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The last Ofsted geography report, Geography – 
learning to make a world of difference, (2011) 
published in January 2011, described geography 
in secondary schools as caught in a slow spiral 
of decline. Core knowledge in geography was 
especially poorly developed, particularly among 
those students who opted out of the subject at 
the end of key stage 3. Many students had mental 
images of places and the world around them 
that were often confused and lacking in spatial 
coherence. Many schools reported less time for 
geography in key stage 3, frequently as a result of 
senior management policies to provide additional 
time for other subjects. The increase in integrated 
courses in humanities, particularly in year 7, often 
linked to general skills-based initiatives, was also 
eating into prime geography time. Uninspiring 
teaching, a lack of challenge and the promotion 
of vocational alternatives also discouraged many 
students from choosing geography at GCSE.

Increasing numbers
Fast forward two years and the picture couldn’t 
be more of a contrast. For the first time in over 
a decade, the number of students taking the 
subject at GCSE has increased. The ‘EBacc 
(English Baccalaureate) effect’ has been 
perhaps the most profound and significant 
influence on the fortunes of the subject since 
the introduction of the national curriculum. 
Department for Education (2011) figures show 
that the introduction of the EBacc has led to an 
increase in the numbers of students studying 
GCSE geography. This is the highest level of 
intake for the last 13 years: 33% of students are 
set to take the subject in summer 2013 compared 
with 26% in 2010. As I visit schools, I recognise 
fresh buoyancy in the subject which has had its 
profile diminished and its role marginalised in 
far too many establishments for far too long. 
However, with the higher profile has come greater 
expectation. There is also apprehension about 
whether there is sufficient capacity and expertise 
left in the system, after so many years of neglect, 
to meet these fresh challenges.

Those schools where the integrity of the subject 
has been maintained are now well placed to 
provide for the expansion in numbers and adapt 
to the new curriculum and examination structure 
in the coming years. These schools may well 
have maintained their numbers of geography 
specialist teachers. Other schools may not be in 
such a favourable position to respond, especially 
the 140 or so schools who had run down their 
geography provision to the point that no students 
were actually being offered the subject at GCSE. 
This legacy of decline may hamper such schools 
from re-building their subject capability in the 

near future. Over 70 secondary schools were 
visited by HMI in the last three years: in less than 
half was provision judged to be good or better. 
The curriculum was judged to be especially weak, 
being good in only four out of ten schools visited, 
compared to over half three years previously. 
The most serious issue identified was that 
subject-specific training was not good in over 
three quarters of the schools visited; a decline 
from 36% in 2010. This is the sort of legacy that 
makes recovery and improvement fragile.

Weaknesses
The biggest weakness in many schools remains 
the quality of provision at key stage 3, where 
there may be significant amounts of non-
specialist teaching. As a result, many students are 
still underachieving, particularly the more able, 
because they are rarely being stretched by the 
content or the activities set. Scrutiny of students’ 
work at key stage 3 often shows little variation 
in the quality of response between their work in 
September and that produced the following June. 
Often this is because tasks rely on short responses 
with few opportunities for the students to write 
extensively or explain in depth. When students 
are asked to write in greater depth the emphasis 
is often on geography providing the context 
rather than being central to the writing. For 
example, work on the diary of a migrant might 
cover several pages but may not contain any 
geography of substance.

Mapwork skills continue to be poorly developed. 
It is not uncommon for students to be unfamiliar 
with Ordnance Survey maps (Figure 1). Maps are 
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Figure 1: Mapwork skills continue to be poorly developed. It is not 
uncommon for students to be unfamiliar with Ordnance Survey 
maps. Photo: Shaun Flannery.
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of locations – is integrated with classroom 
teaching. Good use is made of the outside 
environment and fieldwork to support learning 
with a range of multimedia resources used 
appropriately. Effective teaching makes frequent 
use of maps at a variety of scales. Good use 
is made of ICT and GIS to promote learning, 
enabling students to use data and information 
sources to search and investigate, select, organise, 
refine and present information well.

At key stage 4, teaching has become more 
functional: often the focus of a lesson is an  
exam question rather than the development  
of knowledge and understanding in the subject.  
A typical year 11 lesson may involve the teacher 
working through the start of a question with 
students, often linked to a mark scheme. Students 
will then attempt to answer the question and peer 
mark it against exam criteria. The plenary would 
check that all students attained similar outcomes. 
This increasing evidence for ‘teaching to the 
test’ reflects narrow and prescriptive teaching 
approaches; these may lead to good exam results 
but do not necessarily inspire students to love 
the subject. In order to improve the quality of 
geography, teaching needs to refocus on learning 
rather than training in exam technique. Currently, 
there is an imbalance in far too many schools.

