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Zusammenfassung Dieser Beitrag geht den verschiedenen Herausforderungen nach, die mit der
Aufnahme der Geographie in den Fächerkanon der Grundschule einhergehen. Diese speisen
sich nicht zuletzt aus der Notwendigkeit, dass die Kinder im Rahmen des Faches Geographie sich
breit informieren müssen. Mit ihrem Wissen sind sie aufgefordert, nach gründlicher Abwägung
Kritik zu üben, zu reflektieren und Entscheidungen zu treffen. Voraussetzung für solche Prozesse
ist, ihr Interesse und ihre aktive Teilnahme am Geographieunterricht vom jungen Alter an zu we-
cken, um ihr Wissen zu erweitern und die Welt verstehen zu können. Dieser Beitrag widmet sich
verschiedenen Facetten der Geographie in der Grundschule, wie etwa Geographien von jungen
Menschen, der Notwendigkeit der frühen geographischen Bildung, der Bedeutung der Progres-
sion, der Natur und den Aufgaben des Schulfaches Geographie und der Relevanz guten Unter-
richts. Zum Schluss formuliert der Beitrag zehn Herausforderungen der Geographie in der Grund-
schule

Schlüsselwörter Children's Geographies, Ziele und Progression, Basiskonzepte, guter Unterricht,
Herausforderunge der Grundschulgeographie

Abstract This article examines several challenges of including Geography in the primary grades cur-
riculum. Challenge requires that younger children must become informed, consider, critique, reflect
on and much more in studying Geography, not least to excite their interest and engagement, from
their earliest school years. It involves developing their knowledge and understanding of the world
today. This article explores aspects of children's Geographies, that understanding Geography is es-
sential for children, the significance of progression, the subject's nature and purpose for primary
children, and the importance of its high quality teaching. It concludes by articulating ten challenges
for primary Geography.

Keywords Children's Geographies, purpose and progression, key concepts, high quality teaching,
Primary Geography's challenges

Resumen Este artículo examina varios desafíos de la Geografía como asignatura en la educación
primaria. La Geografía como asignatura requiere del alumnado que se informa, considere,
critique y reflexione sobre procesos geográficos. La finalidad es sobre todo despertar su interés
por la Geografía desde los primeros años para desarrollar su conocimiento y comprensión del
mundo de hoy. Por tanto, el presente artículo so dedica a varias dimensiones de la Geografía en
la primaria, entre otros a las Geografías de los niños, la centralidad del conocimiento geográfico
para el alumnado, la importancia de la progresión, la forma y los objetivos del conocimiento
geográfico y la importancia de la calidad de su enseñanza. El artículo cierra formulando diez
grandes desafíos de la Geografía en la primaria.

Palabras clave Children's Geographies, objetivos y progresión, conceptos básicos, enseñanza de
calidad, desafíos de la Geografía en primaria

The Challenge of Geography for Primary Children¹
GeographischeHerausforderungen für Grundschulkinder

Desafíos de laGeografía para estudiantes de primaria
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Geography is a complex and challenging dis-
cipline. Its subject matter–our world–requires
considerable knowledge and understanding to
make sense of it. Geography is evidence-
based: inquisitive, never really satisfied, always
seeking to dig deeper, whether this concerns
particular river catchments and changes or the
functioning of shopping centres and people’s
consistent and shifting purchase habits or mat-
ters of national and international migration and
the local and global changing climate. Both im-
plicitly and explicitly we query what is happen-
ing as places, sites and areas evolve; we have
views about this, and reactively or thoughtfully
we respond to change. Geography is a core
element in our lives, from the place in which we
live to what for and where we shop daily and in-
frequently for products made nationally or else-
where, to the impact of national and interna-
tional events and decisions that affect us, dir-
ectly and indirectly. All of these matters, and
much more, affect the lives and futures of chil-
dren, and they present challenges.

Geography is a demanding subject to in-
clude in the school curriculum. It would seem
to require some maturity for young people to
begin to grasp. So why should we think it is im-
portant to be an element in the experience
and curriculum of our youngest children, from
their pre-school and kindergarten during their
pre-teenage years? Geography seems chal-
lenging to impose on young children, when
many adults appear challenged by it, indic-
ated by reticence, even hostility, to change.

There are, indeed, challenges in providing
Geography in the primary school curriculum
for 5/6 to 11/12 year olds. Challenge is a pos-
itive word; a challenge is a good thing. One
challenge is engaging younger children’s curi-
osity, exciting their interest and engagement
and developing their understanding of the
world from their local scale to the global
scene. Another challenge is to get children
considering, reflecting on and developing
their values through exploring, investigating,
and studying Geography.

From the start of their lives every child
faces the challenge to make sense of the
world around them, of their experience in it as

their horizons expand, and of what it means
for them and for others. To enable younger
children to develop and enhance their aware-
ness and understanding of the world requires
them having access to the insights which Geo-
graphy, as a discipline and school subject, of-
fers and applies so that primary children in-
crease and improve their sense-making of the
world.

