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By way of introduction, I have varied experiences in geography education beginning with my 
chosen career, dare I say it, as a social studies teacher.  My academic background is in physical 
geography, so at least I’m credible on that count.  I also worked as a curriculum developer and 
writer and as a social studies consultant for Manitoba Education.  I have also taught sessional 
courses in geography and social studies methods at university level. I am currently involved in 
several projects as an Educational Consultant.   
 
 
 
First, I want to thank CGE (formerly CCGE) and the CAG for organizing the upcoming forum to 
discuss the critical issue of improving geographic education. My association with CGE had a 
profound impact on my practice as a teacher and provincial social studies consultant and on my 
efforts in improving geographic education in my sphere of influence from the classroom to the 
entire province. I know that many others have had similar experiences. I have also had 
connections with the Prairie Division of the CAG and this experience has enriched my own 
professional development and given new insights on the transition that students of geography 
encounter as they move from high school to university.  Although it is clear that much remains to 
be done, I want to acknowledge the dedicated efforts and hard work of these two organizations 
over many years.     
 
 
 
It is a major concern that the state of geographic education is less than perfect, in particular at a 
time when we are more connected and inter-connected than ever before with the rest of the world 
and when questions of sustainability and the very survival of the human race are real and urgent. 
I think it is important, however, to consider what constitutes good geographic education, or 
perhaps more specifically, what we mean by geographic literacy and how it is measured. Is an 
overview of school curricula and university course offerings a good measure of the health of 
geographic education?  Is student performance in formal geography courses a good measure? 
What about the ubiquitous annual media street surveys on Canada Day asking what Canadians 
know about their country?  Or even Canada’s silver medal standing in the recent National 
Geographic World Championship? In short, I believe we need to address what we mean by good 
geographic education and what constitutes acceptable geographic literacy before we can devise 
ways to achieve success.   
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It frequently amazed me during my teaching that students arrived in grade 10 without good 
understanding of what geography really was or appreciation for its importance in our everyday 
lives. We must find ways to engage students in our discipline at an earlier age.  We must provide 
acknowledgement that they have geography knowledge and skills from life experiences if not 
from earlier education, invite them to tap this existing knowledge, offer explanations, investigate 
relevance, and prompt further inquiry. We need to make sure that educators at all levels see 
social studies in general and geography in particular as a critical opportunity for students (and 
teachers) to engage in authentic and meaningful learning as they grapple with the complex 
geographical, environmental and socio-economic challenges that define the 21st century.  
 
 
I have made reference to the CGE and CAG as key stakeholders in improving geographic 
literacy.  They have worked collaboratively on initiatives such as the 2005 Symposium at the 
University of Western Ontario which produced a number of documents listed on their respective 
websites.  An important initiative worth noting is the joint CCGE – Critical Thinking 
Consortium publication Teaching About Geographical Thinking (2008).  The CGE has numerous 
other documents and initiatives to support geographic literacy. In addition, both the Royal 
Canadian Geographic Society and the National Geographic Society provide numerous supports 
for enhancing geographic education. Our current initiative should make use of work that has 
already been done (which in some cases needing updating) when advantageous to do so.   
 
 
 
As for other important stakeholders, there is no doubt that faculties of education are also critical 
in improving geographic education.  I think it is safe to say that much of the success (or lack 
thereof) of faculties in promoting geographic literacy is dependent on the qualifications, 
experiences and interests of the particular social studies methods instructor engaged.  Given that 
instructors are frequently sessional and temporary, however, there appears to be no baseline of 
minimum instruction in geography methods amidst the more general social studies methods. I am 
not certain whether this situation is commonplace across the country, but it does indicate that we 
cannot expect our students to get a strong geographic education if faculties of education do not 
equip teachers to do so.   In short, any strategy to improve geographic education must include 
faculties of education.     
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Any discussion of geography content in the curriculum and the importance of geographic literacy 
must necessarily include ministries of education for it is there that curriculum decisions are 
made. I do not know if provincial/territorial ministries were invited to the upcoming meeting, but 
they must be specifically included in our deliberations and initiatives if we are to make any 
progress in improving geographic education. Similarly, provincial and territorial social 
studies/geography subject councils, whether or not they are present at this meeting, must also be 
consulted and engaged in this discussion.  
 
We must identify who the important stakeholders are and then take specific measures to include 
them. Without their involvement and support our efforts cannot be successful. If young children 
and those in their pre and teen years do not have opportunity and encouragement to develop 
quality geographic literacy, we should not expect miracles when they arrive in the post-
secondary geography and teacher-training classrooms.   
 
It is certainly true that the quantity and quality of geographic education varies considerably from 
one jurisdiction to another in Canada and that this reality adds to the challenge at hand.  It is 
critical for us to be familiar with this patchwork since it is impossible to plan where we want to 
go if we do not know where we are.  An excellent primer is Allison Segeren’s study “Mapping 
Geographical Education in Canada: Geography in the Elementary and Secondary Curriculum 
across Canada” in Review of International Geographical Education Online ©RIGEO Vol.2, 
No.1, Spring.  (This article is referenced in the meeting website Spatial-Info under the tab 
Background & External Links or it can be directly assessed at 
http://rigeo.org/vol2no1/2.7.RIGEO-VOL.2.NO.1-7.pdf).  In addition to the curriculum survey, 
Segeren identifies numerous salient points in the discussion portion of her paper which are 
relevant to our task at hand.  We need to go beyond counting curriculum and course offerings to 
investigate how many students actually take geography courses.  There need to be more frequent 
surveys for up to date information because curriculum change and renewal is ongoing.  We need 
data about the growing phenomenon of online education, specifically in the area of geography. 
These bits of information would give further insight into the state of geographic education and 
provide more guidance for our discussions to address this matter.  
 
Enough said about my “position”.  I look forward to meeting like-minded colleagues and to our 
deliberations in St. John’s to find ways to improve geographic literacy in Canada.  I might add 
that St. John’s is an exciting meeting venue for geographers, in particular those of us from the 
prairies.  If by chance I happen to be absent from a session, you might find me doing field work 
on the cliffs around Signal Hill or perhaps investigating the nature of fluid dynamics on George 
Street.   
 
 
 


