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GENIP Report

March 16-17, 2007: Washington, DC

PROJECT UPDATES

(1) Careers in Geography.   New AAG Guide to Careers in Geography website will be previewed at the AAG Annual Meeting in San Francisco.  The new site builds on the existing resource supported by GENIP to include information about education and training requirements and needs for a variety of career fields.  It will also feature a new interface and a host of interactive tools for exploring career opportunities.
(2) Enhancing Departments and Graduate Education (EDGE) in Geography. The AAG’s Enhancing Departments and Graduate Education (EDGE) in Geography project, funded by the National Science Foundation, is entering its third year of activity.  Since the project started in April of 2005, research activities have included a variety of surveys, focus groups, and visits by project researchers to graduate programs across the United States. 

The EDGE project has now produced a preliminary set of findings in three major areas of research:

Employment Patterns and Issues.  One of the primary objectives of EDGE is to explore the types of skills and abilities that are required for successful performance by geography professionals in the modern workplace.  A related aim is to identify skills that employers are seeking and are likely to grow in demand in the coming years.  Through an extensive and ongoing period of data collection with geography professionals in the workforce as well as a diverse group of employer organizations, EDGE researchers are discovering some interesting patterns:

· Across major industry sectors (i.e., higher education, government, and the private sector), a considerable majority (more than 75 percent) of geography professionals (N=280) indicated that skills related to time management, communication, critical and creative thinking, and problem-solving are essential to the work they perform.

· With regard to geographic skill areas, the ability to “think spatially,” examine patterns from an interdisciplinary perspective, and proficiency in cartography and GIS were cited as required qualifications by more than half of the respondents.  However, many employer organizations in all sectors (N=447) report that they are experiencing some difficulty, or even failing, to find individuals with sufficient preparation in these areas.

· Computer skills and time management abilities were two areas predicted to grow in importance by employer organizations across the board.  But within sectors, some skill areas were cited more often than others (e.g., higher education employers were more likely to predict an increase in demand for individuals capable of writing competitive grant proposals, whereas for-profit companies foresee a greater need for individuals capable of adapting to change in the workplace and profession).
Student Perceptions of Department Environments.  A second major goal of EDGE is to develop a methodology for interpreting the social and academic dynamics (“environments”) of graduate departments from the perspective of students, faculty, and program administrators.  Unlike traditional classifications of academic departments and institutions, the aim here is to develop a better understanding of what “life is like” for members of department communities, how their experiences vary and why, and whether this information is of significance for explaining relative patterns of students’ academic achievement, program satisfaction, completion rates, time-to-degree, career preparation, and other program variables.  


Early results from surveys with graduate students (N = 605) and site visits to 10 M.A. and Ph.D programs suggest the following:

· Students vary in their perceptions of their department environments when compared on the basis of race, gender, program enrollment, citizenship, and research specialty.  For instance, white and male students perceive their departments to be more tolerant, equitable, and diverse places, and are more likely overall to perceive the working environment in favorable terms (i.e., as more “collegial” and “civil”) relative to the views held by women and racial and ethnic minorities.

· While there is a considerable presence of international students, of women, and of students who have returned for graduate study after other careers, the representation of racial and American-born ethnic minorities remains very low.  There is a broad view among students and faculty that departments need to be more proactive in recruiting and supporting students of color.
· When choosing programs, doctoral students give more weight to a department’s academic reputation and prestige, whereas master’s students are more interested in the availability of internship programs.  Doctoral students, however, also report higher levels of financial and emotional stress and are more likely to view their working environments as being unfriendly or discriminatory.
· Students frequently expressed a desire for more information about non-academic professional career alternatives and opportunities to become more engaged in the local departmental community and in the discipline more broadly.

· Approaches to mentoring and professional development varied greatly among the departments visited, ranging from extensive, formal programs of workshops and courses to a near total reliance on individual relationships with faculty advisors.

Evaluation of Professional Development Materials.  The EDGE project is preparing numerous publications for future dissemination to graduate programs, including books focusing on preparing individuals for academic careers and teaching geography in higher education, an online Guide to Careers in Geography, and a website with resources for maintaining healthy departments and building leadership qualities among department chairs.   A collaborative approach is being taken with regard to these publications, with dozens of geography professors and graduate students involved in their development and formative evaluation.  In addition, the materials are incorporating recommendations from AAG committees (e.g., Diversity Task Force and Healthy Departments Committee), AAG staff, and a consortium of faculty development professionals affiliated with the Professional and Organizational Development (POD) Network in Higher Education, the Carnegie Academy for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (CASTL), and other national and international organizations dedicated to the improvement of graduate education.  The AAG is currently negotiating a contract with a commercial publisher for these resources, with a tentative publication date set for the first-quarter of 2008.

