’, which Ofsted
(2022) identifies as the process where ‘pupils were taught how geographers identify questions,
collect, present and analyse data, and then reach and evaluate their conclusions’. This provides
a ready-made decision making ‘tool-kit’ for pupils to interrogate real-world scenarios and
issues. The Oracy Education Commission (2024) has specifically identified how pupils working
through a geographical fieldwork enquiry can develop their oracy skills.

Geographical fieldwork also has a vital role to play in enabling pupils to connect their classroom
learning with the complexity of the real world and the Geographical Association (GA) notes how,
‘time spent in nature can have lasting impact on children’s attitudes to the environment.”’””

Successful fieldwork can take place onsite, in the local area or further afield. This might be
within a lesson, a dedicated day or longer (residential) period of time. Research shows that
fieldwork has a positive impact on pupils engagement with their learning, increases their
knowledge, skills and understanding; supports their achievement; improves students’
resilience, self-confidence and well-being; and boost cohesion and a sense of belonging’®.

Geography and digital skills

Geography provides a unique contribution to young peoples’ digital skills through the use of
geospatial data. Through the work of the Ordnance Survey and Esri UK thousands of English
primary and secondary schools are using geospatial technology to develop their pupils’ digital
skills. In addition, the use of geospatial technologies lies at the heart of the Department for
Education’s National Education Nature Park, through which thousands of primary and
secondary pupils have mapped the biodiversity of their school estates.

The GA notes that the Government’s Geospatial Commission has identified that better use of
geospatial data can provide net benefit to the UK of £11 billion p.a. However, the Commission
also identifies that, ‘the UK cannot realise the value from geospatial without a skilled
workforce. The pipeline of geospatial skills depends on schools, further education and
continuing professional development’®.

We need a geographically literate society to help address a warming climate; protect the 10,000
English schools facing flood risk?’; decide where to build new houses; tackle inequality at home
and abroad; live sustainably; promote biodiversity; and safeguard Britain’s place in an uncertain
world. Itis in their geography lessons where pupils can understand why their school, home or
elsewhere faces the risk of flooding and what can be done to help adapt to and mitigate against
this situation?'. Skills England has identified how the Government’s aim of building 1.5 million
new homes ‘will boost the growth in demand for construction and related workers such as town
planners, architects, surveyors and environmental experts’. These are all careers for which
studying geography is highly relevant preparation?.

The Geographical Association wants more young people, from all backgrounds, to experience
the positive impact of studying geography. And for their lessons to be taught by well-trained

7 Developing a relationship with nature and place. F Harris 2021
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primary and subject specialist secondary teachers respectively. While outside the scope of the
Review the GA is concerned that more than one in ten secondary geography lessons are taught
by a non-specialist teacher®. In order to strengthen the subject knowledge and skills of
prospective geography teachers the GA has launched its own Subject Knowledge Scholar

Programme.

There is strong public support for studying geography:

o 92% of the public believe it is either very or quite important that geography is taught in
secondary school (YouGov 2024).

The public also strongly support geography’s vital curriculum role in climate education,
sustainability and teaching young people green skills.

e The public rank geography GCSE and A level in first place, by significant margins, as the
subject that helps teach children about climate change (YouGov 2019 and 2020). GCSE
ranking shown below.
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e |n addition, 70% of all UK adults agree that young people need to study geography to
prepare them with the skills and knowledge needed to work in “green jobs” (YouGov
2024).

e Thereis also support from the public for more coverage of climate change in the
curriculum. More than 65% of the British public would support a change to the school
curriculum to include more content on climate change and over 70% think a greater
focus on climate change at school would help students better understand how to tackle

it2s,

The Geographical Association’s subject expertise

The Geographical Association supports teachers to improve the quality of their geography
lessons —so that more young people can enjoy the benefits of studying geography. We are a
voice for geography, advocating for the power of the subject in education and to society.

2 Extent of classes taught by non-specialist teachers revealed (schoolsweek.co.uk)

2 YouGov 2019 and 2020
25 Cambridge calls for review of climate education | Cambridge University Press & Assessment 2024
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The following response draws on the GA’s experience of working with 20,000 primary and
secondary geography teachers annually, the expertise of its staff, Trustees, expert committees
and members.

During 2024 the GA undertook two consultations about the geography curriculum and
geographical fieldwork, and over 400 primary and secondary teachers, ITT and Higher
Education geographers responded to these consultations.

In developing the following the GA has drawn on our work and discussions with our strategic
partners Discover the World, the Environment Agency, the Field Studies Council and Ordnance
Survey - alongside stakeholders including Decolonising Geography, Esri UK, the Geological
Society, Royal Geographical Society (with IBG), Royal Meteorological Society, the Awarding
Organisations and the Heads of Departments of University geography departments.

