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Teachers envisioning future geography education at their schools

Tine B�enekera,b*, Hans Palingsa,b and Uwe Krausea,b

aDepartment of Teacher Education, Fontys University of Applied Sciences, Tilburg,
The Netherlands; bFaculty of Geosciences, Utrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands

One of the challenges of a geography teacher education program is preparing teachers
for their leading roles in keeping geography education relevant for the young people
of today. It is important to allow teachers to think about geography education and the
future and to foster their curriculum-making competences. In a master course at
Fontys University of Applied Sciences, geography teachers are encouraged to develop
an informed vision of geography education. One of their assignments is to write an
essay � based on both literature and practical research � about “what geography
education should look like at their schools five years in the future”. We analysed these
essays to understand teachers’ ideal future images about geography education. For the
analyses, we used two models of curriculum making. Most of the teachers express
innovative ideas about classroom practice, how to stimulate student learning, and how
to make geography lessons more interesting. They express responsibility for student
learning. In addition to teachers’ promising ideas about learning activities, it is far
more difficult for them to adopt a clear vision of geography education and to reason
from this vision. Making balanced proposals for future geography education using the
different elements of creating a curriculum (aims, content, activities and assessment)
is a big challenge and deserves specific attention during the master course.

Keywords: future image; geography education; curriculum making; teacher education

1. Introduction and background

In this rapidly changing world, geography teachers must work hard to keep their subject

both current and meaningful for young people and their future. Accordingly, one of the

challenges of geography teacher education programs in higher education (HE) is how to

prepare teachers (or future teachers) for their leading roles in truly maintaining the rele-

vance of geography education to young people in a twenty-first century context (B�eneker,
2013a). It seems very important to foster teachers’ curriculum-making competences and

to help them develop a clear personal vision of the aims and strengths of geography edu-

cation. Merely learning how to plan single lessons is insufficient to achieve meaningful

geography education: it is necessary to engage in curriculum development outside the

classroom and at the school level (Carl, 2005; Lambert & Balderstone, 2010). As

Darling-Hammond et al. (2005, p. 176) state, “Teachers must rely on their own curricular

vision and understanding of educational purposes and the study of curriculum and curric-

ulum development should be part of teacher education”. Brooks (2013, p. 84) places even

more emphasis on the role of HE institutions in this respect in cases in which a teacher’s

work “is bound by other constraints, not least the preparation of students for high-stakes

assessment and a heavy workload”. In this paper, we focus on the future relevance of

geography education and how teachers can think and argue about it in their role as

curriculum makers. This study analyses an assignment created by teachers in a master
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course-unit at a teacher education institute. The assignment is to write an informed essay

about the ideal situation for geography education at the teachers’ schools within a five-

year time frame. The primary goal of analysing these assignments from a research

perspective is to obtain insight into both teachers’ (preferable) future images of geogra-

phy education and the consistency of these images in relation to vision development and

curriculum making. We hope that this study provides food for thought about geography

teacher education programs.

1.1. The future relevance of geography education

Current debates about “education and the future” primarily focus on two major issues: edu-

cation for the future and education of the future. The debate about “education for the

future” raises the following question: Does modern education properly prepare young peo-

ple to live and work in rapidly changing societies? This debate (in the Western world) is

dominated by the idea that education should contribute to the so-called “twenty-first cen-

tury skills”. These skills are more aptly regarded as competences that combine knowledge,

skills, attitudes and behaviours to enable adaptation to the challenges of the “flexible”

twenty-first century labour market (Binkley et al., 2012; Rotherham & Willingham, 2009;

see www.21stcenturyskills.org). People should be able to adapt to changing situations and

to develop an attitude of lifelong learning. Accordingly, the debate centres on what young

people should learn (in the sense of knowledge, skills, etc.) and how to promote learning.

