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ABSTRACT

A key responsibility of academic scholarship is to contribute to and further develop the 

field of disciplinary enquiry. This paper offers a critical qualitative reflection on how South 

African Geography Education scholars are contributing to and advancing the field of 

enquiry from the perspective of the International Geographical Congress held in Dublin 

(Ireland) in August 2024. This event is the largest global gathering of Geography scholars 

and researchers in some 43 commissions, one of which is Geography Education. This 

study provides an overview of who produces knowledge and where it is being produced 

in the Global North and Global South. This is followed by a thematic analysis of the nine 

abstracts of the South African papers presented at the Congress. The findings affirm the 

scholarly contribution South African scholars are making to the field, both individually 

and in collaboration with colleagues and postgraduate students. The findings also reveal 

unevenness in terms of who contributes, and highlights factors constraining participation 

in the field of Geography Education. The paper concludes by identifying how constraining 

factors may be addressed to cultivate a stronger, more inclusive, Global South voice in the 

field of Geography Education.
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INTRODUCTION

A key responsibility of academic scholarship is to contribute to and further develop 

the field under investigation. This includes the field of Geography Education (Wilmot 

& Brooks, 2023). This paper offers a critical qualitative reflection on how South African 

Geography Education scholars are contributing to and advancing the field of enquiry 

from the perspective of the International Geographical Congress (IGC).

The 35th IGC held in August 2024 in Dublin, Ireland, had 2654 delegates from over 

80 countries presenting 1812 oral papers in 33 commissions, each of which represents 

a different subfield of the discipline of Geography. The Commission on Geographical 

Education, with 111 oral paper presentations, was one of the strongest participating 

commissions. The IGC theme, Celebrating a World of Difference, attracted papers 

spanning a broad range of topics in Geography Education. The papers, most of which were 

context-specific, nevertheless addressed topical and enduring themes in contemporary 

Geography Education literature. This included, for example, climate change education, 

teaching strategies and teacher education for the latter. 

The impetus for this study came from a curiosity to understand the topics and issues 

that Geography Education researchers in South Africa are focusing on, the level(s) of the 

education system where research is being undertaken, and how similar or different this 

situation is to Geography Education research being done in other regions and contexts. 

We are cognisant that in addition to the IGC, South African scholars and researchers 

contribute to the field of Geography through theses, dissertations and honours projects, 

journal publications and book chapters, and that the selected IGC perspective is partial 

at best. Nevertheless, the IGC, held every four years, is a significant event (arguably the 

largest in the world for the discipline of Geography) at which scholars and researchers 

globally share their research. It is thus an important forum for showcasing and sharing 

South African Geography Education research with the wider community. It also provides 

an opportune moment to reflect on how South African Geography Education scholars 

contribute to their field of enquiry.

Guided by the congress theme, Celebrating a world of difference, this study considers 

whether and to what extent South African Geography Education research is engaging 

with contextual realities, many of which are different to those in the Global North. The 

insights provided by this review may catalyse more extensive, detailed work about 

Geography Education in South Africa. It may also be useful when setting a contextually 

relevant and globally responsive future research agenda.

Contextual realities

Geography teaching and learning, research and knowledge production do not happen 

in a vacuum. They are shaped by and respond to contextual realities at global and 

national scales and set against a background of rapid change, uncertainty and risk. There 

is a burgeoning body of research being generated inside and outside the Geography 
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Education field that addresses issues of risk and crisis associated with climate change at 

all levels of the education system (e.g. Vogel et al., 2013; Chang & Kidman, 2020; UNESCO, 

2021). There is a view that the Global South, particularly Africa, will be hardest hit if global 

warming is not limited to below 2°C (IPCC, 2023). Johnston (2024, no page number) 

contends that climate modelling shows a high probability of more heatwaves, droughts 

and heavy rainfall in South Africa. He cautions that these will have a ripple effect, making 

it ‘impossible to end poverty, unemployment and food insecurity. Infrastructure will 

continue to collapse, and inequality will widen.’ Fitchett (2023) provides insight into 

how global warming is causing more intense tropical cyclones in the Indian Ocean, how 

jacaranda trees are flowering earlier, and how changing seasonal rainfall patterns caused 

the drought that led to Day Zero in Cape Town. 