Children are inquisitive and desire to know
more, not simply in the limited use of know as
gaining more information (though often they
like facts) but much more effectively and
deeply in the sense of understanding, appre-
ciating, and applying their developing and
deepening awareness of the world. Young
children can be introduced to Geography at
any and every age, by taking account of their
experience and development and expressing
the subject in ways they appreciate (Bruner
1960). It concerns children consistently revisit-
ing Geography’s key ideas and meanings to
make more and better sense of the world. Dur-
ing their Geography curriculum, children
should revisit its key ideas in different contexts
and with increasing demands, but for primary
children these should be in ways which con-
nect to the children, not be abstract to and un-
connected with them (Klafki 2010). Younger
children may appear informed about the fa-
miliar but can see it anew through new lenses,
as much as be fascinated by the new and learn
fresh ways of noticing and reflecting. Challen-
ging children at all ages involves challenging
aspiration, challenging topics and challenging
teaching. Tackling these challenges helps chil-
dren realise and appreciate the role and value
of Geography for themselves and others.

To pursue these matters, this article exam-
ines several challenges for Geography in pre-
school and primary education. One challenge
is that we recognise that children are engaged
in developing their geographical understand-
ing whether wished for or not. In an informal
sense, children are geographers, as explorers,
investigators, gatherers, interpreters, explain-
ers and reflectors on their experiences in and
of the world. This is an aspect of their being
from their start in life. The second challenge is

1. Introduction: Challenges for Primary Geography
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foster and develop children’s knowledge, un-
derstanding, and appreciation of the real world
of today and its future. This is also about the in-
tentions for Geography with younger children,
engaging them with Geography’s big ideas
and key interests. The third challenge is how

Younger children are embryonic geographers.
From birth through to 11/12 years old they de-
velop intrinsically and informally geographical
perceptions and conceptions through living
their lives. Children are involved in many
things which Geography studies and which
fascinate geographers about places, environ-
ments and responses to them, but for younger
children it is at their scale and in their context,
a bigger world than is often recognised. Chil-

this is gone about, the guiding principles for
primary Geography’s teaching and learning,
such that children are involved, motivated and
learn and apply their geographical understand-
ing. Tackling these challenges helps children
realise and appreciate the role and value of
Geography for themselves and others.

dren’s Geographies are multifaceted, drawing
on direct experience as well as on what they
learn from others and through various media
(Matthews 1994; Freeman & Tranter 2011;
Nairn & Kraftl 2016, among many others). Fig.
1 provides a brief summary.

Playing with mud, soil, and sand is familiar
fun and connects children with the natural en-
vironment, as do wandering among trees,
bushes, ponds, river paths, and grassland.

Fig. 1. Ten facets of
younger children’s
Geographies: a brief
summary (Source: au-
thor).

2. The Challenge of Primary Children’s Geographies
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169Parks and rough ground are attractive. Stimu-
lating outdoor places are features of kinder-
garten and many schools for play and learning
(Waller et al. 2017). Journeys by foot, bus or
car in the neighbourhood or into town
provide experiences in and of the urban envir-
onment its features, services, and care
(Blundell 2016; Evans & Horton 2016). Pre-
school and younger primary children’s en-
counters with places are accompanied, but
older primary children may have some free-
dom to roam on foot or by bike or bus, often
with friends. They may stretch their home
range beyond supposed bounds, being ad-
venturous. Given such opportunities children
see the affordances or opportunities provided
by places they are in, perhaps for a den site in
a park or a hidden nook in a tenement stair-
well (Camstra 1997; Christensen & O’Brien
2003; Valentine 2004; Malone 2018). This
range of experience varies naturally between
children. It depends on parents/carers and
family, where children live, whether transport
is readily accessible, their peers, their confid-
ence out about alone or with others, what ap-
peals to them and their age. Every child’s
everyday, informal Geography is personal and
differs from others across communities, na-
tions, and globally. Children in the same
classroom have similar but different place ex-
periences and knowledge to draw upon; their
understandings are diverse.

Children’s Geographies are broad and var-
ied. From an early age they encounter and
build a sense of the wider world beyond their
experience (Roberts 2014; Barlow &
Whitehouse 2019). They develop ideas about
other places through family tales and photo-
graphs, their peers, brief personal holidays,
and sources such as tourist advertising and
television news programmes about what hap-
pens around the world, including natural and
human disasters, and from films, some access
to social media posts, through illustrated in-
formation books, and from stories told and
read to and by them. Their knowledge,
though, is not always broad or accurate.
Primary children develop knowledge and mis-
understandings about topics of global debate
from climate change and extreme weather
events to migration concerns and the scale of
plastic waste (Ńi Laoire et al. 2011; Catling &
Willy 2018). They may know their own neigh-
bourhood only partially. Younger children de-

