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QUESTIONS TO PONDER IN THE WORKSHOP

1. What does it mean when people say that it needs 
to be a world class, ‘state of the art’, dynamic, 
contemporary and relevant geography curriculum 
for Australian students in the 21st Century?

2. What does such a curriculum in Geography look 
like?

3. Does the geography curriculum described in the 
Shape Paper reflect such a geography curriculum



Michael Palin, President, RGS

“We live in a constantly changing and interacting world –
geography is the study of how political, economic, social and 
environmental processes shape, differentiate and change places and 
regions.”  Dr Rita Gardner, RGS Director

The question to be asked when 
reviewing the Australian 
Curriculum for geography is: “how 
will it prepare young people in 
Australia for the 21st Century?”. 



• EVALUATE OUR GEOGRAPHY COURSES

• DEVELOP A 21ST CENTURY GEOGRAPHY 
CURRICULUM 

* PRESENT GEOGRAPHY AS A 
DYNAMIC, RELEVANT and
EXCITING DISCIPLINE FOR STUDENTS

* PROMOTE THE ‘BRAND’ OF GEOGRAPHY IN 
THE COMMUNITY

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM 
FOR GEOGRAPHY IS A ONCE IN A TEACHING LIFETIME 
OPPORTUNITY TO:



“Children are native to cyberspace, and we, as adults, 
are immigrants.”-

Douglas Rushkoff, author, teacher, and sociologist

“Spatial technology is the tool of the geographer in 
the 21st Century.”

George Dailey, ESRI US Education Manager

21st Century geography in our schools

“The Australian Curriculum for geography is an 
unprecedented opportunity to ensure that geography in 
schools reflects amazing developments in 
‘neogeography’.” (new geography, applied to the usage of geographical 

techniques and tools used for personal and community activities.) 
Dr Peter Hill, ACARA CEO



Towards a 
National Geography 
Curriculum Project

AGTA IAGRGSQ

A reminder about the Towards a  
National Geography Curriculum Project

Three geographical organisations were involved in 
leading the project:
•Australian Geography Teachers Association Ltd
•Institute of Australian Geographers Inc
•Royal Geographical Society of Queensland Inc

HOW WE HAVE GOT TO THIS STAGE





How did the Towards the National 
Geography Curriculum Project progress?

Stage 1: October 2008 – June 2009
1. A background report, written by three appointed  writers

2. A Position Paper written by the TNGC Steering Committee 
and presented to ACARA in May 2009.  This paper was 
used extensively by ACARA as a part of their development 
of the Australian Curriculum for geography draft Shaping 
Paper (May 21, 2010)



The project involved Australia-wide 
consultation forums in:

ACT 

New South Wales

Northern Territory 

Queensland

South Australia

Tasmania

Western Australia



CONSULTATION IMPRESSIONS
The project consultation across Australia 
indicated that there was strong support for a 
national geography curriculum that is shaped by: 

content that provides:
opportunities to study both physical and human geography
 flexibility to study core and optional topics 
an engaging and intellectually challenging study

progression of each student’s geographical 
learning appropriate to their level of 
schooling 

continued …



 an inquiry-based approach that investigates 
key questions about geographical topics at a 
range of scales 

• the application of geographical skills including 
those using ICT 

• the opportunity to link study with the personal world 
of students 

• the development of students’ prior knowledge and 
skills in a way that avoids repetition



The ongoing work of the TNGC Project

Stage 2: June 2009-August 2011?
• Involved in writing, consultation process and 

lobbying.

Stage 3: August 2011-December 2014
• Involved in implementation.



“The new curriculum, to roll out from 2011, starts with 
English, maths, science and history. The second round 
(2012) will cover geography, languages and the arts.”

GREAT EXCITEMENT IN 2009 WHEN IT 
WAS ANNOUNCED BY ACARA THAT:



VIEWING GEOGRAPHY CURRICULUM 
THROUGH THE LENS OF  21ST CENTURY



It is becoming increasingly obvious to many that the 
‘factory style’ of education which was developed in the 
19th Century for the requirements of the Industrial Age   
is not suited to the information rich interconnected 
globalised world of the 21st Century.



Can our education system developed in the 20th century continue to
educate effectively the 21st Century citizen? The literature says ‘no’
because the needs of the 21st Century learner are vastly different in this
changing world and that teachers and their pedagogy, curriculum,
schools and systems need to change.



They will  have 
a different view 
about 
knowledge and 
learning.

Presumption

The nature of the 21st Century and particularly 
computers are changing the way students learn.

Often they will  find out things through the computer 
that their teacher will know little about. 