For geography education, this raises questions about how to teach young people to think

critically and creatively about geographical issues. The second debate focuses on

“education of the future” and raises questions about the use of modern technology and the

organisation of education. These discussions about teachers’ information technology

skills, digitised and virtual classrooms and gamification focus on how (or with what types

of resources) young people should learn (see, for example, www.envisioning.io/educa

tion). For geography education, there is a drive to use Geospatial Technology to stimulate

spatial and geospatial thinking (Mu~niz Solari, Demirci & van der Schee, 2015). In addition

to these two debates, there is a third way of looking at education and the future. For many

years, Hicks (2012) has advocated “education about the future, or futures”, in which there

is room to study and discuss alternative futures in education. By doing so, people learn to

think about possible, probable and preferable futures and all of their potential implications.

The primary argument for this approach is that it can enhance our “steering capacity”

related to future developments (Pauw & B�eneker, 2015). According to Roberts (2011,

p. 245), thinking about the future is “particularly pertinent for those involved in geography

education” because “many of the big issues of our time, about which we can make

informed judgements and take action, have geographical dimensions”.

In this paper, we analyse geography teachers’ thinking about the future. The teachers

analysed the current situation related to geography education in their schools, envisioned

a preferred future on a five-year time horizon and described the strategies needed to

achieve that preferred future. We wondered whether and how teachers use ideas of (geog-

raphy) education for, of and about the future in their description of a preferred geogra-

phy-education situation. What is their view about the relevance of geography education

in the near future? Moreover, teachers can start with a vision and an ideal picture and

work backwards; alternatively, they can think about their options and opportunities,

beginning with their challenges or problems and how to overcome them, and then engage

in forecasting. The intention of the assignment (allowing teachers to think about the

future) was to make them aware of their role as curriculum makers.
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1.2. Curriculum making

If we review handbooks used in teacher education “curricula”, much has been written

about the historical development of geography curriculum in relation to academic geogra-

phy (Haubrich, 2006; Rinschede, 2007), the function of (a national) curriculum in schools

(English, 2010; Rawling, 2006) and the process of curriculum development in geography

departments. However, this paper focuses on the specific role of geography teachers as

curriculum makers (Lambert & Morgan, 2010). Currently, the teacher as “curriculum

maker” is an important issue in the British literature on geography education and teacher

education. This “British” idea of curriculum making was taken to the “international”

level, for example, at the IGU-CGE London symposium in 2011 at which “curriculum

making” was the theme (Brooks, 2013). This idea of the teacher as a curriculum maker is

a driving force of the Comenius project on GeoCapabilities, which aims at “enhancing

the qualities of teachers’ ‘curriculum making’ in geography” (Stoltman, Lidstone & Kid-

man, 2015, p. 4; see www.geocapabilities.org). Biddulph (2013, p. 133) explains the Brit-

ish interest in teachers as curriculum makers as part of an attempt both to “encourage

principled, localised curriculum thinking” and to give ownership of the curriculum to the

geography teacher. Brooks (2013, p. 71) sees the promotion of the idea of curriculum

making as an attempt “to articulate teachers’ role in developing and enacting a locally rel-

evant but geographically robust curriculum”. Lambert and Morgan (2010) promote the

role of teachers in curriculum making at the school level, at which teachers must perform

“the in-between work of translating a curriculum plan, which may scope out several

years’ work in geography (and is presumably driven by some broad aims or goals), into

lesson sequences” (p. 50). Similar ideas, which characterise the teacher as a professional

who designs larger sequences of lessons or year-long programmes, are discussed in, e.g.,

Germany (Blankertz, 1972; Meyer, 2005;) and the Netherlands (Nieveen et al., 2013; van

den Akker, 2003). In the curriculum-making model of Lambert and Morgan (Figure 1),

there are three important “sources” or “pillars” or “zones of influence” in this professional

activity of curriculum making: the students, the subject and the teacher’s repertoire. All

three components are resources for curriculum making. Young people are a resource

Figure 1. Curriculum making (Lambert & Morgan 2010, p. 50).
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because they have their own experiences and daily life knowledge that can be used in

class. The subject matter is a resource because of the significance of the discipline as a

key resource. Finally, the teacher is a resource because of his strategies to motivate stu-

dents to engage with the subject matter. Teachers need to maintain the balance among

these zones of influence to avoid the risk of unproductive learning (i.e., learning that is

exclusively child-centred), empty learning (i.e., learning that is exclusively pedagogically

oriented) or excessively facts-based or academic teaching (i.e., learning that is exclu-

sively discipline based).