velop ideas and at times misconceived, even
negative, stereotypes about people, com-
munities, cultures, and some countries, based
on limited or dramatic information which re-
mains unchallenged because never revisited or
reconsidered (Scoffham 2019). Yet children re-
spond compassionately when they encounter
people’s needs in demanding and distressing
circumstances, such as the effects of poverty,
the lack for others of resources and services
which they take for granted, like water and san-
itary access, and the impacts of hurricane or
earthquake disasters. Primary children hear
about and at times see images in which people
exploit and damage the environment. They can
be distressed by such actions and events, and
wish to support ways to help people and care
for the environment. Often such information,
images, and perspectives are limited and un-
balanced, giving only one sense of lives in
other parts of the world. Children may gain no
sense of how ordinary and normal life usually
is and miss the resilience and determination of
people and communities to create the best
lives they can for now and the future. They
tend to take their own lives and places as
norms to evaluate others by seeing difference
as separation rather than as diversity provid-
ing richness in the world.

Younger children develop a positive sense
about places and what is attractive about en-
vironments. They wish to conserve what they
find interesting and pleasant, however small
scale, and to see actions to improve and even
change places. They can value replacing fea-
tures they regard as uninviting, hoping for be-
nefits, and they appreciate cleaning up places
and acting differently to maintain improved
sites (Murnaghan & Shillington 2016;
Freeman & van Heezik 2018). Children’s con-
cern about the amount, availability, and im-
pact of waste in neighbourhoods, the coun-
tryside, the seaside, and the oceans illustrate
their response to local and global concerns.
They notice carelessness about places be-
cause they learn about this through the media,
their peers, family, and school, where such
concerns are raised, questioned, and dis-
cussed. Children know also that tackling such
matters can be contentious and lead to con-
flict. Children know it is not easy to argue or
act when others are unconcerned or chal-
lenge why it should matter. This raises issues
of fairness, personal engagement, social

https://doi.org/10.1080/09585176.2014.894481
https://doi.org/10.1080/10382046.2019.1529712
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170justice, and power about the inequalities they
encounter locally and elsewhere, and younger
children will express their views about these
effects in their own lives and neighbourhoods
and in the lives and communities of others,
and question why they are not tackled.

Children’s Geographies are multifaceted (Fog
Olwig & Gulløv 2003; Skelton & Aitken 2019).
The strong dynamic in their lives is what is per-
sonal and affects them, and so is locally oriented,
but there are many influences which shape their
knowledge and understanding of the world
about them and elsewhere and that shape their
values and attitudes to people, places, and envir-
onments. This connects with their developing
awareness from a young age of their sense of
place, as home place and nationally, drawn from
personal experience and external influences.
Primary children develop an imaginative sense of
place, which emerges through their engagement
with the people, places and events in stories, of
what they might wish their world to be like, their
hopes for the future and their place in it. Their
sense is usually realistic though tempered with
hopefulness.

Younger children’s emergent and evolving
Geographies provides structure, coherence,
and conceptual sense for them, though they are
only gradually able to express and communic-
ate this through action, their developing graphic
capabilities, and with vocabulary and language,
moving from active to symbolic representations.
Children have agency within their own contexts,
for instance in constructing their spatial aware-
ness of places and in using this in familiar and
new settings and in realising their activities and
actions can have impacts on people and envir-
onments when making some sites their own or
being noticed out of place by adults (Tisdall et
al. 2014). Children’s understanding of their
places and what happens in and to them often

goes deeper than they show and tell. Their
people, place, and environmental engagement
is empowering for children at all ages (Firth
2013) and, while frequently silent or only ex-
pressed outside adult range, it lies at the heart of
children’s everyday or Ethnogeographies
(Martin 2008; Catling & Martin 2011; Catling
2017). Their Ethnogeographies evolve with their
experiences and the ways they accommodate
what they learn through their place and spatial
activities and encounters. Children learn, adapt,
trial, and develop new strategies in the places
and spaces of their lives.

Understanding and appreciating younger
children’s Geographies is important for primary
Geography. Children bring the building blocks
for deepening their geographical understanding
into school from their earliest years. Harnessing
this has been advocated, for example, in England
for many years (Barker 1974; Bale 1987; Catling
1988; Blyth & Krause 1995; Cooper et al. 2006;
Catling & Willy 2018). It is essential that primary
teachers realise, draw on and build on the Geo-
graphies children bring, as well as challenge chil-
dren’s misunderstandings and misconceptions
and develop the knowledge they have yet to
gain. Geographical studies should build richly on
children’s constant geographical experience, en-
abling them to broaden their knowledge and
deepen their understanding, consistently and
progressively taking them beyond what they
know and giving them a stronger structure for
making better sense of the world (Young &
Lambert 2014).This is what school studies in Geo-
graphy offer: enhancing children’s knowledge of
and giving new insights into the world, building
from the discipline’s range of perspectives
(Johnston & Sidaway 2016; Holt-Jensen 2018),
and its dynamic capacity for evolution, new lines
of enquiry and its realm world focus and evid-
ence (Stoltman et al. 2015).