The impacts of climate change on water scarcity is well documented (Schewe, 

2013). In South Africa, this is exacerbated by societal inequality, poor maintenance and 

mismanagement of water resources, and inefficient service delivery (e.g. Botha, 2024; 

Sheridan, 2024). A strong case is made for a new type of transformative education that 

is change-oriented and focused on building knowledge, skills and values for a more 

sustainable, better future (Lotz-Sisitka & Lupele, 2017). Geography teaching and learning 

at all levels should include climate change education, and mitigation and adaptation 

strategies. Geography Education research must support meaningful teaching, learning 

and assessment in the field of climate change (e.g. Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2021, 2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic and shift to remote teaching and learning highlighted the 

rapid pace at which change was enacted globally. It also revealed a digital divide and 

unequal access to resources, particularly in South Africa, where there is a disparity in 

access to technology and resources in the school system and society (du Preez & le 

Grange, 2020; Knight, 2021). In times of crisis and severe weather disasters, many feel 

isolated, lack motivation, despondent, and anxious (Day et al., 2021). It raises the questions 

asked by Kidman & Chang (2020): What does crisis education look like in Geography 

Education? What role does/can/should Geography Education play in preparing learners 

and teachers for unforeseen crisis events, and how do we avoid fear-mongering and 

develop resilience and agency for action? Like many other Global South countries, South 

Africa is also grappling with the often-controversial topic of decolonisation, including 

indigenous knowledge for epistemological access at all levels of schooling and higher 

education (le Grange, 2019). This is a topic where Geography Education research can 

make a valuable contribution. This present study can help understand the extent to which 

global and national challenges described above are attracting the attention of South 

African Geography Education scholars.

LITERATURE REVIEW

This qualitative review aims to generate insights on how South African scholars contribute 

to the field of Geography Education based on the papers they presented at the 2024 

IGC. This review uses the Commission of Geographical Education’s flagship journal, 
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International Research in Geographical and Environmental Education (IRGEE), and its 

Springer book series, International Perspectives on Geographical Education, as a proxy 

for research trends in the field of Geography Education in the period 2020–2024. This 

analysis helps situate local scholarship and enhances the validity of this review’s findings.

Wilmot and Brooks’ (2023) review of research published in the seven books in the 

Springer series found a strong emphasis on curriculum development, with careful 

conceptual work being done on the theme of recontextualising knowledge. Important 

themes through the series include global realities, environmental and sustainability 

challenges, particularly climate change, spatial and systems thinking, GIS technology, 

and multicultural competence. These themes are mostly addressed through curriculum 

research. Pedagogy research tended to be more descriptive and evaluative than 

conceptual, with teacher education receiving less attention and being under-theorised. 

Wilmot and Brooks’ (2023) review identified research gaps in Geography Education. 

These include, inter alia, decolonising the curriculum, examining the role of traditional 

(indigenous) knowledge in enabling epistemological access, and examining how 

Geography Education addresses transformative, action-oriented learning.

This study undertook content analysis of the titles of 102 articles published in 

IRGEE between 2020 and 2024. Of these articles examined, there was a strong focus 

on pedagogy (44 articles) on a wide range of topics, including, for example, the use of 

online games for e-learning, map work, field-based enquiry, problem-based learning, and 

GIS. Forty articles focus on curriculum and 18 on teacher education, particularly teacher 

identity, perceptions, and competence (the ‘what’ rather than the ‘how’ of teacher 

education). Within curriculum, pedagogy and teacher education research, important 

themes include education for sustainable development, environment and sustainability, 

and climate change. These focus more on perceptions, misconceptions, knowledge and 

recontextualization (the ‘what’) and less on the ‘how’ of enactment and transformation. 

