Choose your own
ADVENTURE

Geography is more important now than ever – it can provide excellent
opportunities for self-expression and global connection

U

s teachers have
always had to be
adaptable, but
I think it’s fair to
say that teaching in lockdown
has tested our adaptability
more than ever. Training
myself to work at a desk and
teach remotely has negatively
impacted my step count but,
more importantly, it’s also
been really frustrating when
all I want to do is be there in
person to show my class how
to do their work.
I am my school’s
geography lead and have a
passion for global citizenship
so I wanted to ensure that
pupils maintained a high
quality of geography education
in these new unfamiliar
circumstances. Of course,
there were challenges.
As teachers were catapulted
into uncharted territory,
it quickly became evident
that geography was relegated
to the back benches while
more familiar subjects like
reading, writing and maths
took centre stage. Even I found
other subjects easier to teach
remotely. Geography, on the
other hand, felt like a subject
that needed some in-person
guidance from the teacher,
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as some concepts can be hard to
pick up initially – I’m looking at
you, fieldwork and compasses.
Teachers were busy trying
to help children adapt to the
needs of ICT literacy, so it was
understandable that geography
became an afterthought.
When I made a presentation
on human and physical features
and asked children to identify
them on different photos, the
answers I received showed
that the children were just
not getting it. Judging by
the number of children who
submitted work for another
lesson, based on exploring
mountain ranges with Google
Expeditions (a virtual reality
app), it appeared that tech-savvy
pupils were accessing work
that others couldn’t without
the support of a teacher. I felt
so frustrated – I knew I could
explain things better if we were
together in a classroom.

characteristics of, I gave them
relevant websites and said,
“You choose!”. It sounds simple,
but the results were staggering.
The amount of work submitted
improved drastically.
‘Continent week’ saw
children learning about
different continents and
creating presentations on a
chosen country from each.
Our air miles topic saw children
finding food around their home
and calculating the air miles
that their shopping had racked
up. This approach linked their
learning to their own home
environments, rather than
constraining it to a classroom.
For local history month, I asked
pupils to research a place local
to them and explain why it
was important. “I love this!”,
one of my happy geographers
commented on Google
Classroom.

Staggering results

A crucial part of geography
is the exploration of the
relationships between people
and their environments. During
lockdown, everyone around
the world was static. This was
new territory and I wanted the
children to be able to express
and explore this and link it in
with global citizenship.
After some digging around
on teacher Facebook groups,
I was able to connect with
a fellow Year 5/6 class in
Glenbervie, New Zealand.
After introducing the children
to each other, we started to
share learning about our home
countries. Working at a very
diverse school, this allowed
pupils to express not only their

While there were obviously
challenges with pupil-led
learning, the flipside was
that learning was also led by
pupil choice. Instead of telling
children what country they
were going to explore the

“The children were amazed
that they were learning
about a country on the other
side of the world from people
who were actually there”
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Sharing experiences

British identity, but also their
multicultural heritage to a
new audience. In return, we
received presentations from
our linked school about New
Zealand and their links to
other cultures. The children
were amazed that they were
learning about a country on
the other side of the world
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from people who were actually
there. I encouraged pupils
to share their experiences of
lockdown with their partners
in New Zealand; this allowed
them space to talk about their
feelings and thoughts in a new
way and to draw comparisons
and comfort from the
experiences of others.
My pupils were so
desperate to learn more from
their far-flung partners that
this geography lesson flowed
effortlessly into literacy
(writing letters to one another)
and history (learning about
New Zealand’s place in the
British Empire). Overall, the
experience engendered a sense
of belonging for the children, as
they understood that our global
community was going through
the same hardship together.

Voyage captains

Recently I’ve been considering
how I will teach geography
going forwards. The future
is uncertain at the moment
and might contain a mix of
remote and in-person teaching.
How will I use my experience
of teaching geography in
lockdown to better cater
for and engage children in
their learning, whatever the
environment? How will I
advocate for geography as
schools focus on closing the
gaps in core subjects?
My plan of action is to
familiarise my colleagues with
Google Earth, and other similar
resources, and train them
on the benefits of using it in
geography lessons. I also want
to build on the ‘pupil choice’
model which worked so well
for me in lockdown, and also
make sure that curriculum

objectives are taught in a
way that applies to real-life
situations. This means asking
children where they want to
explore (within curriculum
objectives, of course), and
continuing to examine the
idea that geography can
provide an opportunity
for self-expression and
connection. I’m certainly going
to continue our relationship
with our New Zealand
friends and try and organise
something similar for the
other classes in my school.
Through bringing
geography into children’s
lived experiences and allowing
children to be the captains
of their own exploration
voyages, we can not only raise
attainment in the subject, but
also help children relate to
the rapidly changing world in
which we find ourselves. TP
Ciera Melvin is geography
lead at Hillyfield Primary
Academy in London.

FIVE WAYS TO
TEACH WITH
GOOGLE EARTH
Google Earth is a dream
for teaching geography.
The website is really easy
for children to navigate
and they love using it.
If you’re teaching
about geology
(volcanoes,
plate tectonics,
the ocean floor), use the
‘Voyager’ tool and select
the ‘Layers’ option.
It contains many options
for visualising different
aspects of depth and
height.
Using the ‘Map
style’ button,
pupils can
explore physical
and human features of
different landscapes.
The ‘Clean’ option allows
children to fully explore
the differences.
When researching
different cities
and countries,
Google Earth gives
you a ‘Points of interest’
option which can be used
to explore significant
physical and human
landmarks in a certain
place. Pupils can click
along streets in ‘Street
view’ to truly get an
insight into how different
places look.
Marry geography
and maths by
using Google
Earth to measure
distance, area and
perimeter. The ruler in
the toolbar shows pupils
real-life applications for
the geometry concepts
they learn in maths.
Use the ‘I’m
feeling lucky’
button as an
extension activity
for fast finishers. This
allows pupils to explore
random locations around
the world.
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