In addition, the GA has recently completed a programme of work with the Oak National
Academy to publish over 250 lessons that cover the geography National Curriculum for KS1.
We are also currently undertaking a similar sized programme to provide lessons for the
geography National Curriculum for KS3.

The GA’s Chief Executive Steve Brace has previously provided high level expert advice about the
geography curriculum to the Department for Education, Ofsted, Ofqual and the Awarding
Organisations. Steve Brace provided the chapter Supporting young peoples’ awareness and
development of green skills for the Department for Education commissioned Rapid
Consultation and Evidence Review for the Implementation of the National Education Nature
Park (2022).

The GA also notes the findings of Getting our Bearings, geography subject report (Ofsted 2023)
and Geography Research Review (Ofsted 2021).

The GA’s Curriculum Framework sets out the nature of the school subject, its disciplinary
foundations and the significant features of geography that should underlie any geography
curriculum.

The Geographical Association recommends the following:

Geography is the curriculum heartland for climate change education, sustainability and
green skills.

Professor Dave Reay, on behalf of the UK’s independent Climate Change Committee, has
identified how schools have ‘an especially important role in supporting the medium and longer
term transition to net zero and in helping to address inequalities in the workforce’.?®

Studying geography already makes a central contribution to this vital work.

The Review should strengthen the place of climate change, sustainability and green skills within
the geography National Curriculum, its GCSE and A level specifications. For example,

% Skills and Net Zero (Climate Change Committee Expert Advisory Group) 2023
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geography currently provides varied and numerous implicit opportunities for pupils to become
aware of, and develop, the green skills that they will require to make a positive contribution to
society.

These should be made explicit so that the revised geography curriculum includes direct
references to climate change at KS2 and KS3. In addition, the revised geography National
Curriculum and its examination courses should make explicit reference to the subject’s
contribution to developing young peoples’ green skills.

There is also the potential, outlined below, to revise and reduce the existing content in order to
provide the curriculum space needed to make climate change, sustainability and green skills
more explicit elements of the geography curriculum.

Geography National Curriculum: the Geographical Association recommends:

e Geography should remain as a statutory subject in the National Curriculum for England
at KS1, 2 and 3.

e The content of the existing geography National Curriculum provides a broad and
balanced overview for the geography curriculum over KS1, 2 and 3.

e The geography National Curriculum should set ‘geographical enquiry’ at its heart. This
brings greater purpose to geography lessons and places its content and skills into
relevant real world contexts.

e The geography curriculum’s Purpose of Study and Aims should recognise how this
subject teaches pupils about climate change and sustainability and develops their
green skills.

e The geography National Curriculum should encourage teachers to include recent and
contemporaneous geographical events and issues within their schemes of work.

e Pupilsin KS1 and 2 should have regular, dedicated time for the subject in their primary
curriculum of at least 1 hour a week throughout the schoolyear. The GA notes Ofsted’s
findings that the biggest limiting factor to the scope and ambition of primary geography
was the time given to geography. Inspected schools’ yearly time allocation for
geography ranged by a factor of 4, from 18 hours a year to 72 hours a year?.

e Without adding undue burden to teachers there are opportunities to refine content
across the key stages, remove some repetition and bring sharper focus to key aspects.
For example:

o Therole of geography in supporting green skills should be included in the
subject’s purpose of study and reflected in its aims.

o At KS2 the existing requirement covering weather and climate should be further
developed to include an additional requirement to include ‘climate change’,
alongside an expanded coverage of sustainability.

27 Getting our bearings: geography subject report - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
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o Across KS2 and 3 there is repetition in the study of ecosystems, biomes,
vegetation belts and climate zones, as well as tectonics and hazards,
rivers/hydrology and coast. These areas could be refined.

o Some aspects of geographical skills could be refined to better reflect
contemporary approaches to the use of maps and wayfinding.

o Inthe primary curriculum greater clarity could be provided for how, and at what
scale/s, places are compared.

e Climate change and sustainability should be strengthened at KS3.

e Geography should be taught as a distinct subject and not integrated with other
subjects. Ofsted has identified how when geography is combined within another
subject, particularly in the primary years, ‘little geography was taught’?®,

o At KS2there may be benefit in clearer sequencing of content respectively towards either
years 3 and 4, oryears 5 and 6. This might better support pupils’ transition from KS1 into
2 and KS2 into 3.

e Geographical fieldwork should be a requirement in each year of geographical study,
throughout the National Curriculum.

