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Several months ago, Dr. John 
Street, a geographer at the Univer­
sity of Hawaii, criticized the staltls 
of geography in Hawaii's public 
schools. In a new:.paper article, Pro· 
fessor Street stnted that 1w geogra­
phy was taught. Quick reaction 
Crom the State Department o[ Edu­
cation maintained that Professor 
Street was in error, that ahhough 
there were no courses in geography 
as such, it was taught in the social 
sltldies program. Furthermore, the 
Department said that it hoped to 
develop a comprehensive geography 
offering in the near future. 

At this point, the stage was set 
for cooperative action between edu­
cators an<l geographers. It never 
materialized. 

Furthermore, there was little 
common understanding from the 
beginning. Significantly, neither 
party ever deftned geography. Pre­
sumably there was no need; every· 
one knows what geography is. Per· 
haps so, but it is this author's sus­
picion that each party may have 
been looking at geography dif­
ferently: Dr. Street as a profession­
al geographer, the members of the 
State Department o[ Education as 
teachers and administrators. lVith­
out common understanding, there 
was no way to begin, no common 
ground from which to start. 

The purpose here is to provide a 
common understanding of geogra­
phy and its value in the school 
curriculum. 
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In a sense, geograph} is like the 
weather: people talk about it, hut 
nobody docs anything. Net1rly 
everyone payll homage to the vt1luc 
of geography in understanding his· 
tory, current event..~. and our space· 
age world. But few teachers know 
what geo~raphy is, and fewer ac· 
tually teach geograph}. \\'hat most 
o( us, classroom teachers included, 
know a bout geography is that it 
deals with names and places and 
that geographe1 s use maps. Beyond 
this, the exact nature of geography 
lacks clarity. 

PROULEMS OF 
MISUNDERSTANDING 

Part of the misunderstanding 
about the significance of geography 
in the curriculum is ch1e to geogra­
phers themselves. Jn the U nited 
States, during the cight·yc.11' period, 
1952-19fi0, only 18 doctoral degrees 
were earned in the teaching of 
gcogranhy. Overwhclmingl)', geog· 
raphers turn lo the university, to 
government, or to private business. 
Few become elementary or second· 
ary teachers or concerned with 
teacher education. Fewer still be· 
come school administrators. In ncl· 
clition, like most disciplines, geog· 
raphy suffers from acute self·analy· 
sis, academic hair-splitting about 
what is and what is not geography. 
Geographers are sensitive to the 
criticism of their contemporaries 
and are cautious in offering to print 
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their own interpretation of geog· 
raphy. 

Despite clisagreemelll on many 
speciftcs, most geographers would 
ag:ree that geography does have a 
central theme or core. Geography 
is concerned with describing :mcl 
explaining the inter-relationships 
between man and his physical and 
u1ltural environment. Geography 
deals with places, but geographers 
are concerned with finding out an<l 
portraying what places are like and 
why, more than describing where 
they arc. 

The location of a place, in re· 
lation to such things as access to 
the sea, nearness to mineral re· 
sources, amt its position in a par· 
ticular climatic region, affects man's 
way of life in that pk1ce. But know· 
ing only names and places does 
not give one a knowledge o[ geog· 
raphy any more than memorizing 
the chart of a tomic weights and 
valances would provide a knowl· 

EDUCATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 



edge of c.hemistry. Facts are valu­
able, and a geographer can make 
imponanl in£erences from the fact 
of a place's location. But place 
names are better learned through 
contact and use than through rote 
memorization; they are a by-pro­
duct or study rather than the prin­
cipal product. 

MANY REASONS FOR 
STUDYING GEOGRAPHY 

The principal product of study· 
ing geography is a heller under· 
standing of the relationships be­
tween man and his environment. 
Geographers believe that human 
activities arc influenced by the con· 
figuration of the land, the char­
acter of the soil, the temperature 
and rainfall, the availabilily of 
water, and other geographic factors. 
They do not believe, however, that 
man is like a Pavlovian white rat 
responding in a prescribed manner 
to certain external stimuli, £or in 
many ways man changes his en· 
vironment- building clams, clearing 
forests, planting crops, reclaiming 
swampland, and other activities. 
All of these illustrate the relation­
ships between man and his environ­
ment, and as such warrant the geog· 
rapher's accurate description and 
precise explanation. 