The idea of school-based curriculum-making fits well with the activities that the geog-

raphy teachers in the master course are asked to perform in thinking about the future. Will

they think from the perspective of the student and how to best prepare the student for his

or her future life and choices? Will teachers reason from the perspective of their subject

and discipline and wonder what type of geography young people should learn and what

the discipline has to offer? Will they draw from their pedagogical expertise, from their

toolbox and from all of the opportunities offered by, for example, new hardware and

software? Or (hopefully), will they be able to connect these three pillars in developing

ideas about future geography education in their schools?

If we examine the process of curriculum making in greater detail (compared to the

model of Lambert and Morgan), the work of Thijs and van den Akker (2009) is useful.

They have designed a model, called the curricular spider web, which can be used at differ-

ent levels of curriculum making and is especially useful when examining teachers’ curric-

ulum-making activities. The overall idea of the spider web in Figure 2 is that all of the

elements are both linked and dependent on one another. Moreover, the web is flexible but

vulnerable. One cannot pull a single thread too hard; otherwise, it either collapses or

becomes out of balance. The starting point is a rationale or vision about the educational

Figure 2. Curricular spider web (Thijs & van den Akker, 2009).
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process and students’ geography learning. The rationale is linked to all of the nine ele-

ments of curriculum making. There is some order or sequence (clockwise) in curriculum

making, beginning with aims, selecting content, choosing learning activities and so on.

The three pillars discussed by Lambert and Morgan (2010) can be recognised as follows:

� students: almost all of the questions are about the students. “They” are learning, and

the teacher should have them in mind when “making (or designing) the

curriculum”.

� subject: especially with respect to the content and aims questions � and in relation

to the other questions � choices must be made about what aspects of the geography

discipline to select.

� the teacher’s pedagogical knowledge: the questions asked, from learning activities

to assessment, require his or her pedagogical expertise.

The curriculum spider web is a useful instrument to analyse teachers’ curriculum-

making qualities because we can study the emphasis that they place on the different ele-

ments of curriculum making and the rationale from which they work, together with how

these are linked to and work through the different elements of curriculum making. More-

over, we might use the model to recognise teachers’ ideas about geography education and

the future, as mentioned above, such as in teachers’ rationales (learning for the future), in

content (learning about the future) and in resources (learning of the future).

2. Research aims, context and design

This paper discusses the results of an analysis of an essay in which geography teachers

envision and describe geography education at their school five years in the future. The

research has some characteristics of practitioners’ research (Campbell, 2007) because

two authors designed the assignment in their role as geography teacher educators. More-

over, this analysis is used to critically evaluate the authors’ own teaching practices and to

determine whether any other emphasis is needed for the teachers to develop their curricu-

lum-making competences. However, it is not action research or educational design

research because we did not conduct a planned intervention (Kemnis, 2007; Plomp &

Nieveen, 2013). After having worked with this assignment in the course-unit for several

years, the teachers thought that the assignment could be a rich resource to provide insight

into how teachers think and reason about geography education in their schools and how

to improve it. By analysing the essays, we attempted to obtain insight about “how these

teachers are able to think of a preferred future for geography education in their schools

and how they express themselves (or fill in their role) as ‘curriculum makers’”.

2.1. Description of the master course, students and assignment

The assignment is part of a master course-unit in a three-year, part-time master course to

become a qualified teacher of geography (at the upper secondary level) at Fontys University

of Applied Sciences. The students are all qualified geography teachers (at the lower second-

ary level), and all of them teach secondary-school geography to students of up to 16 years of

age. However, the teachers’ level of work experience varies from 1 to 20 years.

The master course offers deeper learning about both the subject and pedagogy. Fol-

lowing the course, the graduates are supposed to prepare students for their A-levels.

Moreover, in the near future, these teachers must be able to work as geography

International Research in Geographical and Environmental Education 359
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department heads and to provide guidance related to future developments in geography

education at their schools. To do so, it is crucial that they develop their own visions of the

broader aims and content of geography education.

