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Geography has traditionally been viewed as a subject which is concerned with 'Capes and Bays', however, the importance of Geography stretches beyond the information which it provides, to a source of skills which are useful beyond the walls of school.  No other academic subject explains the relationships between terrestrial phenomena and in this regard Geography is essential for giving meaning to an increasingly complex world.

The Development of Geography
The roots of Geography as a discipline reach back to ancient Greece where philosophers such as Herodotus (c485-425 BC), and Eratosthenes (276-194 BC), were concerned with explaining historical events in a geographical framework and mapping the 'known world'.  Eratosthenes developed a system of longitudes and latitudes, and measured the circumference of the Earth.  The cartographical tradition of the ancient Greeks was developed further by Ptolemy (AD 90-198), who, despite the erroneous nature of his calculations, bequeath to posterity a map which would profoundly alter European society in the late medieval/early modern period (James, 1972; Holt-Jensen, 1980).  Strabo (64BC-AD20), wrote before Ptolemy however his works were discovered later.  His 17 volumes Geographia was an encyclopaedic description of the known world which attempted to explain cultural distinctiveness, political systems, and types of customs in particular places (Holt-Jensen, 1980).

The fall of the Roman empire and the growth in the dominance of the Catholic Church witnessed a decline in intellectual development in the late Christian/Early Medieval period.  The Aristotlian view of the universe, with the Earth, as Gods' creation at the very centre, became the dominant mode of thinking.  The maps which the Greek philosophers had developed on the basis of observation and reason were lost and replaced by artistic 'drawings' used as didactic devices to illustrate scriptural theory about the nature of the Earth (Robinson et al., 1984). The world became flat, centred on Jerusalem, and contained the three continents, Europe, Asia, and Africa, drawn in the shape of a 'T'.  These 'T in O' maps were representations of what was believed to have existed in the world.  

However, the Middle East was untouched by the surge in power of the Catholic Church, and Arabic learning flourished.  It was in this period that Al Idrisi described the climatic zones of the known world and Ibn Khaldun established Historical Geography by analysing the rise and fall of empires.  

One significant development in the thirteenth century was the invention of the Portolan Charts.  Although quite detailed in their execution, these navigational charts lacked any information bar the recording of coastlines, and did not have the benefit of the invention by the Chinese of Triangulation (Burke, 1985; Robinson et al., 1984; Holt-Jensen, 1980).

The emergence of Europe from the ravages of the Black Death sparked a renewal of learning.  Many scholars and business men (Burke, 1985), travelled in the Middle East in search of ancient manuscripts.  Just as Europe, in the late medieval period, was seeking new routes to the Spice Islands to avoid the Ottoman Turks, Ptolemys' map of the world was rediscovered.  Unaware of any possible errors, one sailor took the maps' information to heart and proposed his belief in a western route to the Indies and Japan.  Columbus' discovery of the Americas was a direct result of geographical information, inaccurate though it may have been.  The voyages of other explorers such as Magellan, and de Gama, greatly increased the stock of geographical knowledge and by 1569, Mercator produced his famous map of the world based on a projection still in use in the 1980's.

Although Strabo made observations on the nature of geography, Bernhard Varenius (1622 - 50) was the first to identify the essential difference in the character of physical and human geography.  In his Geogrtaphia Generalis he discussed the size and shape of the earth and the physical geography of the continents, seas and the atmosphere.  The relations between the earth and other heavenly bodies and the effect of the sun on world climate were treated in his relative or cosmic section, and in his comparative section he discussed location, and the principles of navigation.  (Holt-Jensen, 1980).  Varenius intended his work to be followed by what he termed 'special' geography, based upon  climate and climate zones, descriptions of relief vegetation and animal life, and human conditions including trade, settlements and forms of government.  Thus, his major contribution to geography was its division into 'general' and 'special' regions, which we recognised today as systematic and regional geography respectively.  More important for the philosophy of Geography however, was his recognition of general  and special Geography as two mutually interdependent parts of a whole (James, 1972).