The editors of IRGEE express similar views. For example, Special Edition editors 

Bagoly-Simó & Kriewaldt (2023) contend that a range of topics, including map skills, GIS 

and education for sustainable development have been high on the agenda of Geography 

Education scholars. Nevertheless, there is a dearth of research on whether initial teacher 

education equips prospective teachers to enact meaningful education for sustainable 

development learning in their classrooms and beyond. Chang & Kidman (2024a) call for 

more effective sustainability education, which requires proactive teachers, pedagogical 

competency for fostering learner agency and action, resources to support meaningful 

learning. They appeal for more research on how geography education can help learners 

navigate the complexities of the contemporary global environment and sustainability 

issues (Chang & Kidman, 2024b). Furthermore, they argue that more consideration be 

given to the use of AI tools like ChatGPT to support good geography education (Chang 

& Kidman, 2023).

Both the Springer book series and IRGEE shed light on the themes and topics 

attracting the attention of Geography Education scholars from diverse contexts. Against 

this backdrop, we consider how South African Geography Education scholars are 
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participating in the field, based on papers presented at the 2024 IGC. 

METHODOLOGY

To generate insight on Geography Education contributions at the IGC, the 111 papers 

presented in the Commission on Geographical Education’s 13 conference sessions were 

examined thematically to understand who was contributing to the field and what they 

were contributing. This provided an overview of the papers presented, the distribution 

of papers between the Global North and Global South, and gaps and absences in 

contributions. In the second stage, analysis of the abstracts of the South African papers 

in these sessions was undertaken in terms of authorship, affiliated institution, focus 

(research concern), research methods, and key findings.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Overview of the Geography Education paper presentations

Table 1 shows the source and distribution of the 111 papers presented in the Commission 

on Geography Education’s sessions according to geographical region, the Global North 

and Global South divide, and the country where the first author’s institution is located. 

In terms of the distribution of papers presented, all regions apart from Antarctica were 

represented, albeit at different levels of participation. Papers from the Global North (83%) 

far exceeded those from the Global South (17%), similar to the pattern at recent IGCs. Given 

the location of the 2024 Congress in Dublin, the high number of papers from European 

countries (81) (73%) is to be expected. While the largest total national contribution came 

from Germany (23 papers, 21%), first authors came from another 16 European countries. 

Ireland, the Congress host country, with a population of 5.2 million, contributed nine 

papers, the same number as South Africa with a population of 64 million. Relatively few 

papers (12) came from Oceania, Asia and North America. 

The Global South’s contribution was low (19 papers, 17%) but not unexpected 

considering the language, funding, travel and visa challenges experienced by many 

countries. South Africa had the strongest Global South geography education voice with 

almost half of the papers (9 of 19) from the five Global South countries present. This 

shows commitment and active participation in the field of South African researchers.
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Region Country Theme 
1

Theme 
2

Theme 
3

Theme 
4

Theme 
5

Theme 
6

Theme 
7

Theme 
8

Theme 
9

Theme 
10

Theme 
11

Theme 
12

Theme 
13

Total
contributions

Africa South 
Africa

2 1 2 2 2 9

Asia and the 
Pacific

China 1 1 1 3

Turkey 1 1 2

Latin 
America 
and the 
Caribbean

Brazil 1 1 2

Chile 1 2 3

Asia South Korea 1 1

Singapore 1 1

Japan 1 1

Oceania Australia 2 1 3

Northern 
America

Canada 2 2 4

US 1 1 2

Europe Austria 1 2 3

Belgium 1 1

Table 1: Distribution of papers (n=111) according to geographical region (n=7) and country (n=28) in the Commission on Geographical Education’s 

sessions at the 2024 IGC. The topics of the themes are listed in Table 2.
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Region Country Theme 
1