In the coming year the EDGE project will develop more detailed analyses in each of the areas described above, while expanding its outreach and dissemination activities.  For additional information about the research methodology, preliminary findings, and resources under development, please visit www.aag.org/edge
(3) Project GeoSTART: Geo-Spatial Thinking Activities and Resources for Teachers (2006-2007): PI: Sheryl Luzzadder-Beach (George Mason University).  Co-PIs: Wade Boykin (Howard University), Carol and Phil Gersmehl (co-Directors, Center for Geographic Learning at Hunter College), and Michael Solem (AAG). NASA has awarded the Association of American Geographers (AAG) a $92,834 grant to develop Geo-Spatial Thinking Activities and Resources for Teachers, a one-year pilot project to enhance the teaching of geography and earth science.  Teachers using the GEO-Start CD will learn state-of-the-art approaches to teaching geography using NASA Earth Observing Missions remote sensing technology and data.

  
GeoSTART will produce a multimedia CD that models applications of geospatial technology and spatial thinking concepts for analyzing hurricanes affecting several selected locations in the Caribbean Sea, the urbanized East Coast from Washington to New York, and analogous areas in east Asia.  The CD will include teacher’s notes, student activities, and assessment rubrics to help teachers understand how to support spatial thinking at different levels of complexity across grades 6-12.  The content of the CD directly supports educational standards in geography, math, and science, making GEO-Start a valuable resource for teacher professional development.


GeoSTART materials will be evaluated by pre-service teachers at Hunter College as well as teachers participating in workshops sponsored by Howard University’s Capstone Institute in the summer of 2007.  Feedback from the evaluation will be used to revise the CD content prior to its release (tentatively scheduled for September 2007).


GeoSTART staff are working closely with a related project led by the National Council for Geographic Education (NCGE), which is creating remote sensing activities for elementary school students.  This partnership will result in a “scope-and-sequence” for teaching spatial thinking skills and earth science content.

(4) A Teacher’s Guide to Modern Geography (2004-2007). The AAG received a three-year, $515,927 grant from FIPSE to provide geography teachers with a suite of high-quality training products that a) are adaptable to the curricular standards of every state, b) emphasize analytical skills, and c) satisfy the needs of pre-service programs as well as early- and mid-career teachers.  This project has 8 tightly-integrated components; the following list is a summary of major production steps taken in the second full year of production:

Book:  Teaching Geography, was published by Guilford Press in April, 2005.  This book outlines the conceptual core of geography for teachers in an introduction, 10 chapters, several appendices, and a CD.  The text chapters are illustrated with copier-ready transparency masters.  Chapter 6 is especially germane to the FIPSE project; it presents a list of 12 specific skills of spatial thinking.  In 2005-6, this list was modified slightly after it was evaluated in several ways: in a workshop held at the annual meeting of the Association of American Geographers, in several focus groups of teachers and geography graduate students, and by making a thorough review of current research about how the human brain acquires and processes geographic information.  In this review, we examined more than 400 research studies in cartography, visual perception, and neuroscience, focusing especially on the flurry of brain-scanning studies done since the late 1990s.    

Transparencies/Powerpoint Screens.  In addition to the illustrative transparencies in the book, we produced a set of 64 presentation masters.  These are designed to serve as guides for discussion in professional-development workshops and pre-service courses in geographic education.  The numbering and general subject matter of these transparencies follow the chapter outline in the book, but workshop leaders are encouraged to arrange the transparencies in different orders to suit their particular settings.  In presentation, these transparencies should be interleaved with other illustrative material that makes a connection with the local area: maps, diagrams, examples, and/or worksheets that deal with specific topics that apply to the home communities of the teachers.