During the first term of the first year of the teachers’ study, they participate in an

eight-week course unit titled Geography for Education. The primary goal of this unit is to

have the teachers develop a vision of the aims and content of geography education and

reflect on their possible role as department head. The final assignment of the course is to

write an essay in which the teachers envision their ideal geography-education situation in

their schools five years in the future. The assignment is based on a specific approach to

curriculum development. According to this approach, curriculum making is regarded as

an “artistic” activity in which the starting point is the teacher’s vision and experience

related to identifying the important elements of education (Thijs & van den Akker, 2009).

To write the essay, the teachers must use both literature and the outcomes of three prepa-

ratory assignments: to compare international curricula, to evaluate their schools’ geogra-

phy-education situations and to obtain their pupils’ opinions about geography education1.

Based on the results of the three preparatory assignments, the teachers are required to

write an essay about the state of geography education in their schools from a future per-

spective; the essays should express a clear view about any changes and achievements that

have taken place. The assignment is an individual project and is written at home. There is

no list of obligatory themes for the teachers to cover (for example, the teachers are not

directed to discuss the elements of the curricular spider web (Figure 2)). However, there

are some formal requirements: the essay should be 2,400 words long and should contain a

brief introduction text, a title and a clear structure. The essay is targeted at colleagues and

fellow teachers and should be publishable in a professional journal.

2.2. Methodology

Between 2010 and 2014, 142 essays were written by teachers as their final assignment.

For this research, the essays were placed in an alphabetical order for each year and every

fourth essay was chosen for analysis. After reading the essays, seven were removed

because they had been rejected (i.e., they did not fully meet the requirements described in

the assignment). Ultimately, 31 papers were selected for this study.

Content analysis was applied to examine the essays and to determine the presence of

certain concepts within the text. To analyse the essays, a predefined set of categories

derived from the curricular spider web (Figure 2) was used. No other categories were

included in the analyses except for “issue”, a category that covers not only the current sit-

uation of geography education at the teachers’ school but also the concerns and problems

identified in their essays. To identify the issues, all the concerns and problems mentioned

in the essays were listed. Subsequently, the issues were grouped into categories. After the

grouping, the following categories were identified: the motivation of the students to learn

geography, the decreasing number of students choosing geography as a subject and mis-

cellaneous. A coding frame based on the curricular spider web (Figure 3) was used to

organise the data systematically and to identify findings. The texts of the 31 essays were

coded for existence, not for frequency. For example, if computer devices, such as laptops

and iPads were mentioned three times in a single article, the subject was only coded once

in the category resources. On the coding sheet, short descriptions (or summaries) were

added to the cells. For example, the following issues were raised: “decreasing number of

students choose geography at upper level” and (for learning activities) “introduce

360 T. B�eneker et al.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
 U

tr
ec

ht
] 

at
 0

1:
22

 0
7 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
6 



fieldwork”. In listing these summaries, we followed closely the phrasing used by the

teachers.

The coding was performed by two authors in consultation with one another. After five

essays, the coding was discussed to check the consistency of our use of the curricular spi-

der web. After 15 essays, the results in the coding sheet were discussed and the overall

picture started to become clear. After another 15 essays, we concluded that adding more

assignments would not add new perspectives. Accordingly, the results are based on the

analyses of the 31 preselected essays.

In the following section, the findings are described in the sequence of the coding

frame (Figure 3), starting with the issues and subsequently the elements of the curricular

spider web. Afterwards, we look into detail at the reasoning of a few teachers. We finish

the results part by looking at the futures discourse. What do we recognise in their essays:

teaching of, for or about the future?

