GILBERT M. GROSVENOR

The Case for Geography Education

Through its Geography Education Program, the
National Geographic Society works with educators
to help students develop geographic literacy.

ver the past decade, America’s
O fortunes have become increas-

ingly intertwined with those of
other nations, yet geography has all but
disappeared from America's classrooms.
Geography has been folded into the
social studies or abandoned altogether.

Does that make sense in these times of
worldwide responsibilities and develop-
ments? How can we address this serious
problem?

In 1985, we at the National Geo-
graphic Society launched a new Geog-
raphy Education Program to revitalize

geography instruction in the nation's
schools. The Geography Education
Program takes a comprehensive ap-
proach to curmiculum reform. Its
projects and products include a net-
work of Geographic Alliances that
work to improve geography education
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Geographic
Alliances in 27 states
mobilize teachers,.
administrators, and
policymakers to
push for improved

geography
curriculums.

Speaker of the House of Representatives
Gib Lewis and the state’s education
agency have joined forces to commit
$50,000 for 1989 Alliance acuvities and
have agreed 1o introduce legislation o
secure multi-year funding for the future.

Other Alliances have formed work-
ing partnerships with their states to
improve geography education. The
Tennessee  Alliance, for instance,
worked with the state’s department of
education to prepare teacher certifica-
tion guidelines and require that all
students admitted to the University of
Tennessee have one year of world
geography or world history. The Alli-
ance reports that enrollments in sec-
ondary school geography couises
have increased by approximately 300
percent in the last two years. And
Kentucky's Alliance has formed a
three-year funding partnership among
the Society's Education Foundation,
the state department of education, and
the Kentucky Educational Foundation
1o develop geography material that
will supplement the history curricu-
lum in grades 4 through 6

Teacher Training

Teacher training is vital to any broad
curriculum reform effort. Teachers
need—and deserve—encouragement
to bolster their confidence and inser-
vice training to boost their creativity
and effectiveness. The Geography Ed-
ucation Program supports teachers
with a range of educational strategies,
lesson plans, and classroom materials
designed to strengthen their teaching
skills and enhance their students’

achievements. Since 1986, the Geogra-
phy Education Program has hosted an
annual Summer Geography Institute art
the National Geographic Society’s
headquarters in Washington, D.C. At-
tended by 249 K-12 teachers from
states with Geographic Alliances, this
intensive, four-week institute of work-
shops, lectures, training sessions, and
special events has three major goals: 1o
put effective teaching strategies and
materials to work in classrooms, (o
create teacher/leaders who are excited
abour what they do and can transfer
their newly gained confidence and
skills to other teachers, and to inspire
institute graduates to paricipate ac-
tively in their Alliances’ curriculum
reform efforts

In return for paid expenses, a sti-
pend, ard optional academic credit,
institute participants are required to
conduct workshops for their col-
leagues when they retum to their
school districts. Thus, the lessons
learned by institute graduates will be
passed along to thousands of other
teachers—and millions of students

Last summer, for the first time, the
Geography Education Program offered

a 10-day Instructional Leadership Insti-
tute for graduates of Alliance summer
geography institutes who have demon-
strated enthusiasm for geography and
qualities of leadership. This institute
infused the Alliance Network with key
players to aid in the mission of teacher
training, public awarcness, and sys-
temic change.

In addition to the Society’s Summer
Geography Institute and Instructional
Leadership Institute, nearly a thousand
teachers participate in Alliance-spon-
sored summer geography institutes
around the country. Team-taught by
college professors and teacher-
consultants trained at the Summer
Geography Institute, each two- to four-
week residential program features lec-
tures and field trips, classroom mate-
rials and lesson plans, and training in
conducting inservice workshops for
colleagues in teachers’ home districts
Throughout the year, Alliance states
also host a number of one- and wo-
day inservice workshops for teachers

In 1988, more than 700 teachers
attended summer geography institutes
in Washington and in 13 states, later
passing on their new geographic
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National

v Bee winner Jack Staddon and runner-up Michael Shanmon discuss the

Geography
competition with moderator Alex Trebek Fifteen-year-old Staddon won by correcily naming a
Sflat intermountain area in the central Andes—an altiplano
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knowledge and enthusiasm o more
than 63,000 students in their class-
rooms. Last summer's institute gradu-
ates multiplied that ripple effect: by
next year, institute graduates will have
given more than 1,400 inservice work-
shops attended by 43,000 teachers
who will help more than three million
students increase their understanding
of the world around them.