3. The Challenge of Today’s Geography

Geography today is essential for understand-
ing the challenges faced by the world (Crane
2018; Dorling & Lee 2016; Murphy 2018),
challenges, such as change and develop-
ment in our urban and rural places, climate
change and its modifying effects on weather
patterns, ocean and land waste pollution, the
impacts of migration and conflict and their

social consequences, and the variety of ways
digital media provide different worlds to and
for us. These are matters which primary chil-
dren notice and are aware of, increasingly so
the older they are. They seem better in-
formed than many adults prefer–perhaps es-
sentially so for their present and future lives.

https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280802338130
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585176.2011.601624
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2017.1296923
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2017.1296923
https://doi.org/10.1080/10382046.2015.987435
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demonstrations have been one example, in
which primary age children have participated,
often with their parents (Thunberg 2019). Chil-
dren as young as 6 and 7 years old have parti-
cipated because they have noted the increas-
ing changes and drama in their own and
other’s weather and the concerns about its
causes and effects, such as increased and
more severe storms, flooding, heatwaves and
wildfires nationally and around globally
(Armstrong et al. 2018; Foster 2019). Their
senses of concern and urgency are not only
for themselves but for future generations
(Abate 2020). Family and younger children’s
uses of television and on-line and social media
provide information and access to the influ-
ences on climate change and the climate
emergency that has arisen. Children’s aware-
ness of environmental concerns includes the
damaging extraction and continuing very high
use of fossil fuels, the destruction of tropical
and temperate forests to meet agricultural
needs in food production, and continuing
urban encroachment as cities grow and raise
demands for services, water, waste removal,
and transport networks. Children notice shop
closures and increased home delivery ser-
vices. They have concerns about the volume of
wrapping on goods and food and about food
waste, as well as how we dispose of waste,
both casually in places and for collection. They
extol the increasing emphasis on goods recyc-
ling and reuse. Plastic waste in our oceans has
hit home through its impact on ocean wildlife.

Developing primary age children’s under-
standing and knowledge of the world presents
the challenge of developing and building up
what they know, engage with and are enthused
by. This presents a significant challenge for
Geography in the school curriculum in order to
provide for progression in their geographical
learning, working with and development of
their geographies (Barlow & Whitehouse
2019). An important focus will be on the devel-
opment of their geographical knowledge of
the world, of its places and locations, of the
processes, changes and outcomes involved in
these human and natural contexts, of the im-
pacts and concerns raised and the values ex-

We are now aware of the scale of micro-plastics
found in fresh, recycled and spring water. These
concerns bring together Physical and Human
Geography as Environmental Geography
(Duram 2018; Himiyama et al. 2020). They high-
light the need to understand their origins, how
they are caused or created, their uses and im-
pacts on people and places, and in what ways
these outcomes are helpful and problematic
and need or need not occur.

These issues raise core geographical chal-
lenges in the world today. They are about top-
ics which affect us directly in our localities, from
vehicle use and the impacts on road networks
and parking, to increasing demand for fresh
and processed foods, to the encouragement to
continue to wear out-of-date fashionable cloth-
ing traded around the world. Fundamentally,
we are all interdependent with many other
places and people; this affects both theirs and
our own lives and environments. It has become
increasingly the case that the sustainability of
our lifestyles, livelihoods, and places is ques-
tioned. Primary children need to engage with
these matters, to ask what is happening in the
world, what natural and human processes
cause and create these situations, how people,
places, and environments are affected, whether
there are benefits or not, and what might and
should be done. Such issues and young
people’s climate crisis strikes and protests point
to the vitality of Geography (Dolan 2022), not
only as an investigative discipline but in every-
one’s daily lives, child and adult alike, matters
of social justice (Pike 2021).

plored, which involve contention and contro-
versy, and of the enquiry methods and geo-
graphical skills younger children need to learn
to enhance and apply their geographical un-
derstanding, as indicated in Fig. 2.

In pre-school and their earliest years in
school, children should be involved in geo-
graphical studies. While such studies may not
be formally listed in the curriculum as Geo-
graphy, it is important that their teachers have
thought through the Geography which they
are helping children to learn during these
years (Catling & Willy 2018; Reynolds 2019;
Willy 2019). Their purpose should be to en-
able children to have a variety of geographical

4. The Challenge of Progression in Primary Geography
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level of understanding. By around the age of 7
years old young children should have been
finding out about places and people’s lives
and activities locally, including of their school,
begun to build up some basic information and
locational knowledge about people, cultures,
places, environments elsewhere and in the
world, help them to have a sense of them-
selves and of their place locally, nationally and
in the world. Their curiosity should be stimu-
lated and developed by encouraging their ob-
servations, through questioning of and by
them, and by being introduced to photo-
graphs and appropriate globes, atlases, and
maps. They should talk about what these and
other sources show and how they are helpful
in telling them about places, people and the
environment. They should expand their vo-
cabulary by describing what they see, noticing
some similarities and differences, some distri-
butions and patterns in and between places,
and some connections they have with other
people. Young children can talk about and
compare their feelings about their own places
and what they think is important and of con-
cern for themselves and others, including
changes they see and the extent to which
places are looked after.

