
Where’s the geography? (or “what makes a geography lesson ‘good’”) 

How should we judge the standard of a geography lesson or indeed plan for its delivery? In 
her lecture to the Geographical Association Annual Conference Margaret Roberts 
contrasted holistic professional judgements with externally-produced lists of standards. 
 
Margaret identified some advantages of having national standards, pointing out that they: 

 provide guidelines for those involved in teaching, training, management or inspection 

 promote greater consistency between different institutions 

 highlight some aspects of lessons that might otherwise be neglected 
 
She also drew attention to a serious flaw in their use: as ‘checklists’ for teaching, which can 
distort judgement on what is really happening in the classroom. This is because checklists 
appear to give equal weight to each criterion, and tend to focus on procedures which might 
have individual merit, but which fail to take account of the overall quality of learning. 
 
Margaret suggested three essential ingredients of a ‘good’ geography lesson: 
 
1. Geography 
 
Geographical data: Although teachers might draw on students' first-hand knowledge of the 
world as evidence in the classroom, for the most part, students study the world through 
representations of it, in various forms of secondary data e.g. statistics, graphs, maps, text, 
quotations from real people etc. So a good geography lesson needs some 'real stuff' in it - 
the evidence we use to make generalisations and judgements. This secondary data can be 
presented in textbooks, on resource sheets, multimedia presentations or accessed through 
the Internet. 
 
Geographical ideas Geographers make sense of the world through their ideas, through 
concepts, generalisations, models and theories. A lesson might introduce students to 
particular concepts, e.g. erosion, relief, migration or poverty. It might introduce students to 
theories, e.g. the theory of plate tectonic. Gaining understanding of geographical ideas 
enables students to generalise, to relate facts to one another, indeed to think 
geographically. 
 
Locational contexts: Places, regions, countries and continents do not exist in isolation but 
are interconnected; the location of what is studied in relation to other places is significant. 
Locational knowledge of continents, oceans, countries, cities, deserts, etc, enables us to 
place new information into a wider context. Students can be expected to know the locations 
of places they are studying and its significance.  
 
 
2. Connecting with students' minds 
If teachers are to plan for students to make progress in geography, then they need to know 
students' current capabilities: what they already know, understand and can do. 
The implication for 'good' geography lessons is that teachers should: 
 



 Elicit what students already know 

 Elicit what students already understand 

 Elicit students' opinions and feelings 

 Support students' progress 
 

3. Opportunities to make sense of geography 
In every geography lesson students need opportunities to make sense of new information 
through the active construction of knowledge rather than from receiving knowledge fully 
formed from external sources. If students are to develop understanding as well as 
accumulate information then geography teachers need to allow time for students to explore 
new information and to relate it to what they already know. It is important that 
geographical information 'goes through the brain' and that students have time 'to pass it 
into and around their consciousness'. Students make sense of the world through language - 
through talking and writing – and so good geography lessons contain meaningful 
opportunities for discussion and dialogue, sorting data, ranking information, identifying links 
between concepts, reconstructing information in alternative forms, discursive writing etc. 
 
Download a full version of Margaret’s argument from 

http://www.geography.org.uk/download/GA_PRMGHWhatMakesAGeographyLessonGood.pdf 

 

http://www.geography.org.uk/download/GA_PRMGHWhatMakesAGeographyLessonGood.pdf