In partnership with the US. Depart-
ment of Education’s National Diffusion
Network, the Society also coordinates
a specialized program called the
Teaching Geography Project designed
to strengthen geographic instruction
across the curriculum. Materials for
the Teaching Geography Project in-
clude a teacher’s handbook, A Model
Jfor Action, that helps educators inte-
grate geography into a variety of aca-
demic subjects. These resources are
backed up by one- or two-day inser-
vice workshops that train teachers to
use effective strategies and supply
them with innovative classroom mate-
rials. Workshop content is tailored to
meet the needs of local teachers and
curriculums. The Teaching Geography
Project serves teachers in all 50 states.
There is a particularly strong demand
for workshops in states (such as Cali-
fornia, Mlinois, and New Jersey) that
have large populations of school-age
children and in states that have new
mandates for geography education. In
South Carolina, for example, a state-
mandated geography course began in
September 1988, and a workshop held
that month arttracted teachers from ev-
ery school district in the state.

Classroom Materials and
Technologies

Today's schoolchildren are technology
aficionados, bored with traditional
teaching and old-fashioned textbooks.
These students pose a real challenge, a
challenge the Society is meeting with
innovative teaching strategies and
high-impact materials and technolo-
gies used in thousands of elementary
and secondary schools in the United
States, Canada, and abroad.

In addition to producing its own
publications, maps, globes, and audio-
visual materials, the Society collabo-
rates with other innovators, including
Apple Computers and Lucasfilm, to
create computer software, videodiscs,

and other state-of-the-art educational
technologies that supply teachers with
powerful new ways to teach and give
students exciting new ways to discover
the beauty and utility of geography.

For example, National Geographic
Kids Network® is a new telecommu-
nications-based science curriculum
for students in grades 4 through 6 that
will eventually link youngsters in
10,000 schools across the country and
around the world via computer, en-
abling them to work together on sci-
entific and geographic research
projects and share the results.

Other new resources available to
the Alliances and schools across the
country include interactive videodiscs
that combine film footage and photo-
graphs with text frames (enabling stu-
dents to retrieve and cross-reference
stored data and images), computer
software kits, and a 15-minute video-
tape version of the Sociery’s award-
winning  multi-image slideshow,
“Geography: A Voyage of Discovery.”

Geography, taught with these fresh
ideas and exciting materials, can help
1o give students a broad understand-
ing of the world and the cultural,
political, economic, and environmen-
tal challenges they'll be asked to meet
as adults.

Special Events and
Celebrations
The Society sponsors a variety of high-
profile special events to spark stu-
dents’ interest in geographic themes.
In May, for example, months of in-
tense school- and state-level competi-
tions among students in grades 4
through 8 from 13,000 schools culmi-
nated in the finals of the first annual
National Geography Bee, sponsored
by the Society’'s WORLD magazine.
First-round school winners received a
book, an inflatable globe, and a certif-
icate of achievement, while their
schools received a world map. and a
certificate of appreciation. State-level
winners and their teachers traveled to
Washington as guests of the Society for
the finals. The Geography Bee's grand
prize winner, second- and third-place
winners received $25000, $15,000,
and $10,000 college scholarships, re-
spectively.

November 12-18, 1989, will mark
the Society’s third annual national

Geography Awareness Week. Each
year, Geography Awareness Week is
introduced as a Congressional resolu-
tion, signed by the President of the
United States, and celebrated by thou-
sands of elementary and secondary
students. The Geography Education
Program staff works with members of
Congress and the administration,
plans and promotes Geography
Awareness Week activities nationwide,
and distributes teacher activity packets
and posters to thousands of schools.
State Geographic Alliances, school dis-
tricts, and individual teachers generate
Geography Awareness Week activities
in local schools, including poster and
T-shirt contests, exhibits and field
trips, classroom appearances by radio
and television weathercasters and lo-
cal celebrities, Christmas tree tagging
projects, and other special events.

Meeting the Challenge

We at the National Geographic Society
understand that better geography ed-
ucation cannot, by itself, meet the
enormous challenges faced by the na-
tion's education system. But by work-
ing to convince the public and policy-
makers that geographic literacy is
important to our nation's future, the
Geography Education Program can
help build a groundswell of support
for international education. By recruit-
ing allies among governors, state edu-
cation officers, school administrators,
and teachers, the program can create a
powerful force for broad systemic
change. By training teachers and sup-
plying them with materials and back-
up support, the program can spark—
and hold—their students’ interest in
geography. And by giving today's rest-
less, computer-literate, and video-
savvy students stimulating ideas and
challenging materials, the program
can help them understand and shape
the world they will inherit. O

Author’s note: For more information on
geography education curriculum reform,
teacher training, and classroom materials,
contact Bob Dulli, Director, Geography
Education Program, National Geographic
Society, 17th and M 5ts, Washington, DC
20036

Gilbert M. Grosvenor is President and
Chair of the National Geographic Society
in Washington, D.C
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