The second important development of Geography as a subject was provided by Immanuel Kant (1724 - 1804).  Kant gave Geography its philosopical foundation as a science.  He identified two different ways of classifying empirical phenomena for the purpose of studying them (Holt-Jensen, 1980).  Logical Classification groups sciences according to their nature and is the basis for the systematic sciences.  Physical Classification groups sciences in accordance with their position in time and space.  History studies their phenomena which follow one another in time (Chronological science), while geography studies phenomena which lie side by side in space  (Chorological science) (Freeman 1978; Holt-Jensen, 1980).  History and Geography are essential sciences, for without them, man cannot achieve a full understanding of the world (Freeman 1978, Dewey).

Kant placed Geography within the sciences, but the development of Geography as an independent branch of knowledge resulted from the work of Alexander Von Humboldt (1769 - 1859) and Carl Ritter (1779 - 1869) .  Humboldt is perhaps remembered best for his Kosmos (Otte, 1849) subtitled, 'A Sketch of a Physical Description of the Universe'.  His greatest contribution to geography was his scientific, comparative method.  The work of the Geographer, he believed, was based upon observation, of which he was a master, recording in detailed descriptions and drawing all the new plant species he discovered and insects he observed.  Observation was followed by classification from which a hypothesis was formulated, experiments tested and laws formulated with regard to nature.  He joyed at his discovery of  'Unity in diversity', how different phenomena are connected, and in close proximity mutually interdependent.  Thus, he linked the presence of particular plant species to altitude and climate.

Humboldt was an active physical geographer.  Carl Ritter was the opposite, an armchair human geographer.  Ritter also accepted the wholeness of nature (Ganzheit).  A region was more than the sum of its parts, topographical, climatic, ethnical.  However Ritter's view of nature was shaped by his belief in a purpose for nature.  He saw the earth as God’s creations of which man was of central importance.

The nineteenth century witnessed the growth of Natural Science following Darwin's publication of the Origin of the Species (1859).  His work was in direct conflict with Ritter's teleological approach.  Religion could no longer provide insight into natural phenomena and the hypothetic-deductive method led science to be concerned with causes rather than purposes.  It was the increased interest in Geography, specifically Physical Geography, as a science which led its establishment as a university discipline.

Throughout the nineteenth entury, discussions on the nature of Geography were concerned with the relevance of Human Geography as a science.  Freidrich Ratzel placed Human Geography adjacent to Physical Geography by stressing the extent to which man lives under natures laws, and attempting to subject cultural phenomena to systematic study.

The development of Geography in the latter half of the 19th Century received new inputs from French Geographers most notably Paul Vidal de la Blache (1848 - 1918).  He argued that it was unreasonable to draw boundaries between cultural and natural phenomena and that they are united and inseparable.  His approach to the study of Geography became very influential.  He saw the task of the Geographer to observe facts, classify and explain phenomena through (1) Milieu, or the physical background of the landscape, (2) Genne de Vie, or the way of life as expressed and experienced by people, (3) Payssage, or the landscape and (4) Pays, which represented the total form of synthesis of the previous three aspects.  Synthesis was thus emerging as the principle task of the geographer.

The late nineteenth century also witnessed the growth of geographical societies and the spread of geographical education.  In Britian, H. J. Mackinder lectured in workmen's clubs.  Education was viewed by the upper classess as a means of preventing social unrest by providing the lower classess with an education which affirmed their position in society.  Mackinders contribution to geography is centred on the concept of the 'Heartland', in political geography.  'Whosoever controlled the heartland', he stated, 'controlled the periphery' (Mackinder, 1904). 
Geography developed steadily throughout the twenieth century, university chairs were established in the USA, Ireland and in Europe.  However the 1960's represented a period of unrest in the social sciences of which Geography was no exception. The 'Capes ans Bays' mentality of Geography was rejected by radical geographers in favour of a more socially relevant Geography.  The concern was not only to discover why things exist as they do, but to suggest ways in which human social and economic phenomena could be distributed along more equitable lines.  Not surprisingly, the radicals have been associated with Marxism.  The quantitative revolution in the 1970's sought the greater use of mathematical models to explain phenomena and establish laws based on statistical techniques.  This was a move which placed Geographical techniques firmly in the realm of the sciences.