Knowledge is important, but because of time constraints it must be 
chunks of deep learning, not vast swathes of shallow learning.”  

http://wiki.bath.ac.uk/display/charlescornelius/A+Curriculum+for+the+21st+Century



The 21st Century learner?
“Today we must see learners in a new context”

They require and expect:
• not to have to learn knowledge “by rote”. They recognize 

that knowledge is important but don’t expect to learn chunks 
of deep knowledge

• to learn the skills of knowledge acquisition, analysis and 
synthesis

• real world competencies through their learning
• the freedom to personalise/customise their learning/tasks to 

meet their personal needs
• their learning to be flexible, self reliant and autonomous
• new technologies to be available to support their learning 

and collaborative work in the real and virtual space
• the opportunity to study in depth a topic/issue they find of 

interest 
• connectivity with their life and their learning experiences



They are interested in:
•real stories
•issues of social justice
•connecting with others in the real and virtual space
•using current technology to learn – in particular to enhance 
connectivity
•being active citizens and make a difference
•embracing cross-cultural competencies – sensitivity to other 
cultures
•greenness and sustainability through real ecologically 
responsible acts
•being global in outlook – citizens of the world
•customising their education to their needs – personal 
pathways
•being a resourceful learner, curious, enquiring, community 
relevant and learning beyond the school day



What does a 21st Century curriculum look like?
“Schools in the 21st Century will be laced with a project-based curriculum for life 
aimed at engaging students in addressing real-world problems, issues important 
to humanity, and question that matter.”

• flexible 
• range of ‘non-traditional’ literacy’s i.e. visual, 

financial, health, media, environmental, spatial etc  
• develops cultural literacy and intercultural 

understanding
• is thematic in nature, providing guidance via the 

provision of ‘big ideas’ and ‘essential questions’, 
instead of discreet content alone

• the lens of sustainability

21st Century curriculum continued



• builds relationships with others to pose and solve 
problems

• is inquiry based 
• relates to the community and interact in a 

meaningful way 
• focus on the citizenship capacity of the individual 
• is global in treatment-
• enables creativity in thought and action 
• recognises a variety of ways to demonstrate 

knowledge and skills
• challenges students to inquire as to possible 

futures
• stimulates student curiosity and inquisitiveness



• provide project-based activities for students to 
work in teams and independently.

• be an environment for active learning with the 
ability to be spontaneous in response to events 
and student interests.

• provide students with the opportunity to solve 
problems and be active “solution-seekers” using 
the latest technology.

• create an environment of unfinished business so 
that students remain curious and inquisitive

• provide the opportunity for students to connect with 
the community, and each other

• Link with others around the world (real and virtual)

21st Century classroom continued

The 21st Century  classroom should:



• involve learning that encourages empathy and 
understanding

• have critical analysis and synthesis as a mode of 
problem solving

• be creative and encouraging of lateral thinking
• be dynamic and flexible, able to respond to 

change in situation, events and circumstances
• develop all modes of communication skills for 

students
• be as “real” as possible, always looking for links 

with the world outside the classroom – the walls 
of the classroom to be as porous as possible. 
Such porosity would include service learning, 
fieldwork etc



21ST CENTURY GEOGRAPHY RESOURCE
Sponsored by Spatial Education Australia

SEDA, a     
co-operative 
initiative 
since 1998 
between 
universities, 
the GTASA 
and the 
Spatial 
Industry in 
South 
Australia.



Timeline – Geography
Stage Activity Timeline
Curriculum 
Framing

Geography Reference Group develop framing statement August-
October, 2009

Curriculum 
Development

Process for development of curriculum documents
Step 1 – Lead writer and Advisory panel established to write 

The Shape of the Australian Curriculum: Geography 
paper

Step 2 – 1st draft to ACARA Board March, 2010
Step 3 – June 21st,  2010 Shape Paper released                    
Step 4 – Post August 2010: Writers and Advisory group   

appointed to develop scope and sequence

December 2009 
– August 2011

Consultation Initial Consultation Forum on March 29th, 2010
Consultation on Shape Paper closes on August 27th, 2010
Consultation process to be developed for 2011

March 29th 2010 
- 2011

Publication and 
trialing

Digital publication
Trial schools identified in December 2010

June-
September 2011

Implementation Pilot schools in 2012 From January 
2012



http://www.acara.edu.au/





Shape Paper for the Australian Curriculum: Geography

Is to be the basis of planning, teaching and
assessment of geography in schools.





Hotspots during the development of the paper
• What is Geography?
• What does Geography in schools look like?
• Defining the term environment
• The balance between physical and human 

geography
• The content v’s process debate
• How important is the spatial concept in comparison 

to the concept of place? 
• The degree of focus on sustainability in geography
• Spatial technology and it’s use as a core issue
• The uniqueness of the inquiry process in geography
• Should knowledge and understanding be separated 

as strands?