Developing their geographical studies,
whether in a cross-curricular context or as a
subject itself, by about 9 years old children
should have investigated other places and
compared them with their own place, have

continued to extend their locational knowl-
edge of their locality, nationally and the world,
while becoming more aware of key natural
and human features at each scale. They should
be able to share what they think of and feel
about their neighbourhood and places nearby
(Pike 2016; Willy 2019). Fieldwork investiga-
tions should have taken them into their local
area and beyond, observing, recording, and
describing a variety of features and sites, look-
ing at uses and links with elsewhere. Such in-
terconnections should help children explore
people’s and places’ interdependence with
the wider world and involve making compar-
isons and becoming aware of diversity in com-
mon needs and experiences from shopping to
transport. Children should begin to recognise
that people live differently, in contrasting circum-
stances and have differing needs, but that they
should be thoughtful about how they comment
and be wary of making judgements. Their en-
quiries should involve an increasing use of a
range of sources, from maps and books to peo-
ple and websites, and include reflection on their
usefulness. Children should begin to recognise
that people, including their peers, may have dif-
ferent views about the same places, changes
and environmental care and concerns, but that
they can reasonably disagree.

As their geographical experience develops
and extends, children by the ages of 11/12
should know they have been studying Geo-
graphy. They should have a more extended
framework of world knowledge and be able to

Fig. 2. Key aspects of
primary children’s
progression in
geographical learning
(Source: author).
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maps to locate places in the news, their studies
and otherwise met. Children should realise how
their locality fits into the wider world of their
country, continent and the world (Buchanan
2013; Pike 2016; Dolan 2020). They should be
able to talk about aspects of life in their country,
and be able to state some comparisons with
other cultures and places in the world. They
might have made further focused investigations
in their locality and be able to analyse and ex-
plain what the area is like and some causes of
and reasons for changes. Through studies of
various places at different scales, children
should be aware of the spatial patterns of selec-
ted natural and human features and the geo-
graphical processes which lead to these. They
should be able to discuss the links between and
interdependence of people and places. They
should be aware of environmental and cultural

Through such a spiral curriculum progression
(Bruner 1960), children gradually gain insight
into and perspectives on the world which help
them recognise what it is like and its chal-
lenges. A key purpose is to foster children’s
sense of awe and wonder. Another is to help
them realise that there is much more involved
in understanding places, the ways we use
spaces, how we exploit and try to improve the
environment, the scales at which we act, the di-
versity of places and people’s lives, where all
this happens and how we make sense of it in
our local, national and global mental maps
(Pike 2016; Barlow & Whitehouse 2019). Fur-
thermore, primary Geography must encourage
children to interrogate what they study, to ask
why they need to know about some places
rather than others, what is informative for them
about any particular topic and why being con-
nected with other places, people, and environ-
ments is significant for us all (Willy 2019).
Studying Geography to build knowledge
about the world involves developing the skills
to do this, from map skills to fieldwork and mak-
ing use of secondary sources. Children need to
realise that they often access only pre-digested
and reconstructed sources of information. They
need to be becoming critical geographers.

Progression in geographical learning
gradually leads primary children to recognising

diversity locally, nationally, and globally, and of
the distribution of wealth and poverty and its ef-
fects, how people have sought to improve their
lives and why and how this is supported and en-
couraged. Children should be aware of the vari-
ety of environments and the impact of natural
and human-caused hazardous events, and how
these are responded to. They should have had
opportunities to consider and express their
views about the exploitation of and care for and
improvement of places and environments, both
locally and globally (Boyle-Baise & Zein 2014). In
undertaking their studies and enquiries children
should develop their questioning skills and use
of primary and secondary evidence and sources
and be able to consider the quality and integrity
of these. They should communicate and discuss
their findings, conclusions and reflections, de-
bating these and appreciating why others may
hold different views.

5. The Challenge of Purpose for Primary Geography

the subject called Geography and what it offers.
They should also begin to realise what provides
Geography’s coherence, not its facts or urban
or landform studies but its big ideas or key con-
cepts. There are a variety of views and sugges-
tions about Geography’s key concepts. One set
suggested for primary schools in England iden-
tifies place, environment (physical and human
processes), space, scale, interconnections, en-
vironmental impact and sustainability, and cul-
tural awareness and identity (Catling & Willy
2018). These are outlined in Fig. 3.