GCSE geography: the Geographical Association recommends:

e The EBacc should be retained and geography GCSE should be retained as a humanities
choice within the EBacc. Retaining geography within the EBacc helps maintain the
subject’s important role in providing breadth and balance to the key stage 4 curriculum.

e Geography GCSE’s subject aims and learning outcomes should recognise more strongly
how this subject teaches pupils about climate change, sustainability and helps develop
their green skills.

e GCSE content needs significant revision to reduce current overload and provide sharper
focus to key areas of work and to provide space for the development of key skills —
including green skills. Some current GCSE specifications require content that exceed
the subject requirements, which needs to be addressed. This recommendation is
supported by the consultation work undertaken by the Geographical Association with
400 teachers and is also supported by the findings of the Testing Patience report
(2024)2° which identified that only 10% of geography teachers wish to retain the current
level of GCSE content. Areas that could be refined include the size and range of case
studies, the potential for greater optionality, and reviewing the scope of the Global
Economic / Development Issues unit/s.

e GCSE content should be updated so that its case studies make greater use of
contemporaneous geographical events and issues.

e GCSE geography should require at least two days of fieldwork.

28 Getting our bearings: geography subject report - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
2 Testing patience: Reducing the burden of the English school curriculum. Social Market Foundation 2024
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e The choice of where to undertake fieldwork is best left to teachers. Location, and/or
proximity to or from a school is not a determinant of good quality fieldwork. The focus
should be on selecting a fieldwork location/s that supports the learning that is to be
achieved.

e To provide stronger connection between assessment and fieldwork there is potential to
provide a stronger direction in the type of fieldwork ‘topic/s’ required in a specification
and the range of techniques that would be used in the fieldwork enquiry.

e GCSE geography should be assessed through a balance of examinations and assessed
coursework. Coursework should ideally represent 20% of GCSE geography’s
assessment and be used to asses pupil’s fieldwork and their application of
geographical skills —including their use of geospatial data.

o The current assessment of fieldwork needs significant reform to rebalance
assessment onto what pupils have done, have learnt and can apply. The current
‘unseen’ fieldwork assessment should be removed.

o The GA would welcome fieldwork that integrates human and physical geography
within a people/environment enquiry and that is conducted over two days.

e The current GCSE requirements to study the UK need significant revision. Currently they
largely appear as ‘bolt-on’ elements of the specifications, rather than more purposeful
areas of study.

o The physical geography requirements could be repurposed to explore the
landscapes of the UK with reference to a key issue, for example, the potential for
clean power and/or the need to protect lives and livelihoods from flood and
coastal erosion.

o The human geography requirements should be repurposed to explore the
contemporary nature of the UK’s diverse society and demography.

e The use of geospatial data and accompanying geospatial skills should be strengthened
in GCSE geography, drawn into its current assessment model and be included in future
online assessments.

e The revision of GCSE content should create a coherent and robust programme of study;
provide the subject knowledge and understanding for further study at A level geography;
and also support young peoples’ successful transition into related post 16 courses
such as relevant Level 3 apprenticeships such as those across these sectors:
agriculture and environment; business and administration; construction, architecture
and the built environment; and transport and logistics.

A level geography: The Geographical Association recommends:

e Thecurrent A levelis fit for purpose and provides a broad and balanced programme of
study. The GA strongly recognises the value of A level. However, we also recognise that
the decoupling of AS from A levels has reduced breadth of study in year 12. Indeed, the
trend of students choosing A level choices focused on just STEM, or arts and humanities
or social science courses has become more pronounced (NFER/ British Academy
2024). The GA would welcome wider reform that might open the opportunity for
students to study a broader range of subjects in the 16-18 phase.
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e The ALCAB reform of A level geography demonstrates how content (for e.g. ‘Rivers’) can
be removed from a programme of study whilst ensuring the resulting course is still
robust, coherent, and widely valued by teachers, students and Higher Education
geography departments.

e Alevel geography, should continue to support successful transition into undergraduate
geography programmes and cognate disciplines (such as earth sciences or related
social science courses).

e Alevel geography should explicitly recognise its contribution to green skills and
education for climate change and sustainability.

o Alevel should retain its provision of four days of fieldwork.

o Alevel geography should retain its current balance of 20% course work and 80%
examination assessment.

e Thereis support from teachers, and from Higher Education geographers, to retain the
NEA assessment in A level geography.

o There are opportunities to refine the technical requirements of the NEA in order
to provide more coherence and consistency with comparable assessments
undertaken in other subjects (e.g. history) — with respect to teacher guidance
and word count.

e Digital and geospatial skills in A level should be strengthened and included in the
assessment of A level geography.

Future support for the geography curriculum and assessment
The Geographical Association welcomes commitments from Dr Becky Francis and Review
colleagues to future engagement with subject associations to support deeper exploration of the
required foundational knowledge and skills for identified subjects. To support such work the
Geographical Association would welcome the opportunity to provide:
e further advice and guidance for how the specific requirements of a geography
curriculum and its examination specification can be revised to better meet the Review’s

objectives

e anoutline curriculum model for how education for climate change and sustainability
can be developed as a coherent curriculum pathway within geography

e exemplification for the development of young peoples’ green skills through geography.

November 2024
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