Geography Teachers Stories of Sustainability: an introduction to narrative research

Abstract

Geography teacher recruitment and retention is an important issue for the future of geography
education. This special issue of IRGEE tackles this issue head on by focussing on geography teachers’
narratives about their experiences of teaching geography, and asking why some geography teachers
stay in the profession when others leave. This paper serves as an introduction to the special issue,
outlining why adopting a narrative approach enables us to gain a deeper understanding of the
experience of teaching geography, and why it is important to understand the experience of those
teachers that stay in the profession. The theme that emerges from this collection of papers is the
significance of the interplay between context and identity when seeking to understand geography
teachers’ work, and in particular why subject identity matters. These themes are echoed in the other
papers of this Special Issue: indicating that now there is sufficient evidence for geography education

to take the issue of teacher subject identity seriously, and for further research to consider the

implications for initial and continuing teacher education.



Geography Teachers Stories of Sustainability

The International Geographical Union’s Charter on Geographical Education marks a commitment to
the significance and importance of geography education as an entitlement for all young people, and
the Rome Declaration on Geography Education highlights the importance of qualified specialist
geography teachers. Despite both these of proclamations, geography teacher recruitment and
retention remain critical issues around the world. Much of the research on teacher retention has
neglected the role of subject identity, and has focussed on the negative impact of neo-liberal
education policies on teachers’ work. This special edition of IRGEE focuses on geography teachers
who are committed to teaching quality geography, and explores what contributes to their sustained

commitment, and the role played by their subject expertise.

Changes to curriculum can have an impact on geography education, and always requires quality
specialist interpretation. This situation is particularly acute when teachers with no previous
background or experience in geography are required to teach the subject. Issues around specialist
teaching in geography education are not new and have been widely reported in previous editions of
IRGEE (for example, see Barrett-Hacking, 1996; Blankman, van der Schee, Volman, & Boogaard,
2014; Brooks, 2006; Cokadar, 2013; Corney, 1998; Lee, 2003; Martin, 2005, 2008; Morley, 2012;
Ozden, 2008; Preston, 2014; Tan, Sharan, & Lee, 2005; Taylor, Nathan, & Coll, 2003; Walshe, 2007;
Lane, 2014). This special edition attempts to change the conversation by focussing on two specific
areas: the research methodologies used to understand geography teachers’ identities and on what

sustains geography teachers through their career.

Methodological approach: the value of narrative

The common methodological approach in the papers presented in this special edition is to focus on

teachers’ own stories about how they understand their work. The use of narrative or narrative-



inspired research methods is quite different to research that focuses on the implications of changing
educational policy or the neoliberal turn. But that is not to say that it does not take such positions
seriously. The methodological focus on narrative can be used to shed light on how the experience of
teaching is both informed and influenced by the different contexts teachers find themselves in. In
other words, it looks at the changing contexts that teachers work in, through their eyes and their

experiences.

Narrative enquiry is particularly useful to highlight the complexity of understanding education by
focusing on experience. (Parker et al 2011: 5). The value of this approach is that it gives ‘voice’ to the
individual teacher in recounting not just their experiences, but how they make sense of that
experience. Therefore, when we look at teachers’ narratives or stories, it is important to recognise
that the narrative is not necessarily a recollection of actual events, but can represent the individual’s
meaning-making as he or she generates a narrative to explain and justify his or her actions. This is
particularly true of a research situation, where a participant is generating a narrative for the purpose
of explaining something to the interviewer. Under these circumstances narratives are constructed to
show justification not causality (Goodson et al, 2010). MacLure takes this a step further and calls
narrative use within identity research as a form of argument which is: “inescapably moral: identity
claims are inevitably bound up with justifications of conduct and belief” (1993: 320). Understanding
narrative as argument emphasises the difference between narratives and factual recall: narratives
are social constructions that people use to make sense of themselves. However, to understand these
narratives, it is important to take them seriously in their own terms and “not just as the expression
of something underlying or overarching”. (Goodson et al 2010: 127, see also Biesta 2010). This
methodological approach is in line with a focus on finding out why individual geography teachers
behave in the way they do. The act of teaching geography can be driven by a range of values,

brought together by the teacher and made meaningful.



Sustainability and the teaching of geography

The second difference in the approach to this special issue is to focus on the idea of sustainability.
Traditionally within geography education sustainability is understood as a geographical concept
sometimes related to development and as a focus within the geography curriculum. However, in this
instance, the term is being used in relation to explore the retention of geography teachers, with a
view to understanding what makes some geography teachers stay in the profession when others
leave. As Day points out, many studies focus on negative stories: why teachers leave, and the why
the profession appears to be so unattractive to prospective teachers (Day, 2012). However, such a
perspective can skew our understanding of what it means to be a teacher today. Whilst recruitment
and retention are no doubt problems for teaching generally, but in particular for geography
education, by understanding why some teachers stay can help us to reconsider our approaches to
initial geography teacher education, and how we can prepare pre-service teachers for the reality of

teaching geography.