3. Results

Twenty-nine of the 31 teachers begin their essay with their concerns about geography edu-

cation at their schools. These concerns are easy to recognise in the text, and many of them

are similar. Fifteen teachers mention that their concern is the decreasing number of students

who choose geography as optional for upper secondary education. Similar to (earlier)

developments in England (Rawling, 2000), the declining status of geography in secondary

schools is currently an issue. Since 2007, the status of geography in the exam programme

has changed and fewer students have chosen to study the subject. The average number of

students who choose geography as a subject for their final exams dropped from 50% in

2006 to 35% in 2014 (Albers, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009; Albers & Erens 2010, 2011, 2012,

2013, 2014). However, the differences among schools are large. In some schools, geogra-

phy is endangered because schools stop offering subjects chosen by only a few students. In

schools that have a dynamic team of teachers, geography is popular. In addition, 10 of the

essays mention students’ problems with the subject: that they regard it as boring, not rele-

vant or not attractive. The teachers connect the first and second points: students do not

choose the subject because they do not see its relevance for further study and because they

do not like geography classes. Four teachers identify either the lack of a vision or the hope

for a better vision of geography education in their school as an urgent matter.

The rationale from which the teachers are working is much harder to find in the

essays. One really must read the text carefully to find statements about that issue, which

we could identify in 19 of the 31 essays. Thirteen of these 19 essays mention citizenship

as an important overall rationale. Three teachers connect the rationale to their school’s

identity and vision: these schools are Christian and have a guiding principle of

“stewardship and responsibility”. Seven teachers regard simulating students’ geographi-

cal awareness as an overall rationale, which they sometimes directly link to those students

becoming critical and independently thinking citizens. Three mention preparation for

Student/ 
ar�cle 

Issue Ra�onale Aims and 
objec�ves 

Content Learning 
ac�vi�es 

Teacher 
role 

Materials 
and 
resources 

Grouping Loca�on Time Assessment

1            
2            
3            
Etc.            

Figure 3. Coding frame based on the elements of the curricular spider web.
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further studies, professions or passing exams. Two teachers think that increasing enthusi-

asm should be the overall rationale. When we relate these rationales to the three goals of

education � preparation for citizenship, preparation for further study and personal devel-

opment (Onderwijsraad, 2014 � or in Biesta’s terminology “socialisation, qualification,

subjectification” Biesta, 2010, 2011) � one can assert that the goal of citizenship or

socialisation is most important to the teachers (13 of 31). However, 12 of the 31 teachers

do not express a particular rationale and seem to work without a broader vision of geogra-

phy education.

In Figure 4, we can observe the curriculum elements discussed in the teachers’ essays.

In 22 essays, teachers discuss learning activities and the location of those activities.

Resources and content are mentioned by 17 teachers. Much less-often mentioned are

aims, assessment, groupings and time. Teachers clearly wish to change geography

teaching in their schools to stimulate more active learning and to make their classes

more enquiry-based, which would include introducing fieldwork and excursions outside

the school. In the teachers’ opinion, fieldwork should motivate students, show them the

greater relevance of geography and help them connect theory and practice. Some of

the teachers observe that their role as a teacher will change from explaining phenomena

to introducing questions and encouraging students to find answers. An often-mentioned

element is resources, dominated by information technology but also including hardware

and working with devices (including software): all of the teachers wish to use GIS in a

more professional manner.

The 17 teachers who address the element of “content” or the pillar of the discipline

indirectly formulate criteria for content selection. The relevance of the content is related

to news and current events, to what students can learn about their local environment, to

the bridge function of the subject in relation to other subjects and to the connection

between human and physical geography. Some of the teachers refer to the curriculum in

the syllabus for the central national examinations. They refer to content as “something set

or fixed” that they cannot influence or adapt to their own situations.

The relative absence of “assessment” in the essays is striking, especially because of

the current discussions about the increasing emphasis on central examinations, including

Figure 4. Number of teachers describing an element of the curricular spider web N D 31.
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stricter rules about Dutch, English and mathematics, together with the fact that the grades

for central national exams and school exams are not allowed to differ greatly from one

another (B�eneker, 2013b; Pauw & B�eneker, 2015). We think that there might be a rela-

tionship between the teachers’ feeling of ownership of the different elements of curricu-

lum making and the degree to which they write about these elements. With respect to

aims and assessment for upper secondary education (which are established by national

syllabi and exams), the teachers write less and might feel less ownership, whereas they

do feel ownership and freedom related to “learning activities”. It is interesting that the

learning activities the teachers propose do not necessarily lead to good results on the cen-

tral tests because those tests are characterised by short-answer questions about (factual)

content with some information skills tested: the tests do not evaluate critical thinking,

opinion making or enquiry-based activities (Pauw & B�eneker, 2015). However, two of

the teachers do formulate their own visions about a new type of national curriculum that

focuses more closely on the learning process and less on its content, together with the

abolition of a central national exam.