There is consistency among Geography
educators about place, space, environment,
and scale as central concepts in Geography
(for instance, see Jackson 2006; Lambert &
Morgan 2010; Barlow & Whitehouse 2019).
These big ideas provide Geography’s es-
sence. They apply across the variety of the
subject’s interests and systematic areas of
study, though not all of them in all areas. For
instance, geographers apply these core con-
cepts in investigations of climate and weather
changes and their impact, and in examinations
of food and clothing sourcing and uses locally
and globally, just as they do in studies of chil-
dren’s play spaces, shop sourcing and selling
of goods, energy generation and access, and
the causes, impacts of and responses to mi-
gration. These primary Geography curriculum
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topics involve not simply studies in and of par-
ticular places at various scales but examine
the physical and human contexts and pro-
cesses involved and the interconnections and
spatial networks evident, as well as people’s
culturally diverse reactions and responses and
the environmental impacts and sustainability
issues and actions. Primary Geography holds
to its big ideas in developing children’s know-
ledge, understanding, and appreciation of the
world in which they, their families, and the rest
of us live, engage, act, and affect.

Yet, there is a deeper purpose in fostering
progression in children’s geographical learn-
ing. It is to empower younger children’s think-
ing about the world, giving them access to the
range of knowledge involved so that they ap-
preciate and value their world. One way to state
this is through the ways in which geographical
learning empowers children, as Maude has ar-
gued proposing a typology of five ways in
which Geography is a powerful subject (Maude

2016, 2017, 2018). Here, eight ways are sug-
gested, building on Maude’s typology, in which
geographical learning and knowledge are sig-
nificant for and empower primary children.
Their focus is to help children make better
sense of the world, to take them beyond their
everyday experiences, to engage them in a
fuller and deeper awareness of the Geography
of the world, to encourage their care for the en-
vironment, to foster their geographical enquiry
capabilities, to engage them in debating con-
cerns about the world, to build their sense of
place and identity, and to be able to say what
Geography studies and why. These are set out
and elaborated on in Fig. 4.

The interplay between younger children’s
everyday Geographies and their school learn-
ing in Geography provides ways through which
children gain a fuller and deeper understand-
ing of their own local and more broadly inter-
connected lives and their interactions with the
world to their own and other’s benefit.

Fig. 3. Geography’s big
ideas or key concepts
(see Catling 2019, p.
23)

https://doi.org/10.1080/10382046.2017.1320899
https://doi.org/10.1080/10382046.2017.1320899
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Fig. 4. Eight ways
primary Geography
empowers younger
children (developed
from Maude 2016,
2017, 2018)

6. The Challenge of High-Quality Teaching for Primary Geography

Teaching is central to primary children’s geo-
graphical learning, and a core challenge lies in
the confidence, enthusiasm, knowledge, skills,
and qualities primary teachers bring to their

Geography teaching. Key to this is their cur-
riculum making which, whether or not in the
context of external curriculum and teaching
requirements and standards, concerns the
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learning for their children of all ages. There are
several essential characteristics of high-quality
primary Geography teaching. These are dawn
from analyses in the United Kingdom about
exemplary high-quality teaching of Geo-
graphy in primary schools (Catling 2013,
2015, 2017; Till 2020), about which globally
there has been very limited research. Many of
these features exhibit the characteristics of ex-
pert primary teachers more generally (Eaude
2012, 2018).

Key to enabling high-quality primary Geo-
graphy is the educational value system in a
school. Geography is taught well because a
school’s leadership and staff recognise the
significance of Geography in and for chil-
dren’s present and future lives and for the
wider context of the planet. There is a commit-
ment to providing and developing children’s
geographical experience and learning (Willy
2019). There is the sense among the staff that
Geography is part and parcel of their daily
lives. The teachers know that the development
of children’s attitudes towards, experiences in,
and knowledge, understanding, and appreci-
ation of geographical insights and perspect-
ives depends on them. They know that for
themselves and their children Geography is of
real significance (Till 2020). In such a context,
primary teachers know that what they teach
matters a great deal, as does how they go
about their teaching. This involves, whether
they are fascinated by Geography or not, ex-
hibiting an honest enthusiasm for Geography,
and appreciate that geographical studies mo-
tivate children. They convey curiosity about
the world and enjoyment of its study.

Teachers know their children learn about
life around them, locally, nationally, and far
away from many sources. Primary teachers
build up their knowledge of their children’s
Geographies, recognising children’s experi-
ences and understandings differ while they
may share much. They appreciate their chil-
dren’s interests, strengths and limitations in
worldly knowledge, skills, values, and atti-
tudes. They recognise the value for children in
connecting with the Geography topics they
study (Pike 2016; Barlow & Whitehouse
2019). These teachers know their own geo-
graphical strengths and limitations. They un-
derstand and appreciate their own Geograph-
ies and the need to know the nature of the

Geography in each topic and about the
school’s locality. Their preparation clarifies
what is relevant and informs them enough to
be aware of the wider possibilities for geo-
graphical learning. They are learners about
the world (Catling 2017).