To this end, the call for papers for this special edition asked for papers that focus on:

e theoretical lenses that interrogate geography teachers’ practice, particularly that
acknowledges the challenges of teaching “today”;

e research that identifies the significance of teachers’ subject knowledge and identity on their
practice;

e narrative/interview based methodologies to elicit teacher’s accounts or “stories” of their

practice, and their subject expertise.

The papers that follow meet all three of these objectives, each taking a different stance and
viewpoint on the experience of teaching geography. Together, the papers highlight the need and
importance of research that focus on geography teachers’ practice. Moreover, the combination of

the papers underlines the significance of teachers having a strong geographical “story”. The



evidence presented suggests that this is an important component which can help to sustain teachers
throughout the day-to-day challenges of their work, and longer term through their careers. The
geographical spread of papers, combined with other recent articles in this journal, make a clear case
that such concerns are international and that there are sufficient similarities across different

contexts for a community-wide response.

Professional knowledge landscapes

The papers in this special issue speak for themselves. However the focus of bringing them together is
to recognise that there are commonalities in the experience of teaching geography that exist across
national boundaries. To understand this phenomena it is useful to see teachers as working in a
professional knowledge landscape. This idea was first introduced by Clandinin and Connelly (1995)
who describe these landscapes as being made up of ‘sacred stories’ which come from official
discourses, and which may be in conflict with teachers’ own stories of their professional practice.
Clandinin and Connelly argue that this creates dilemmas which are knowledge dilemmas as they
represent a conflict between official knowledge as represented by policies or directives from their
school or official discourses, and the personal knowledge of the teacher. These landscapes can play
a profound role in affecting how teachers work and can, in effect, ‘make teachers up’ in that they

can influence not just what teachers do but also who they are (see Brooks 2016).

One of the ways that teachers can respond to these ‘sacred stories’ in the professional knowledge
landscape is to draw upon dimensions of their professional identity which reflect their values about
geography, education and teaching. These values can be traced back to a teacher’s subject identity:
their geographical expertise. In other words, teacher subject identity can be an important driver in

how teachers respond to reforms in education.

The importance of teacher identity



Individual stories about teachers’ experiences are important. Large scale surveys like the VITAE
project reveal general patterns and trends in teachers’ working lives (Day & Gu, 2007; Day et al.,
2007; Sammons et al., 2007)). However to make full use of their findings, we need to understand
more about how teachers make sense of their working lives. The VITAE report makes two valuable
and important assertions: teachers’ commitment can have a positive impact on students’
attainment, and that effective teachers require resilience in order to sustain that commitment.

However, the research leaves these questions:

e Why are some teachers more committed than others?

e What influences teachers’ resilience?

e And what can we do to promote these qualities in future teachers?
The findings, narratives and stories discussed in this special issue throw some light on these
questions, particularly for geography teachers. Teacher identity is not static but can change and can

be context sensitive. To understand teachers we need to understand the contexts they work in.

Clandinin and Connelly (1995) identify that professional knowledge landscapes are both moral and
knowledge-based landscapes. But research in this area has yet to explore the school subject and
academic disciplinary contribution to this professional knowledge landscape. Indeed, the recent
research on neo-liberal education policies and their impact on schools (Maguire et al 2011; Kaniuka
2012; Hatch 2013) present a challenge to subject-based expertise. These policies can, on one hand,
focus on the importance of (subject) knowledge as the basis for teachers’ authority, but on the
other, represent the teaching profession as one predicated on technical skill and lacking any specific
knowledge based component. Teachers can be left wondering what role their subject knowledge can

play in their professional practice.

Teachers’ responses to pressures around them can be seen as being influenced their values and
personal perspectives. In turn, these are often inspired by teacher’s own stories of their subject and

why it is important, acting like a professional compass on their practice. In the papers presented



here, there is evidence of such a professional compass in action, and being used by teachers to
navigate the school contexts they are working in. The values implicit in a teacher’s story about their
subject (and why they think it is important) are key in how they relate and respond to where they
work and how they choose to teach geography. Previous research has suggested that teachers can
choose the extent to which they resist and comply with initiatives (Bowe & Ball with Gold, 1992), but
this is becoming more difficult. Departmental cultures and other networks are also significant in how
teachers respond (see Picton 2012 and Roberts 1995 for geography specific examples, as well as
Mitchell and Puttick in this volume) but, the extent to which teachers resist and comply is a personal

decision, guided by their values.

The attitudes towards teaching expressed by teachers are deeply rooted in their sense of what it
means to be a teacher of geography. Their values and beliefs are grounded in their geographical
identity, which can be a strong driver for their sustained motivation and for their practice. This
analysis goes beyond structural or sociological approaches that defines teacher identity and
professionalism in terms of structure and agency. Teachers’ understanding of teaching and learning

can be connected to their engagement with the subject: what it means to them.