But what about maps? Everyone 
knows that geographers use maps. 
·where do they belong in the ex· 
planation of relationships? 

For the geographer the map 
is a mnemonic device on which, 
through the use of imaginative 
symbols and unique techniques, 
great bodies of geographic informa­
tion can be stored. The distribu­
tion patterns of clim:ue, soil, plant 
life, cities, highways, minerals, and 
the topography o{ the earth's sur­
face, as well as many other signi­
ficant elements, can be portrayed 
on maps. ]'\faking accurate maps 
and learning 10 read them precise­
ly arc little more than skills, how-
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ever, unless the information can be 
used with meaning. l\laking in· 
ferences :tbout places by using in­
formation recorded and read from 
maps is the ultimate objective of 
a geographer's use of maps. Map 
reading is not enough; map inter­
pretation is most important. 

Br understanding some of the 
ways in which man and his environ­
ment are related, a student can 
heller visuali1e what life is like in 
diverse regions of lhe world, and 
have some inkling wh). ,\ knowl­
edge or geography can help explain 
why so man} persons Jive in .Japan, 
fewer in Australia, and prnctical­
ly none at all in the Ama1.on Basin. 
\.\'ith an underst:mding of geogra· 
phy, events of history or today's 
newspaper can be dearly under­
stood. 

For the professional geographer, 
studying geogr.1phy may l>e an end 
in itself. Many people feel that 
geogr:tphy, for its own values, 
should be taught in the elementary 
•tnd secondary schools. But perhaps 
the most logical reason for teach­
in~ geography is its relationship lo 
other fields of studr. 

Geography can help explain 
other things. It is essential for 
understanding history, military sci­
ence, and meteorology. Knowledge 
of the principles of geography f:tci­
lit:tles learning in the earth and 
biological sciences. Without a 
s:mnd background of geography, 
teachers in these and other fields 
~uffer from a lack of depth. 

In our elementary and secondary 
schools, students seldom possess a 
knowledge of geography. Socia I 
swdics attempts to inter-relate geog­
raph). history, :md government, 
without first teaching geography. 
This c.annol be done. A~ a result, 
the course usually amounts to an 
embellishment of history and gov­
ernment in which the student mem­
ori1es a few place names and looks 
at, but rarely interprets, a few maps. 

None of the individual subjects is 
well taught. 

Geography must be taught as a 
separate subject. The failure and 
unpopularity of integrating geog· 
raphy with other courses was em· 
phasized in a survey, sponsored by 
t h e International Geographical 
Union with the financial assistance 
of UNESCO. 

U. S. LAGS BEHIND IN 
GEOGRAPHY STUDY 

During 1956 the Imernational 
Geographical Union met in Rio de 
.Janeiro. One of the major topics 
of concern was improvement in the 
teaching of gcoi.,traphy. The initial 
step was a survey of various aspects 
of geography in the different mem· 
ber countries. Some of the findings 
tire significanl here: 

It is good to report lhat in 
most countries of the world, 
t'."(<"t:fJt Unitt•cl Stal<'s of A lllt'r· 
ira geography is taught to all 
ages of pupils between eight 
:ind fourteen as a st•parntt• sub­
ject. In a rew countries only 
is the subject neglected at cer­
tain ages or restricted to the 
elementary levels. In a few 
countries only .. . is geogra­
phy integrated with other sub­
jects so as to Jose its identity 
and special function. (Italics 
are mine.) 

Furthermore, the commission re· 
ported that as a subject of study 
geography was generally well liked. 
\Vhere geography was taught as a 
part of the social studies, however, 
it was "not very popular;" when 
geography was taught as a purely 
factual list of names, places, and 
products, it was "very unpopular." 

Nol all stales or school districts 
in the United States have poor 
programs in geography, but good 
ones arc rnre. Two of the reasons 
for this are the enormous invest· 
ments in money and time and the 
lack of enlightened leadership re· 
quired for developing a satisfacLory 
geography program. Recently lhe 
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