In what way do these essays express the teachers’ curriculum-making competences? It

is useful to examine three teachers in detail because then we can observe the links

between the elements and their stories that underlie their preferred futures. In the essays,

we observe different examples of curriculum-making competences (on paper). Teachers

A and B are examples because more teachers engage in the same type of reasoning (A:

solving a problem; B: not connecting rationale and elements). Teacher C can be regarded

as the most complete example of a teacher engaged in curriculum making. However, the

three teachers are unique “cases”: it was not possible to distinguish clear categories in the

type of curriculum making because all 31 teachers are different from one another.

Teacher A provides an example of a teacher who is missing a clear rationale. How-

ever, that teacher identifies a problem: students do not choose the subject, and it is

regarded as neither relevant nor interesting. Teacher A would like to improve this situa-

tion by introducing active learning activities, such as fieldwork, conducting classroom

experiments and engaging in role playing activities. Such activities should be facilitated

in the school context. On the one hand, this argument is both clear and coherent; on the

other hand, we have no idea at all of what students will be learning and why. Accordingly,

the “how” of geography education is where curriculum making is taking place.

Teacher A

Curriculum component

0. (Issue) Number of students choosing geography, subject perceived as irrelevant
and boring.

1. Rationale �
2. Aims and objectives Increase students’ enthusiasm for geography.

3. Content �
4. Learning activities Fieldwork and excursions, classroom experiments, role-playing exercises.

5. Teacher’s role �
6. Materials and

resources
Computers in classroom, facilities for “experiments”, atlases, maps,

globes, GIS.

7. Grouping �
8. Location Geography classroom in a new building with both inside and outside

facilities (fieldwork).

9. Time �
10. Assessment �
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Teacher B does not address a problem or issue but formulates the rationale as a contri-

bution to citizenship development. Teacher B’s essay mentioned aims, content, learning

activities and grouping. However, Teacher B provides an example of elements of curricu-

lum making that are neither connected nor fed by the rationale. The connection among

critical citizenship, passing examinations and varying teaching activities is unclear.

Teacher B provides an example in which coherent curriculum making is absent. There

are 13 essays that present citizenship as the rationale. However, only three of these essays

clarify what citizenship really means and how it influences ideas about teaching.

Teacher B

Curriculum component

0. (Issue) �
1. Rationale Citizenship: development of young people into critical, independent

citizens. Developing knowledge and skills so that students can form
an opinion regarding important issues in Europe, Holland and their
own environment.

2. Aims and objectives Good study results and passing examinations.

3. Content Not specified, but important to assess themes/subjects in a logical order
with the curriculum as guide. Regularly mentioning the various
possibilities for careers in geography.

4. Learning activities Various forms/activities will be used, including frontal teaching,
making notes, independent student work on assignments from their
books, doing research.

5. Teacher’s role �
6. Materials and resources �
7. Grouping Both group and independent work are part of the plan.

8. Location �
9. Time �
10. Assessment �

Teacher C observes a “teaching to the test” trend at school and decides to provide

some counterweight to that trend. Happily, the results in geography are good and do not

provide an occasion for increased inspection, as is the case with other subjects in this

school. This teacher’s essay demonstrates curriculum making from a rationale that relates

to aims, content selection, learning activities and even the use of an electronic learning

environment. From the perspective of the curriculum spider web, Teacher C provides an

example of a coherent exercise.

Teacher C

Curriculum component

0. (Issue) Increased emphasis on results (inspection).

1. Rationale Enlarge student’s geographical image of the world; increase respect for
other people.

2. Aims and objectives Understand world news, pass examination, increase openness to other
people.

3. Content Case studies on current events, geographical concepts, knowledge and
skills (from national curriculum) related to the case studies.

(continued)
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4. Learning activities Short instructions, assignments, fieldwork.