Stories of sustainability

Each of the papers in this special issue presents a contribution of its own. Together they make an

important statement about why researching the experience of geography teachers matters.

Firstly, the collection of papers reveals an understanding that teaching is both identity work and
collective work: individual work that is undertaken in a social context (which Alexandre describes as
a form of social representation). The implication of this perspective on geography teachers’ identity
is significant. Part of the neoliberal education context is that it treats individuals as subjects who
believe they are acting in their self-interest but who can be viewed as acting in line with the

neoliberal agenda. Revealing the effect this has on individuals, and how it is manifest in their



practice and understanding of practice, is an important dimension in understanding the complexity

of teachers’ work, and in particular the significance of having a subject-based identity.

Each of the five papers that follows explores this relationship between identity and the social
context in different ways, revealing different dimensions to this relationship. Silvas et al’s paper
focuses on what teachers expertise looks like in a particular context. Researching with teachers in
rural parts of Chile, the research reveals that these teachers have different types of expertise, which
can be categorised as being: sensory in that it is based on experience; political as a pretext to local
action; and, subversive in that it may not connect with national requirements. The paper argues that
this is a kind of practical wisdom which is related to their contexts as teachers in rural communities.
This practical wisdom is not gained through teacher certification programmes, but is part of the
experience that they gain through their professional identity and the role that they recognise for
themselves in their community. By understanding the expertise of these teachers as being
influenced by their geographical context, this paper shows how important contexts can be in shaping
individual teacher’s identity: echoing the observation that the interplay between context and

identity is paramount.

Taking this theme of context to a different scale, Mitchell’s paper studies the workings of geography
departments in London. His analysis is focussed on how those departments make the geography
curriculum, and reveals processes that he describes as a form of hyper-socialisation. This research
also privileges the contexts that teachers work in but sees this context as a social landscape, which is
particularly influential when it operates as a supportive network acting as a locus of curriculum

generation.

Sticking with the scale of the geography department, Puttick’s research focuses on how stories, and
in particular collective and shared stories, can sustain and motivate teachers. This research
emphasises how important these stories are, particularly when they are linked to teachers’ personal

lives, a perspective Puttick describes as a teleological view which is deeply rooted in the history of



their own life. Puttick’s research also shows how these narratives can be seen as being both
individual and collective. They are a retelling of stories, shared narratives, which reveal the

discursive positioning of individual teachers within a shared social context.

The next paper serves as an important reminder that such social contexts are not completely free.
Seow’s paper reminds us that we need to see preservice teachers’ subject conceptions and practice
explicitly as responses to discursive contexts. This research highlights the changing nature of
discourse and the impact of power relationships on geography teachers’ knowledge and practice. It
reveals how such discursive environments can affect preservice teacher’s subject conceptions, their
developing identity of becoming a geography teachers and how they react to such contexts: both in
terms of how they comply and how they resist. Seow’s work acts as a timely reminder that context

and identity are mutually constructive: a negotiation of discourse.

Finally, Alexandre’s paper critiques the validity of focussing on teacher beliefs, and explores social
representations as an alternative. This exploration of social representation stems from two

interconnected processes:

- The development of teachers social representation systems as the foundation of their
subject and professional knowledge

- The development of their professional identity.

The professional representation of identity is activated when teachers are confronted with a specific
inter-relational context, and they have to identify with a particular group. Alexandre’s paper reminds

us that geography teachers’ identities are often “on show”.

Looking to the future

Taking these papers together, reveals some of the effects of the interplay between context and
identity specifically for geography teachers. There are gaps of course. All of the papers focus on

secondary school age geography teachers. The context of the primary school geography teacher is



very different, not to mention the complex identity work of a subject specialist within the primary
school. The papers also define context, and to some extent, identity differently. The methodological
approach of using narrative research has been criticised as being overly reflective and self-indulgent,

but as these papers can be illuminative about the experience of being a professional educator.

A practical and technical approach to initial and continuing teacher education can only go so far in
developing resilient and committed geography teachers. If we want a geography teaching
community that can respond to the changing economic, social and educational world in a principled,
ethical and informed way, then we need to consider the people who are teaching geography; and
what they are doing it for. We need to understand the situations they face, and their experience of
professional practice, and the impact this can have on them as individuals. This is ongoing work.
Once we understand these relationships better, then we can use this information to inform how we
interact with pre-service and in-service teachers. In other words, identity research with geography
teachers should be ongoing to build a body of evidence of what it means to teach geography. As our
understanding of geography teacher identity grows, so it can be used to inform teacher education
programmes; to build a body of expert specialist knowledge, and a robust teacher identity that
sustains teachers through changing times. | have described this as understanding teacher subject
identity as a professional compass (see Brooks 2016). The future challenge is how we can adapt
geography teacher education programmes so that teachers develop such a professional compass to

help them navigate changing and challenging professional knowledge landscapes.
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