The focus of Geography has thus developed into a study of the earth system and the activities and work of man.  Thralls defines geography as 'the physical-social science which describes, maps and seeks to explain the inter-relations between man and his physical environment'. (1958).  The degree to which the subjects of the Earth, and of man are to be studied vary.  Richard Hartshorne is responsible for perhaps the best known definition of the discipline (Johnston, 1983).  Hartshorne saw Geography as 'concerned to provide an accurate, orderly and rational descriptions and interpretations of the variable character of the Earth surface'.  Taken literally Geography studies the spatial variation of phenomena of the earth surface between one location and another.  What emerges is a discipline which is composed of many other disciplines such as geology, meteorology, sociology, economics, history and biology.  However, ones mastery of either or all of these disciplines does not establish one as a Geographer.  Geography is a science of synthesis (Johnson, 1983).  It is the Geographers ability to study each separate phenomenon and, this is the important point, mould them into a single study which describes and explains how they are interdependent, which underlines Geography as a discipline in its own right.  Here we have Humboldts and  Ritters view of the parts which make up the whole, the whole being more than the sum of the parts.  This regional approach to Geography is viewed by many as the core of the discipline (Fenneman 1919; Gregory, 1978).  This is in full agreement with Hartshorne who saw geography as the study of the areal differentiation of the earths surface.  Whilst Systematic Geography is viable its concern is very specific and cannot constitute part of the core of Geography because it usually neglects the role of man, in subjects such as Biogeography, Meteorology and Geology.  Therefore this authors conclusion is that Geography is 'physical-social science which is concerned with observing, classifying, and analysing the phenomena, and causes of phenomena of the earth system as a physical unit, and mans interaction on, and within this physical unit with a view to forming laws which explain processes, and developing widely applicable concepts'.  It is a definition which the author feels is justify in the light of the content of geography defined in Johnstons 'The Dictionary of  Human Geography' (1983).

Junior Cycle Geography
Any elementary course on Geography should introduce the student to the main branches of the discipline.  The aim of this section is to describe briefly, the content of the Junior Certificate syllabus in Geography and from there, discuss the aims of the course.  The course objectives elucidate the knowledge, concepts, skills and attitudes which it is hoped, the student will have acquired by the time he/she has completed the course.  It is to this that the author looks in justifying the position of Geography on the secondary curriculum.

The Syllabus
Interestingly, the Junior Cert Syllabus is introduced with a definition of the subject.

Geography is the study of people and their relationship with their environment.  It is concerned with helping to develop an understanding of the physical, social and economic processes which shape that environment.

Immediately one can deduce that the relevant course of study should include an examination of the patterns and processes which shape the physical environment.  And since man is essentially a social animal an analysis of the social patterns should be included in such a study.  Finally and importantly, the life cycle of a human being is profoundly dictated by economic phenomena.  Consequently phenomena such, the location of employment of varying types must be studied if an elementary course in Geography is to aspire to its definition.

The syllabus is divided into three sections. 


 (A)  The Human Habitat - Processes & Change.  Doubtlessly 'habitat' represents the influence of Evans in Irish Geography.  Ireland is recognised as having the greatest number of physiographical phenomena of any given area in the world (Evans, 1973; Herries-Davies, 1984).  This section of the syllabus is concerned with the topics of  Plate Tectonics, rivers, glaciers, and other physiological phenomena.


(B)  Population, Settlement Patterns and Urbanisation.  Populaion is obviously a central theme in Geography including fertility rates, birth and death rates, the concept of natural increase/decrease and migration.  And it has particular relevance in the late 20th century to development in the Third World.  We all live somewhere and these 'somewhere's' are broadly similar and so the concepts of settlement and settlement types are included.

  
(C)   Patterns of Economic Activity.  As stated previously, the pattern of economic of activity is of emmense importance.  Not only is the various forms of economic activity relevant, but resultant phenomena such as the distribution of wealth can be related to other topics on the course such as population, settlement patterns and urbanisation and the Third World.