Theme 
2

Theme 
3

Theme 
4

Theme 
5

Theme 
6

Theme 
7

Theme 
8

Theme 
9

Theme 
10

Theme 
11

Theme 
12

Theme 
13

Total
contributions

Europe Czechia 1 2 1 3 7

Croatia 1 1

Finland 1 1

France 1 2 3

Germany 1 1 1 5 2 2 1 2 4 2 1 1 23

Greece 1 1 2

Hungary 1 1

Ireland 1 2 2 2 2 9

Portugal 1 1

Poland 1 1

Netherlands 2 2 1 1 6

Spain 2 4 1 1 8

Switzerland 1 1 2

UK 3 1 2 2 2 1 11

Slovenia 1 1

Total 
number 
papers per 
theme

9 8 7 16 8 3 9 8 11 14 4 5 9 111
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The Commission on Geographical Education’s paper presentations were grouped loosely 

according to 13 themes (Table 2). The total number of papers per theme varied from three 

in ‘Digital creativity in geography education’ (theme 6) to 16 in ‘New voices in creative 

methods to geography education and education for/as sustainable development’ (theme 

4). The low level of participation in the former was surprising given the rapid technological 

developments that have taken place since COVID-19 and the emergence of AI tools and 

applications. One would have expected a greater interest in research on this impact on 

geography education at all system levels, particularly in secondary school geography and 

higher education. Two papers in theme 1 focused on assessment and the challenges of 

ChatGPT and barriers to digital transformation. 

Theme 4 included three papers from the Global South (one of which was from South 

Africa) and 13 from Europe. This raises the question of why there were no new voices 

from other regions. ‘Exploring current issues and events through primary/elementary and 

lower secondary geography education’ (theme 10) was the second most popular theme.

Table 2. Geography Education papers according to Commission on Geographical Education 

session themes. 

Theme Topic Number of papers 
presented 

1 The future direction of pedagogies within geography in 
higher education 

9

2 Geography teachers and the challenges of the Anthropocene 8

3 Fieldwork pedagogies: Reflections and future opportunities 7

4 New voices in creative methods to geography education and 
education for/as sustainable developmen

16

5 Beyond traditional geography education in schools – inquiry, 
problem and project-based learning with GIS

8

6 Digital creativity in geography education 3

7 Grounds for hope in geography 9

8 From Real field trip to virtual field trip: a learning experience 8

9 EUROGEO actively engaging with geography education 11

10 Exploring current issues and events through primary/
elementary and lower secondary geography education

14

11 The integrative power of geography education 4

12 Climate change and sustainability: key colours in the 
geography Rubix cube

5

13 Project-based learning and research methodologies in 
geographical education

9
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Papers presented by South African authors were spread across five of the themes: 

‘Future direction of pedagogies within geography in higher education’ (theme 1, two 

papers), ‘New voices in creative methods to geography education and education for/as 

sustainable development’ (theme 4, one paper), ‘Beyond traditional geography education 

in schools – inquiry, problem and project-based learning with GIS’ (theme 5, two papers), 

‘Exploring current issues and events through primary/elementary and lower secondary 

geography education’ (theme 10, two papers), and ‘Project-based learning and research 

methodologies in geographical education’ (theme 13, two papers). With six of the nine 

papers being included in the latter three themes, all of which have a pedagogical focus, 

one infers a strong research interest in teaching about relevant topical issues and events 

and active learning approaches. This emergent trend is particularly encouraging given 

global calls for education that is relevant and transformative, and the adoption of active 

learning approaches using different participatory strategies (UNESCO, 2021). The extent 

to which these papers are concerned with learning and the assessment of learning when 

using active learning approaches is discussed in the findings of the detailed analysis of 

the nine South African papers.

South Africa: Geography Educators’ contributions to the field

Table 3 provides an overview of the nine South African papers presented. It summarises 

the different foci of the papers, the sessions in which they were presented, the research 

method used, and key findings. Only three papers were single-authored with the majority 

(six) being written in collaboration with a colleague or postgraduate student. None of 

the student co-authors appeared to be present at the conference, likely due to funding 

challenges. The 2025 Commission on Geographical Education’s conference will be held 

in Stellenbosch, South Africa, and this will provide an opportunity to bring emerging 

South African scholars into the international community. This conference may also 

create new and strengthened collaborations between Higher Education Institutions that 

offer geography teacher education qualifications and the Southern African Geography 

Teachers’ Association (SAGTA). 

Table 3 shows the six universities to which the first authors are affiliated. It raises 

questions about the state of Geography Education scholarship at other South African 

universities, particularly the research-intensive ones and those with Education faculties.