Geography is….. 
Geography is the investigation and understanding of the places 
that make up our world. It is described as ‘the why of where’. 
Places are specific areas of the Earth’s surface, and can range 
from a locality to a country to a major world region.  Geography 
answers our questions about why there are particular 
environmental and human characteristics; how and why these 
characteristics vary from place to place, how places are 
connected and how and why they are changing. Geography 
examines these questions at all scales from the local to the 
global and over time periods that range from a few to thousands 
of years. It also looks forward, and explores ways of influencing 
and managing the future of places including their environmental, 
economic and social sustainability. 
From the ACARA Shape Paper for geography

“I Iike geography. I like to know where places are.” Tom Felton

I get to go to overseas places, like Canada."— Britney Spears



"The purpose of geography is to provide 'a view 
of the whole' earth by mapping the location of 
places."
Ptolemy (83 AD – 161 AD) Greek Mathematician, 
Geographer, Astronomer, and Astrologer

There is more to 
geography than meets 
the eye!!

"If geography itself has any significance it 
is that we are made to lift our eyes from our 
small provincial selves to the whole complex 
and magnificent world."

Richard Burton (1821 - 1890) to the Royal Geographical 
Society. 
British explorer, translator, writer, soldier, orientalist, 
ethnologist, linguist, poet, hypnotist, fencer and diplomat.



GEOGRAPHICAL PERSPECTIVES
• Geographers use three complementary

perspectives in their investigation of the world;
place, space and environment.

• Geography includes much more than the
investigation of individual places. It also involves
the study of the biophysical environment, the
relationships between people and that
environment, the spatial distribution of
phenomena across the surface of the earth, and
the connections and interactions between people
and environments in different places.



GEOGRAPHICAL CONCEPTS
• change
• distance
• diversity
• interaction
• interdependence
• landscape
• location
• pattern
• perception
• place
• process
• proximity
• relationship
• risk
• scale
• space
• spatial distribution
• sustainability
• system

In the Australian Curriculum: 
Geography, the term environment, 
where unqualified, means the living 
and non-living elements of the earth’s 
surface and atmosphere. 

Field work is any study undertaken 
outside the classroom, and could 
be within the school grounds, 
around the neighbouring streets, or 
in more distant locations.



The aims of the Australian Curriculum: Geography for students are:

• developing a sense of wonder, curiosity, knowledge 
and interest about the variety of environments, 
peoples, cultures and places that exist throughout the 
world providing students with a sound geographical 
knowledge of their own place, of Australia, and of the 
world

• enabling them to explore and gain a good 
understanding of geographical thinking including its 
perspectives, concepts and ways of explaining

• enabling them to become thoughtful and active local, 
national and global citizens, and to understand how 
they can influence the futures of places

Aims of the AC geography continued ….



• developing their ability to ask geographical 
questions, plan an inquiry, collect and analyse 
information, (particularly through fieldwork and 
spatial technologies); reach conclusions based 
on evidence and logical reasoning, and 
communicate their findings in effective ways

• making them confident and creative users of 
geographical skills, and enable them to use 
these skills to extend their knowledge; make 
sense of new situations, and solve problems.

“Without geography you’re nowhere.”

Jimmy Buffet, singer, songwriter and author



Program development and pedagogical considerations
The Australian Curriculum: Geography should: 

• involve field work at all stages 
• be constructed to allow time and scope for inquiry based 

learning
• should be engaging and intellectually challenging
• focus on depth of understanding rather than breadth of 

content
• be supported by forms of assessment that enable students 

to demonstrate their knowledge of skills and how to apply 
them

• not be value-free as values and attitudes cannot be 
divorced from the content

Program development and pedagogical considerations continued ….



• teach students how to use scale in the exploration of 
questions

• avoid prescribing specific case studies that all 
students must do

• identify those places and countries that are important 
to the area in which their school is located 

• provide opportunities for teachers to connect with 
young people’s present and future lives

• challenge and excite students with content that might 
be beyond their immediate horizon

• make students aware that knowledge can be 
contested and is dynamic

Program development and pedagogical considerations continued ….