In teaching their Geography curriculum,
these teachers have goals but appreciate that
geographical learning is broader and more nu-
anced for each child. They are flexible about
their planned curriculum, and do not plan fully
because unexpected and unconsidered op-
portunities arise (Catling 2013). They have the
confidence to be opportunistic, even risky,
grounded in what they aim to achieve, for their
children’s geographical learning. Such teachers
are responsibly open-minded, responsive to
the potential of children’s suggestions for and
in a Geography topic, and they allow geo-
graphical topics to evolve. Children are given a
real role in developing their geographical
learning. By trusting them teachers enable chil-
dren to initiate and move forward in their geo-
graphical studies. The Geography curriculum is
an active dialogue with their children. Further-
more, they set high standards for their chil-
dren’s geographical studies and learning. They
have high expectations of the children who
know these and respond to them.

Geography is appreciated by these teachers
and their schools as tackling challenging and
controversial topics. They know Geography ex-
amines what is happening in the world and en-
gages with difficult matters (Dolan 2020).Teach-
ers recognise that in exploring issues and con-
cerns and looking at ways forward, children gain
a clearer world reality, exploring optimism and
hope. They educate for globally realistic chil-
dren. To do so effectively, teachers use motivat-
ing, active, and appropriate approaches based
in geographical enquiry and adapt and intro-
duce new elements to their teaching repertoire
as necessary, to engage children and their learn-
ing. They take risks with their teaching to learn
themselves. Progression is valued and under-
stood as not necessarily linear. Teachers and
schools revisit Geography’s key concepts, them-
atic areas, and skills within and across topics in a
spiral approach (Pike 2016). They use key envir-
onments, especially locally, to refocus and to ini-
tiate new ideas, topics, and ways of looking,
knowing children learn best through familiar
and novel contexts for children enjoy new territ-
ories. They know what their children have stud-

https://doi.org/10.1080/09585176.2013.801781
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2017.1296923
https://doi.org/10.1080/10382046.2019.1657677
https://doi.org/10.1080/10382046.2019.1657677
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2017.1296923
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585176.2013.801781
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graphy studies they will move; they work in the
context of a whole school approach not simply
their own annual class Geography curriculum.

Key for their teaching is that teachers know
and keep under review their children’s geograph-
ical strengths and needs. They are aware of what
the children have investigated and learned, what

they have found challenging and why, and they
support them in taking their next steps forward,
which should involve new challenges to take up.
Teachers use formative assessment and engage
their children in self-assessment, using rigorous
questioning and encouraging their children to
justify what they consider they should do next.
They involve the children in recording this and in

Fig. 5. Eight character-
istics of high-quality
primary teachers of
Geography (Source:
author).
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7. The Challenges for Primary Geography

reflecting on what they have learned and need to
keep in mind for their future learning.

High-quality primary Geography teaching is
demanding and challenging for the teacher, as

well as for their children, who benefit consider-
ably from it (Catling 2017; Catling et al.2022). In
summary, the characteristics of expert primary
Geography teaching are outlined in Fig. 5.

High quality primary Geography teaching and
learning integrates the focus on real and mean-
ingful Geography, a progressive, thoughtful, and
responsive curriculum, the full engagement of
the children, varied and engaging activities using
a range of good resources, and the commitment
of their teacher to children’s geographical learn-
ing. These present exciting opportunities when
creating a Geography curriculum for primary chil-
dren. Yet, there is more to learn about primary
children’s geographical learning and about
primary Geography teaching. There is limited re-
search into the curriculum, teaching and learning
of Geography in primary schools (Catling &
Willy 2018; Butt 2020), into what children gain
from their geographical education, how they feel
about this subject and their learning of and
through it, and into their primary teachers’ know-
ledge, views, and attitudes.

Drawing on what has been presented in this
article, ten challenges for primary Geography
are outlined. They are challenges to keep in
mind in creating, providing, and recognising
children’s learning in their Geography cur-
riculum. They present research demands too.
These are noted for each challenge as research
questions. Their purpose is to indicate aspects
of primary Geography which require thorough
investigation, in order to advance understand-
ing about the state, role, potential, and devel-
opment of Geography’s curriculum, teaching
and learning.

The first challenge is to enable all primary
children to develop their understanding of
their own Geographies and to broaden their
horizons, expanding their geographical aware-
ness. This involves accommodating into their
familiar Geographies, the Geographies of ex-
ternal events and other places, societies, cul-
tures, and environments learnt about through
school studies. Research questions: How do
children do this? How do their personal geo-
graphies change and develop? Do they be-
come better informed and, if so, how do they
use their acquired knowledge?

Connected with this is the second challenge
which is to fostering children’s growing aware-
ness of the ways Geography investigates and
understands the world, building their appreci-
ation of what Geography is, such that in their
later primary years they can say something
about what the subject studies and offers. This
involves reflecting from time to time on Geo-
graphy’s big ideas and its significance. Re-
search questions: What do children think Geo-
graphy is about and whether it has value for
them? What influences their views? How does
their understanding change over time?