These three sections are further subdivided into study/teaching units, which examine key ideas explored at local, national or international level and are explored by reference to a series of specified studies ; 

The content of the syllabus is best illustrated by reference to the list of section in Charles Hayes New Complete Geography 1 & 2, which provides the necessary material to satisfy the requirements of the Junior Certificate Syllabus in Geography.



1
The Earth Surface: Shaping the Crust.



2.
Maps and Photographs.



3.
Primary Economic Activity.



4.
Population and Human Migration



5.
Secondary Economic Activities.



6.
Focus on Weather and Climate




7.
Climate types and natural regions.



8.
Soil and vegetation



9.
Tertiary Economic Activity



10.
A World of Difference; First and Third World.



11.
Settlement Patterns



12.
Urban areas.

These sections are subdivided into a total of 75 chapters.

The Importance of Junior Certificate Geogrpahy
Geography can be seen as providing an education.  Often a pupil will question the value of studying a particular topic and parents will want to know the value of their children receive from studying a particular subject.  This implies that they are anxious that the education their children will receive will be worthwhile.  Graves makes the distinction between education and training.  Training may provide skills which are purposeful and useful, but training is not, by itself, an education.  Whereas education can have an element of training.  The key point he states is that education should not  be solely directed to an extrinsic end.  This is the concept of education for education's sake.  Graves states the accepted fact that education transforms the mind providing greater understanding or cognitive perspective.  An education system is inevitably part of the social and economic environment in which societies evolve.  Society therefore has a say in what is taught in schools.  School therefore, whilst providing an education which may have no extrinsic aims, may also perform other functions demanded by and for society (Graves, 1975).  Put simply not all that goes on in school is education.

Graves cites the subjects which an  educated person will have been exposed to.  He states that practioners have often made exaggerated claims for their subjects contribution to education and that these now seem difficult to substantiate.  One point of fact is clear, the aims of geography as a school subject have always been influenced by the prevailing 'philosophy' of education, by the prevailing paradym of geography.  This is evidence by the 1870 Act which introduced Geography to English schools as a subject which would provide the factual knowledge expected of children born into an empire on which the sun never sets (Hall 1978).  In France, geography was instituted in the curriculum after the defeat of France in the 1871 Franco-Prussian war.  It was felt that the inability of soldiers and captains to read and interpret maps, and to understand the landscape around them, contributed to the confusion of their army and brought them defeat (James, 1972).

Fairgrieves viewed Geography as not only helping people 'to earn a living' but also helping then 'to live' (Graves, 1975).  This is a clear statement of value of some of the concepts in Geography.  The teaching of Geography quickly began to lose its value based on factual information since the facts constantly changed.  Fairgrieves again saw the function of Geography as training future citizens to image condition on a worldwide basis and so help them think and understanding the social and political problems in the world.  Dewey wrote of the significance of Geography and History in the school curriculum.  Besides being an information studys par excellence, Geography together with History provided meaning and understanding of a confusing world to the pupil (Dewey, 1951).

Turning to the Junior Certificate syllabus, the aims and objectives clearly demonstrate the intrinsic and extrinsic value of geography.  An awareness of  spatial and temporal patterns of environmental phenomena is one aim whilst the second aim is to develop an understanding of the processes which shape natural, social and economic patterns.  Significantly, the syllabus aims to develop an understanding of the complex interactions which occur among natural, social and economic phenomena in a world which is constantly changing.  It is stated in the preamble that ' the education of young people today takes place against the background of a world with increasingly multicultural societies, sharp social and economical inequalities on a variety of scales, an increasing pace of socio-economic change and a growing concern over declining environmental quality in many regions '.  Thus the  syllabus also aims to promote a sensitive awareness of the environment, peoples, places and landscape and to develop their understanding of important issues and problems in contemporary society.