5. Teacher’s role Guiding students in (group) work.

6. Materials and
resources

Electronic learning environment (sources for studying case studies),
tablets (iPads).

7. Grouping Small groups.

8. Location Classroom and outside (fieldwork in cooperation with the local
community).

9. Time Two concentrated hours to work on the case studies.

10. Assessment �

After having identified some characteristics of the teachers’ curriculum making, we

can now explore how teachers write about the future and their geography education,

which will be illustrated by some quotes from teachers. Every quote is from a different

essay, and there are no quotes from Teachers A, B and C. Geography education for the

future is implicitly and explicitly referenced in the essays. The most common rationale is

preparing students for their role as citizens in the society of the future: critical thinking,

responsibility for the wider society and the environment, and respect for other people are

important.

The school subject geography contributes to the raising of active citizens. Citizens live in a
world that is more and more of a village. Geography is the subject that allows students to
learn more about the world outside the Netherlands and outside Europe. (…) We like students
to develop a global perspective.

Geography matters! With the knowledge of the earth and important processes you are aware
of your influence and able to solve problems.

It is harder to find more elaboration of the citizenship issue in the design of geography

education. The teachers do not go much further than providing students with the relevant

geographical knowledge that enables an understanding of both local and global news. No

political dimension, stakeholders, groups, views and visions, value education or argumen-

tation is mentioned. Another aspect of teaching for the future relates to the personal future

of the students. Teachers attempt to make the subject more relevant to students in the

sense of personal choices that must be made in relation to further education and profes-

sions. Teachers believe that it is important for students to be aware of the personal rele-

vance of geographical knowledge and skills.

A sustainability project in geography education has led to enthusiasm among students. They
went to the school management, which led to striving for a sustainable school, for example,
with respect to school policy on food and waste.

We bring our students in contact with the world outside the school building by organising
projects and fieldwork activities.

In discussing their choices for the design of geography education, teachers write about

relating theory to practice through fieldwork, excursions and bringing professionals into

the schools to talk about their work. There are two exceptions in which teachers write

about the future in geography education: one of the teachers believes that the curriculum

and content should address sustainability issues and that students should be explicitly

encouraged to think about the future. Another teacher would like to select themes and

regions based on the future relevance of those topics.
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Geography education of the future is recognisable in one element: materials and

resources. Sometimes this is because the school management is stimulating or even forc-

ing teachers to familiarise themselves with modern technology; often, it is because teach-

ers think they must or would like to do so.

The students live in a digital world. At school, however, time occasionally seems to stand
still. Why don’t we use the students’ knowledge? We decided to make a considerable invest-
ment in the use of information technology.

Modern education makes use of digital school boards. (…) The use of tablets was introduced
in the whole school.

What is striking about the teachers’ views is that the use of information technology

(IT) is seldom related to the other elements of the curricular spider web. IT seems to be

something that is important and that must be used, without any discussion about exactly

why and how geography education can benefit from it. Occasionally, we see an example

of a teacher who has thought about a useful introduction of GIS, and one teacher wrote an

entire essay about the subject of online digital education.

4. Conclusions

First, we must be very careful about arriving at any conclusions because analysing an

existing assignment in a course-unit context is not the same as using an “objective” mea-

suring instrument. The teachers’ essays are influenced by the design of their course-units,

the ideas of the course-unit teachers, the literature, etc. Without making any generalisa-

tions, we can assert that the teachers were all able to describe their preferred futures and

that all of them had ideas about how to improve geography education at their schools.

The teachers had innovative ideas about classroom practice, how to stimulate student

learning, and how to make geography classes more interesting. They feel responsible for

student learning. The teachers’ essays show an awareness of the context in which they

teach, sometimes related to the national context of examinations and sometimes related

to their schools’ preconditions. We know that many of the teachers used this assignment

to discuss and plan improvements with their colleagues; however, the written assignment

of course provides no indication about whether the teachers have the ability to change or

act in accordance with their desires.