1-Page Guides to the CD units.    In the first year of the project, we produced a CD that had 19 animated explanations of specific spatial-thinking skills.  In 2005-6, we produced a set of one-page printed guides to these CD units, as well as the major ARGWorld units that are recommended for use in teacher-training workshops and in-service institutes.  These printed guides provide a brief summary of the content of the units, as well as some suggestions about how to use them in classrooms and workshops.  They are “published” in a variety of formats – ppt, pps, color pdf, and monochrome pdf – to allow teachers or workshop leaders  to select the ones they wish to employ and to arrange them in the order they might choose to use them in a specific classroom setting.  

Activities.  We have now completed, tested, and revised several sets of student activities.  These are NOT designed to constitute a geography curriculum; their purpose is much more modest, yet potentially far-reaching – they are offered as models of how aspects of spatial thinking can be incorporated into the design of lessons about particular topics.  With that caveat in mind, we selected several topics that would have multiple connections with the curriculum, in geography, history, environment studies, mathematics, and literacy:

a) choosing a location for a city – e.g., Washington, DC, as the U. S. capital (the teacher’s notes identify a specific DC math standard met by each of these lessons) 

b) exploring the roles of a specific country (e.g., the two Koreas) in current events (the teacher’s notes indicate how these lessons can be adapted to other countries/regions)

c) using placenames as clues about the colonial history of a region (the teacher’s notes includes alternative worksheets that accommodate different learning styles)

d) sampling elevation and making a contour map that isolates flood-prone areas (the teacher’s notes explain how to make a tactual manipulative that helps students master the basic idea of “negative elevation” below a specified flood depth).

Assessment rubrics and models.  We developed, tested, and revised a test that can assess mastery of specific kinds of spatial thinking.  Preliminary versions of this test were pilot-tested in several different environments, including a summer institute in Michigan.  

Curriculum planners.  A set of documents show how the ARGUS and ARGWorld activities and CD units fit with the published standards adopted in every state and the District of Columbia.  Together with the transparencies and model activities, these curriculum guides can help teachers select and adapt published curriculum materials to their individual classroom settings.

Web site.  A web site describes the state of the project, offers sample materials for examination, and provides opportunity for exchange of ideas with project personnel and teachers.

The project will extend into a fourth year to fund evaluation workshops at annual meetings of the AAG, NCGE, and other venues. 

II. GEOGRAPHY IN THE AMERICAS CONFERENCE
Geographers from across the globe are invited to participate in “Geography in the Americas: Collaboration on Research and Education”, an international congress focused on contemporary issues in geography and geography education in North and South America. The conference, , to be held in La Serena, Chile in May 2007, is being sponsored by Texas State University’s Gilbert M. Grosvenor Center for Geographic Education, the Association of American Geographers (AAG), the Universidad de la Serena, and the Pan-American Institute of Geography and History (PAIGH). 


Conference program elements will include, but are not limited to, presentations and workshops in the following categories: (1) research in geographic education; (2) research in Latin American geography; (3) international collaborative efforts in education and research, (4) educational aspects in Applied Geography; (5) the AAG/PAIGH collaboration in natural hazards research; and (6) a workshop based on resources created for the AAG Center for Global Geography Education. A conference poster session will highlight work associated with “My Community, Our Earth: Geographic Learning for Sustainable Development” (MyCOE) program activities in Chile. 


The opening session of the “Geography in the Americas” conference will be held on May 21, with paper and workshop sessions scheduled for May 22-24. Local and regional field trips will include tours of historic La Serena (second oldest city in Chile) and neighboring Coquimbo, the scenic Elqui Valley (where the world famous pisco liquor is produced), and the Fray Jorge Cloud Forest. Participants are invited to join a 5-day, pre-conference field excursion to Northern Chile, to explore the Atacama Desert, Antiplano, Chuquicamata Copper Mine, and regional population centers, including Iquique and Antofagasta. A 4-day post-conference field trip will focus on Central Chile, the cultural nucleus of the country, and will include visits to coastal Valparaiso and the capital of Santiago.


Advance conference registration, which includes participation in the opening reception, two lunches, and a Chilean-style barbeque social, will be $195. Advance registration for students is $95. Following the early registration deadline of March 16, 2007, registration costs will increase by $50 in each category. A variety of local housing accommodations in La Serena, ranging in cost from $40-$80 per night, have been arranged, and students will have the option of staying at local youth hostels for as little as $15 per night.

Additional conference arrangements are currently being finalized. Complete conference information is available at: http://www.geographyintheamericas.com
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