This links to the third challenge which is to
empower children through the development of
their geographical knowledge and its applica-
tion in their lives and the lives of others. This in-
volves ensuring children notice the geograph-
ical dimensions of the world, that Geography is
everywhere and that without Geography they
are lost when understanding the world. Re-
search questions: What geographical know-
ledge matters for and to younger children?
What do they think they should study in Geo-
graphy? Why do they say this?

Fourthly, a further challenge is the study of
the real world: its places, cultures and societies,
environments,and natural and human-generated
events. These include matters, such as play areas,
shopping and trade,water use,migration,climate
change, oceans, pollution, sanitation, earth-
quakes and floods, food, energy and trade,
waste, transport, tourism, and much more. They
involve investigating and examining causes, pro-
cess, impacts, and outcomes for people, places,
and the environment, people’s responses, and
taking environmental responsibility and care. Re-
search questions: What to children is the real
world? How do they understand and appreciate
geographical features, processes, impacts, and
outcomes, and about environmental responsibil-
ity?

A fifth challenge lies in developing children’s
awareness of and knowledge about the Earth’s
diversity of its environments, peoples, cultures,

https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2017.1296923
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ent. It is about what diversity offers, how it is implicit
in their lives and ways of living.The world is a multi-
tude to be valued and treasured. Research ques-
tions: How well do children recognise global di-
versity of places, peoples, and environments? Do
they consider this important, and why do they think
this? What affects their attitudes and values about
people and places?

This challenge leads to a sixth, which is to ex-
plore, discuss, and reflect on contentious and
controversial matters, such as causing and dis-
posing of food and material waste, energy pro-
duction and use, people moving and the impacts
of migration, and the effects of gradual and sud-
den changes in the weather. Primary children,
aware of such matters,are better helped by learn-
ing about the natural and human processes in-
volved, that the different outcomes are conten-
tious for different people, and that there are val-
ues and attitudes to appreciate; these are not
simply factual matters. Research questions: What
to children are contentious and controversial en-
vironmental matters and issues? How do they
know about them? What views do they have
about particular controversies, and why?

Seventh, there is the challenge to develop geo-
graphical understanding progressively, building
information and thematic knowledge and the skills
in enquiry from kindergarten onwards. Geograph-
ical learning begins in informal and play-based
contexts and moves into investigating locally and
elsewhere actively and with secondary sources,
stories and drama, and debating some of the big
issues as children move through primary school.
Research questions: What is the variety of ways in
which children are and have been taught about
Geography? Which pedagogic approaches have
had effective impacts on their geographical learn-
ing? How have these stimulated and motivated
children?

An eighth challenge is to provide a context in
which teachers feel able to use their initiative

Providing and ensuring geographical learning
in the early years and primary schooling is a
challenge–but this is true for every primary
school subject–and it is influenced by national
and state policy decisions, school concerns,
priorities, resource access, and teachers’
knowledge and interests. What has been em-

while continuing to aim to develop agreed geo-
graphical outcomes. This requires structure and
flexibility for teaching and learning opportunit-
ies to be taken. It includes recognising, in-
volving, and trusting the children’s contributions,
giving them a real and deep stake in their geo-
graphical learning. Research questions: How ri-
gid or flexible are school Geography curricula?
How comfortable are primary teachers with their
school’s approach? How well do teachers listen,
take up children’s ideas and trust their instincts
to take risks? What would they change and why?

An important ninth challenge is to provide
fair time for Geography in whichever subject or
interdisciplinary context it is taught.This requires
a school commitment to support children’s pro-
gress and development through the school,
with time for depth of study, not an overloaded
Geography curriculum, and including possibilit-
ies and choices. Research questions: What Geo-
graphy really can be taught in the time avail-
able? Is depth more helpful than breadth in a
Geography curriculum? What limits or enables
time for teaching Geography? How does this en-
able progression in Geography’s teaching and
learning?

The tenth challenge is for primary Geography
to be taught by teachers who know the subject,
value how it enables children to build their under-
standing of the world, and appreciate what Geo-
graphy fundamentally is about, have knowledge
of the topics and relevant pedagogic skills to help
children learn effectively, and appreciate that
everyone has a geographical dimension to their
lives. This requires school leaders to provide op-
portunities for teachers to maintain and enhance
their Geography teaching through in-service pro-
fessional development. Research questions: What
do primary teachers need to know to teach Geo-
graphy well? What helps teachers to keep up-to-
date about Geography, and why? What support is
provided by their school for this?

8. Conclusion

phasised is that children bring an evolving
geographical awareness, knowledge, and un-
derstanding into school. In the modern world,
geographical learning is essential in children’s
schooling to enhance their lives (Dolan 2020).
It broadens their horizons, deepens their un-
derstanding, and helps them recognise the
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and achieve this for and with children requires
primary teachers to aim high, challenge their
children, use a wide variety of teaching ap-
proaches and skills, and help their children
know what they have achieved and will con-
tinue to need to learn.

Geography in earliest years and primary
education is not only a significant need for
children; it is a core aspect of their lives. Un-
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