 Journal of Geography Education in Africa42

Author/s Affiliation Theme Title of paper Focus Methods 
employed

Key findings

Carow & Pretorius UNISA 1 A critical evaluation 
of the spatiality of 
assessment questions 
in undergraduate 
Geography: A case 
study at selected South 
African universities

Spatiality of assessment 
questions using a 
taxonomy of spatial 
thinking

Desktop study of 
undergraduate 
geography 
education 
assessments

Assessment questions do 
not promote students’ 
spatial thinking skills. 
Recommendations are made 
for enhancing the spatiality 
of assessment questions

Schoeman & 
Rabumbulu

University of 
Johannesburg

1 Can higher education 
institutions play a role in 
upgrading the skills of 
Geography teachers?

Efficacy of a short 
learning programme 
(mapwork skills for 
primary geography 
teachers)

Qualitative 
questionnaire

Short learning programmes 
increased teacher 
knowledge and skills. More 
universities need to offer 
upgrading of pedagogical 
content knowledge through 
short learning programmes

Wepener Sol Plaatjie 
University

4 A model of geographical 
consciousness and lived 
experiences

The role of lived 
experiences of 
secondary school 
learners in developing 
geographical 
consciousness

Qualitative  
interviews and 
participatory 
drawings

The development of a 
model of geographical 
consciousness and lived 
experiences

van der 
Westhuizen & 
Sprenge

North West 
University 
& Hamburg 
University 
(Germany)

 10 A balancing act: 
South African 
geography teachers’ 
implementation of 
teacher-centred 
and learner-centred 
instructional strategies 
in their classrooms

How teachers balance 
teacher- and learner-
centred instructional 
strategies

Not indicated Identification of the factors 
constraining the use of 
learner-centred instructional 
strategies. No relation was 
found between years of 
teaching experience and 
teachers’ perceptions of the 
challenges of implementing 
learner-centred strategies

Table 3. Overview of South African papers (n=9) presented at the Commission on Geographical Education’s sessions at the 2024 IGC. 
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Author/s Affiliation Theme Title of paper Focus Methods 
employed

Key findings

Kriel & van der 
Merwe

University of 
Pretoria

5 Teaching Geographic 
Information Systems 
in South African 
Geography Classrooms, 
using Problem-Based 
Learning

Strategies used for GIS 
teaching, why they are 
ineffective and how PBL 
can develop practical 
GIS skills

Not indicated Problem-based learning 
which allows for interaction 
with practical GIS, can 
enhance theoretical GIS 
learning

Fleming Southern 
African 
Geography 
Teachers’ 
Association

5 The status of GIS 
teaching in South 
African secondary 
schools including an 
evaluation of Free and 
Open-Source Software 
for Geospatial teaching

The status of GIS 
teaching in schools and 
how Open Software and 
data may facilitate the 
use of GIS as a teacher 
intervention

Qualitative  
online 
questionnaire 
and interviews

Irrespective of the type 
of school they teach in, a 
minority of teachers teach 
practical GIS classes. There 
is an urgent need for more 
research on how GIS can 
be used more in secondary 
school pedagogy

Wilmot Rhodes 
University

13 Exploring the potential 
of time capsules in 
PBL for enabling 
transformative learning 
in teacher education at a 
South African university

How time capsules, 
a project-based 
learning strategy 
can enhance student 
teachers’ geographical 
understanding and 
enable transformative 
learning

Co-engaged 
qualitative 
research. 
Document 
analysis, 
artefacts, 
questionnaire, 
presentations 
and observations

Problem based learning time 
capsules are an effective 
strategy for enabling 
transformative learning 
in resource-constrained 
environments

Goldschagg, 
Maaunatlala &
Mahlangu

University 
of the 
Witwatersrand

10 Fostering responsibility 
and commitment as 
tools in environmental 
education to reduce 
plastic waste in rural 
schools

What are the barriers to 
anti-littering behaviour 
before and after an 
intervention program in 
two rural schools?