• Encourage the use of 21st Century spatial technology
• allow teachers the flexibility to incorporate topical and 

current events
• Integrate and reflect the Australian Curriculum General 

Capabilities and Cross Curriculum Priorities

General Capabilities Cross Curriculum 
Priorities

•Literacy
•Numeracy
•Information and communication 
technology (ICT) competence
•Critical and creative thinking
•Ethical behaviour
•Personal and social competence 
•Intercultural understanding

•Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
histories and cultures
•Sustainability
•Asia and Australia’s engagement 
with Asia



STRUCTURE OF THE GEOGRAPHY CURRICULUM
Two strands: Geographical knowledge and understanding & Geographical inquiry and skills

Geographical knowledge 
and understanding

Geographical inquiry 
and skills

•Geographical knowledge is the facts, 
generalisations, principles, theories, models and 
explanatory frameworks developed in geography 
to explain the spatial distribution of and 
relationships between the characteristics of places. 
•Geographical understanding is the ability to see 
the relationships between items of knowledge; to 
construct explanatory frameworks and models to 
show these relationships, and to weave them into 
an integrated whole. 

•Geographical inquiry is about the 
methodologies that geographers use to find 
new knowledge, or knowledge that is new to 
them, and the ways that they attempt to 
understand and explain what they have 
observed. 
•Geographical skills are the techniques and 
tools that geographers use in a geographical 
inquiry. 

The content to be studied in the geographical knowledge and understanding 
strand should, wherever possible, be expressed as key ideas that students 
should understand and be able to explain i.e. weather can be a hazard, but the risks 
can be reduced through human adjustment to the conditions presented.



The curriculum content 
to be studied in the 
geographical inquiry 
and skills strand could 
be listed under the 
headings in this 
example, as these 
identify each step in 
the inquiry process.



Curriculum progression
The Australian Curriculum: Geography should be structured 
to produce the following types of progression through the 
school years:

– from the description of phenomena to their analysis and 
explanation

– from observation to investigation, analysis, decision making, 
evaluation and reflection

– from places and topics that are known to those that are 
increasingly beyond the student’s experience

– from a simple to a more complex knowledge of the process of 
geographical inquiry

– from the use of only a few to a growing number of concepts, and a 
deeper understanding of these concepts

– an increasing number of ways of explaining
– increasing levels of abstraction
– involvement with values that become more contested
– an increasingly more critical approach to evidence and 

knowledge.



Scope and sequence

Although the curriculum will be developed year by year, 
the shape paper provides a guideline across five groups 
of years:

•Foundation – Year 2: typically students from 5 to 8 years of age
•Years 3–4: typically students from 8 to 10 years of age
•Years 5–6: typically students from 10 to 12 years of age
•Years 7–10: typically students from 12 to 15 years of age
•Years 11–12:typically students from 15 to 18 years of age



Core ideas
• Foundation to Year 10, has two sets of core ideas 

about specific characteristics, through which 
students will cumulatively learn about the basic 
patterns, processes and principles that explain the 
geography of their world. 

• One set focuses on the environmental 
characteristics of places, but also explores related 
human themes

• the other focuses on their human characteristics, 
but also explores environmental themes. 



There is a thematic approach across Foundation – Year 6; 

* local (Years F-2): curriculum focus is on geographical awareness; on exploring 
the geographies of children’s lives and of places near and far. 

* national (Years 3-4): curriculum focus is on becoming engaged in geographical 
investigations of places, environments and spatial patterns. 

* global (Years 5-6): curriculum focus is on geographical investigation leading to 
involvement.



The shape paper contains suggested topics from F-10 to teach the core ideas
(Environmental and Human Characteristics) of the geographical knowledge and 
understanding strand i.e. environmental consequences of urban development, personal 
travel and household consumption (Year 5-6 Environmental Characteristics).

The work of the curriculum writers will be to develop suggested topics that can be used 
to teach the core ideas, and other topics that can be used to extend and apply these 
ideas. 

However it will be important during the curriculum writing process that teachers should 
be free to choose their own case studies to teach the topics.



Senior Years Geography

Unit 1: Global land cover change and its 
effects on the environment

Unit 2: Human geography 
Unit 3: Futures orientation 
Unit 4: Environmental geography 

Proposed that there be one geography course, 
consisting of four units. 



CONCLUSION
The Australian Curriculum: Geography; will be designed to 
give young Australians the geographical understanding 
needed to make sense of their own world, an appreciation of 
the diversity, complexity and interdependence of places and 
their peoples, and a set of skills that will be useful in their 
future life. It will give them a knowledge of both Australia and 
of the world, and of significant trends and issues that will 
affect their lives. Above all, they will learn how to think 
geographically, how to find and evaluate new geographical 
knowledge, and how to be critical users of this knowledge in 
their adult life.



How does the Shape Paper shape up as a 21st Century Curriculum of world class quality?





Keeping in touch with AGTA

http://www.agta.asn.au/



Feedback on the ACARA and the TNGC websites
http://www.acara.edu.au/
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/home/

www.ngc.org.au



www.gtasa.asn.au

REGISTER ON THE GTASA WEBSITE



http://spatialworlds.blogspot.com/