Disjointed and fragmented
The neglect of geography as a discipline in 
schools in the past decade has resulted in a 
curriculum which is disjointed and fragmented in 
the majority of schools visited. Inspectors judged 
the curriculum to be good or better in only 39% 
of the schools visited compared to 51% in 2010. 
Discontinuity has always existed and continues to 
exist between what is taught in primary schools 
and key stage 3. In over half of the schools visited, 

a basic tool of geography but few students admit 
to being comfortable reading or using maps. 
Students often inform inspectors that they rarely 
have the opportunity to use maps in lessons. 
They are expected to develop an understanding 
of places and issues without being clear about 
where these places are, or knowing about the 
unique characteristics of their landscape. In 
far too many schools, map use is limited to 
specific examination requirements, rather than 
the progressive development of these specific 
geographical skills.

Learning in geography
If geography is to improve and develop, senior 
managers need to become aware of, and 
understand, what good teaching in geography 
actually looks like. There is often an insistence by 
senior managers that lessons follow a prescriptive 
formula which does not allow for spontaneity, 
creativity or real challenge for more able students. 
Following a joint observation with a senior 
manager it is not uncommon to find that the 
grade of the lesson is dependent on whether 
learning objectives were shared with students, 
how many bite-sized activities were planned 
for and how many times the teacher checked 
whether the students were making progress. 
Often little mention is made of learning in 
geography.

Inspection evidence shows that the most effective 
geography teaching develops breadth and depth 
in students’ knowledge and understanding of 
key geographical concepts of place, space, scale, 
diversity, interdependence and sustainability. 
Frequent opportunities are provided for pupils 
to develop and consolidate key geographical 
skills of enquiry, graphicacy and geographical 
communication. Regular fieldwork – in a variety  

Figure 2: These students are 
engaged in fieldwork in the 
Lake District based at the 
Blencathra FSC centre on 
a GA Worldwise challenge 
weekend. Most schools, 
however, are failing to meet 
statutory requirements for 
fieldwork. Photo: John Lyon.
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of the schools visited, too few opportunities 
have been taken to keep abreast of current 
developments in the subject or to be involved 
in subject-specific training. In these schools, 
the awareness of important issues affecting 
geography was poor. The lack of subject-specific 
professional development has resulted in many 
secondary departments stagnating and not being 
in a secure position to cope with the changes 
expected over the coming years. The demise 
of subject-specific support and advice in many 
local authorities has resulted in very limited 
opportunities for creative, professional debate in 
geography (Figure 3). This culture of inertia needs 
to change. In effective departments, the subject 
is usually supported by good networking through 
links to subject associations or partnerships 
with geography departments in other schools. 
Departments will benefit from having to think 
again what constitutes good geography. Schools 
and senior managers will also need to re-assess 
how they organise the curriculum to ensure that 
sufficient time and resources are made available 
for students to receive their full entitlement. 
Currently, signs are positive, but recovery remains 
fragile and the role of subject associations in 
providing the support and dialogue needed has 
never been more critical. | TG

the re-structuring of the key stage 3 curriculum 
by senior managers has been instrumental in 
reduced time for the subject. Poorly planned 
and taught integrated units of work in year 7, 
often linked to Opening Minds or Learning to 
Learn programmes, have resulted in less quality 
geography being covered. Some schools have 
chosen to reduce key stage 3 to a two-year 
programme, often on the dubious grounds of 
providing more time for examination courses. 
There is no evidence from the schools visited 
that this works well or that it ensures coverage 
of current national curriculum requirements. 
Most schools are also failing to meet statutory 
requirements for fieldwork and the use of GIS 
(Figure 2). The EBacc has resulted in an increasing 
numbers of schools hastily reconsidering whether 
their curriculum structure at key stage 3 provides 
a good basis for sustained success at GCSE and 
beyond. Geography has suddenly come back onto 
the agenda.

Subject-specific CPD
If provision in geography is to show sustained 
improvement in the next few years, subject 
leaders need to be more involved with their 
subject communities. In over three quarters 
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Useful weblink
Keep up-to-date with Ofsted’s work in geography by visiting the dedicated geography web pages on the Ofsted website at 
www.ofsted.gov.uk/inspection-reports/our-expert-knowledge/geography
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Figure 3: The demise of 
subject-specific support 

and advice in many local 
authorities has resulted in 

very limited opportunities for 
creative, professional debate 

in geography. These teachers 
are taking the opportunity for 

subject-specific professional 
development at the GA 

Annual conference.  
Photo: Bryan Ledgard.