The natural curiosity pupils have about their own and other peoples social and physical environment is stated in an aim to foster and build upon this curiousity.  Dewey confirms the fostering of curiosity as essential in the provision of an education (Dewey, 1951).  The development of organised thinking and cognitive abilities is aimed at, especially in the area of application, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, creativity and imagination.  Finally, the syllabus lists some extrinsic aims such as the development of practical, social valuing and communication skills which is sees as not only of geographic significance but also of general significance.

The course objectives lists the knowledge, concepts, skills and attitudes which pupils should acquire through their study of geography.

The first objective is knowledge.  The pupils should show an understanding and be able to recall information of geographical importance.  The emphasis on knowledge has declined between the Junior Certificate course and old Intermediate Certificate course.  The new syllabus places greater emphasis on its second objective, concepts.  The key concepts listed are location, Spatial distribution, areal distribution, interrelationship, spatial interaction, density, region and change over time.

The pupils are required to show the ability to use and apply these concepts in such a way as to develop their understanding of significant generalisations, including models, theories and principles.

This deliberate emphasis is an attempt to move geography away from the 'Capes and Bays' mentality towards a more generalised analysis of the connection between phenomena.  The shift of emphasis is due mainly to Piagets work into the intellectual development of children.  Piagets research indicates intellectual development being dependent on the process of conceptualization of a 'raw data experience'.  Thus, according to Graves, it is necessary to accept that in structuring a syllabus, one is essentially concerned with concepts and skills rather than facts.  This is particular true of Geography, where concepts of wide importance abound.  In a world of constant change, concepts allow generalisation of specific stimuli, they prevent the need for constant learning, enable a greater understanding of the world (Heywood, 1982).  Thus the emphasis on concepts is important for the increased learning of the pupil.

The attitudes which Geography provides are of paramount importance in the light of a shrinking world where people and places have being brought more closely together by means of improved transportation and the growth in availability of media such as newspapers, radio and television and the internet.  Broadly speaking, the Junior Certificate course in geography seeks to encourage pupils to develop positive attitudes towards themselves, others and their environment.  Two key attitudinal objectives are an appreciation of social cultural and environmental diversity and an awareness of the existence and danger of stereotyping and prejudice.  Another key objective is to encourage the pupil to develop a positive attitude towards participation in democratic processes, particularly those which influence decision-making.  Here, education can be seen quite clearly to be influenced by society.

The clearest expression of the extrinsic value of a geography education is in the skills which it provides.  The ability to read and interpret maps & photographs is central to any study of Geography and has many uses beyond a school education, most notably in defense, and urban and regional planning.  The ability to acquire and interpret statistical information in numerical form and in graph form is important and can be used to back up generalisations which form concepts about particular phenomena.  The course seeks to develop the pupils reading and comprehension skills and to improve their presentation skills.  In addition it seeks to develop pupils skills in observing, collecting, recording, presenting, analysing and interpreting field information.  Of central importance to geography as a subject is the ability to synthesis and evaluate information for the purpose of drawing conclusions, testing hypothesis, drawing informed opinions and suggesting sensible solutions to problems.  This should be a central objective in any Geography course.

Geography is a broad subject with great variation.  It seeks to explain the relationships between man and his environment through studies both thematic and regional, at a number of scales.  In doing this, Geography provides and opportunity to satisfy a persons curosity as to why things are the way they are, who he/she is, and what the relationship between them is.  To complete a recognisable Geographical study, a number of methods may be used however definite skills are required.  These skills include analysis, interpretation and generalisation of information both statistical and graphical.  The subject promotes a greater awareness of the world as a physical entity and a human habitat and gives meaning to this awareness.  It is at once, full of information of intrinsic value and concepts and skills of extrinsic value.  No childs education can be complete without an awareness of Geography.  The subject serves to open the mind to the greatness and beauty of the world, but also to the inevitable fact that it is finite, with finite resources and in danger through the activities of man, of threatening the extinction of all life. Every child, especially in these days of depleting Ozone, Greenhouse gases, social inequality, and poor land use planning, should be educated to try and discover a more harmonious way for Man to live with nature.  Geography provides this form of education. If I had to sum up the importance of the subject in one phrase, it would be "don't leave school without it".
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