Qualitative 
intervention 
through 
interviews and 
observations

A behaviour change 
commitment pledge tool 
was effective in promoting 
behaviour change in learners 
who had made a public 
pledge

van der 
Westhuizen & 
Golightly

North West 
University

13 The implementation 
of meaningful project-
based learning in first 
to third-year B.Ed. 
geography modules: A 
South African example

How can project-
based learning be 
effectively implemented 
in undergraduate 
teacher education 
programmes and what 
are the enabling and 
constraining factors?

Not indicated The advantages 
and challenges of 
implementation experienced 
by the students with whom 
it was implemented
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Content analysis of the paper abstracts (Table 3) reveals that, apart from that by Carow & 

Pretorius, the other papers report on small-scale, case study, qualitative research projects 

that are context- and content-specific and from which no generalisations may be made. 

The insights provided are useful for understanding ongoing challenges in Geography 

Education in South Africa. More research on effective pedagogical content knowledge in 

Geography teaching and learning is necessary. 

Most papers address what Brooks (2018, p.5) calls ‘problems of the day’ relating to 

teacher knowledge, skills, and teaching methods. The paper by Schoeman & Rabumbulu 

considered what role higher education plays in upgrading teachers’ skills. This paper 

suggests that a short course on mapwork offered at their university is successful and may 

provide the impetus for other universities to design additional short courses. Similarly, 

the paper by Fleming critically reviewed current methods of teaching GIS in schools and 

argued for open-source software and data that may facilitate the use of GIS as a teacher 

intervention. The paper by Kriel & van der Merwe addressed the issue of improving the 

teaching of GIS using problem-based learning. Teacher capacity for GIS and mapwork 

teaching are enduring challenges in South African school Geography (Larangeira & van der 

Merwe, 2016), which negatively impact learner performance in summative assessments 

including the National Senior Certificate. The paper by van der Westhuizen & Sprenger 

focused on inadequate teacher capacity for learner-centred teaching methods, another 

‘problem of the day’. 

The nine South African papers are skewed towards teaching and teacher education, 

with only two focused on learning in geography education – one at a secondary school level 

(paper by  Goldschagg et al.), the other in an undergraduate initial teacher programme 

(paper by Wilmot). The former explored changing secondary learners’ behaviour towards 

pollution while the latter looked at how time capsules, a simple project-based learning 

strategy, could enable transformative learning about the place the students call home. 

This trend mirrored the general trend of foregrounding teaching and teacher education 

evident at the 2024 Congress.

The paper by Schoeman & Rabumbulu was the only one that focused on teacher 

education at primary school level. Primary school education, which lays the foundation 

on which more sophisticated geographical knowledge and skills are built (Hilton & 

Pellegrino, 2012), did not attract a great deal of attention at the 2024 Congress. Very 

few papers focused on primary school geography, and those that did were systematic 

literature reviews, for example of how primary school children deal with fake news and 

their conceptualisation of sustainable mobility. This should be considered in future 

research agendas, such as how South African learners develop geographical knowledge 

and deal with risk and uncertainty. 

Undoubtedly, the nine South African Geography Education papers presented at the 

2024 Congress contribute to the field, albeit with mostly small-scale empirical studies 

focused on ‘problems of the day’. However, the extent to which they advance the field is a 

moot point. Wepener’s theoretical paper offers a model for understanding how secondary 

learners’ lived experiences shape their geographical consciousness, and Wilmot’s paper 
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on transformative learning also performs this role.

This overview of the 2024 Congress is inevitably partial and incomplete and there may 

well be rich evidence outside the congress of how South African Geography Education 

scholarship is pushing the field forward. A more extensive review of research outputs 

is needed to uncover how this may be happening, and we recommend that this role is 

considered when setting a future research agenda, particularly at the doctoral level.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper provides insights on how South African Geography educators are contributing 

to the field from the perspective of the 2024 IGC. The insights provided herein are partial 

and incomplete and more extensive work is required in understanding the theoretical 

frameworks, research methods, and issues being addressed in contemporary South African 

Geography Education scholarship. Future research into pedagogical content knowledge, 

fieldwork, and transformative education will shape the discourse in Geography Education 

going forward.
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