Our conclusion about curriculum making from analysing the essays is that these

teachers do not have clear, inspiring visions about geography education. Figure 1 indi-

cates that the teachers need fundamental ideas about the pedagogy of geography and the

pedagogical choices that they would like to make as teachers. They think about their stu-

dents in the sense that geography education should be relevant and interesting to them;

however, there is no sign that the teachers drew from the students’ backgrounds, knowl-

edge or geographies. The issue of thinking from a disciplinary perspective arises when

teachers are aware that they must make choices—for example, which chapters of the text-

book to use, how to select content and how to make that content relevant. However, the

teachers exhibit only limited thinking from a disciplinary and content perspective.

This future-thinking exercise indicates that the studied teachers are influenced by a

dominant discourse about the “education of the future” that uncritically views all informa-

tion technologies as both necessary and desirable. There is little elaboration on the issue

of what learning for and about the future really implies for geography teaching; indeed,

the issue often receives only minimal attention. We must remember, however, that these
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teachers have only just begun their master’s program and have not previously had much

time to consider and read about these issues.

This study of 31 essays discussing a future perspective on geography education dem-

onstrates that it is important for student teachers to become aware of their role as curricu-

lum designers. It is important for student teachers to realise that curriculum making and

lesson planning are not just technical activities but instead are an intellectual activity that

begins with thinking about the geographical knowledge taught to secondary-school

students (Brooks, 2006). The rationale of teaching and learning geography should not

only be the starting point but also influence the other curricular elements. The findings of

this study can be used to improve the existing course-unit. In the new course-unit, the cur-

ricular spider web will be used as a framework for the following reasons:

� to cover all aspects of curriculum and lesson planning and to discuss the importance

of their various elements;

� to focus on the rationale as a starting point for designing the geography curriculum

and

� to identify curriculum making and lesson planning as a complex activity because all

of the curricular elements are intertwined.

Writing essays in which geography teachers envision the future of geography educa-

tion seems to be an effective way to contribute to the development of a critically reflective

practice. Together with keeping a diary or journal during their internships, writing an

essay from a future perspective renders invisible teaching visible. It provides an opportu-

nity for a dialogue with oneself and with colleagues about curriculum making and lesson

planning: “such dialogue encourages taken-for-granted assumptions and practices to be

questioned, and for alternative approaches to classroom practice to be tried out and

debated” (King, 2010, p. 44). It would be interesting to learn how these teachers devel-

oped their vision and curriculum-making competences during the master course because

this project was assigned during the first course-unit of a three-year program. Moreover,

it would be interesting to broaden the research to more experienced teachers. We believe

that the two models of curriculum making are useful tools to analyse teachers’

curriculum-making competences.

One of the pitfalls for teachers is that although they are ambitious enough to contribute

to their schools’ geography curricula, they are simultaneously confronted not only with a

considerable number of lessons to teach but also with increasing pressure for accountabil-

ity, both of which represent obstacles to realising a teacher- and school-based curriculum.

It is therefore important to provide opportunities outside the master’s course � i.e., in

school geography departments � to discuss and evaluate new ideas in geography and geog-

raphy teaching (Lambert, 2010).

Disclosure statement
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Note

1. In the first preparatory assignment, students must compare several current international curric-
ula. The aim of this comparison is to broaden the students’ horizons related to geography edu-
cation and to understand the specific what and why of geography education in neighbouring
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countries. The second preparatory assignment consists of evaluating the current geography-
education situation at the student teachers’ schools. A checklist for school geography depart-
ments (Dawson, Lodge, & Roberts, 2004) containing several questions is used as an instrument
to stimulate discussion among colleagues. The checklist includes questions about the content
of the geography curriculum, the teaching and learning experience, enhancing the geography
experience, promoting and marketing geography, geography teachers’ professional develop-
ment and students as consumers of geography. Subsequently, the outcomes of the discussion
had to be prioritised: three or four priorities had to be chosen and achievable goals for the forth-
coming years had to be formulated.

The third preparatory assignment is a small-scale survey (Dawson et al., 2004) to obtain an
impression of secondary-school students’ opinions of geography. In one or two classes, a ques-
tionnaire is presented to the students. Questions are asked about the difficulty of geography as a
subject and whether the students think geography is interesting.
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