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EDITORIAL 


I VORY TOWERS AND GRASS ROOTS 

James W. Vining 

Western Illinois University 

Education in general, not just geographic education, 
faces very serious problems in the 1980s. From the elementary 
to university level, streamlining of programs poses a threat 
to some academic disciplines. Geography is no more vulnerable 
than a number of other subject areas, but it is sufficiently 
vulnerable to cause many geographers to worry--with good 
reason-about the future of the discipline. To a considerable 
degree the vulnerability of geography mU1>t be blamed on those 
of us who teach geography at the university level. We in the 
Ivory Towers have lost touch with the grass roots of American 
geography-the geographic education of the precollegiate schools. 
This is not a new notion, but it is one, I believe, which 
profitably can be reexamined. Perhaps doing so will cause at 
least a few people to reconsider priorities. 

"Geography has never been an especially important part of 
American education," wrote the author of a recent article in 
the Journal of Geography (Manson 1981: 248). I do not know 
where he came across that idea. Certainly geography was a 
major component in school curricula in the times of Jedidiah 
Morse, J. Olney and S. Augustus Mitchell. I have a friend 
who has a very large collection of early twentieth century 
geography school books, and their very existence suggests the 
importance of geography. Preston E. James, in editing the 
1959 Yearbook of the National Council for the Social Studies, 
cited reasons for "restoring geography" to its once honored 
place in American education ( Cassel s 1959: 7). 

I vlanted to be able, in writing this essay, to offer some 
evidence of the decline of interest among collegiate geographers 
in matters pertaining to K-12 education', s o I extracted data 
from back issues of the AAG i'Iembership Directory and the 
Directory of College Ge ography. 

Table 1 i dentifi es the number and percent of geographers 
in the 1967 and 1982 AAG directories of membership who indicated 
an interest in "educational geography ." Only 2.2 percent of the 
AAG members listed in the 1982 directory sa i d t hey were 
int erest ed in the subject, while 3.5 percent of the people 
li s t ed in the 1967 direc tory had t hat inclinat ion .1 If earlier 
directories included information about members ' soecialties, no 
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doubt the decline in interest in educational geo~raphy would b e 
even more striking. The decrease in concern for educational 
geograp by is not the alarming thing about the information 
present ed in Table 1, but rather the very small numbers and 
percents of geographers interested in the subject. 

TABLE 1 

Geographers in AAG Directories with Expressed 

Int e rest in Educational Geography 

Year Geographers % of Total Geographers 

1.967 142 3.5 

1982 118 2.2 

~a~le 2 consists of data extracted school by school from 
f ive ed it ions of the Directory of College Geography three years 
apart. The courses counted included all those clearly aimed at 
elementary and secondary schoolteachers and prospective 
teachers--such courses as Educational Geography, Geography for 
Teachers and Methods of Teaching. The decline between 1970 and 
1982 was continual and dramatic. The number of courses fell 412 
percent between 1970 and 1982,and enrollments precipitously 
p lunged 576 percent during the same period! 

TABLE 2 

Geography Courses Specifically for K-12 Teachers 

Yea:." Course s Enl"ollment s 

1970 66 3,261 

64 2,260 

41 1,260 

1979 38 1,095 

1 98 2 16 566 

~ccompany ing this decl ine in educational geogra phy in college 
and nivers ity geography p rograms wa s ~ similar, glaring e r os ion 
in r'egion a l g ography off erings. ' ot only have we i n academe lost 



3 

interest in geography in K-12 education, we also have apparently 
lost interest in the kind of geography K-12 educators consider 
~articularly useful. John Fraser Hart in his powerful AAG 
presidential address in 1981 took us to task for this, saying 
"We make a mistake when we try to tell society what it ought to 
want from geography, because society already knows what it wants" 
(Hart 1982: 19). 

Six months before, Robert E. Gabler, a noted geographic 

educator, had observed the failure of the Ivory Towers to respond 

to what· was expected and needed from geography: "When public 

funds were turned over to the profession to improve the learning 

of geography," he wrote, "we had students analyze the growth of 

cities, locate manufacturing plants, and play agricultural 

games. ~ .. But it was not what the public wanted or needed, nor 

is it today what the public wants and needs. In an egocentric 

way ... we choose to package our good new ideas in our own way, 

without ever taking into consideration that the public itself is 

the final arbiter of whether the product will be successful" 

(Gabler 1981: 44). 


Both Gabler~ a past president of NCGE, and Hart, then 
. president of AAG, were telling us that we were wrong to throw 
regional geography out the window like old dishwater, but how 
many of us were listening? 110st of us continue our research on 
obscure topics of interest to few. We continue formulating 
models that have little utility today, let alone for the long 
run. We continue trying to make the simple seem profound, that 
others will be impressed by our scholarship. We continue 
creating unnecessary jargon in order to appear more scientific. 
We continue punching into computers problems we can solve better, 
and sometimes even faster, with traditional methods. And, of 
course, all the while we continue teaching our classes, which 
somehow seem to be growing steadily smaller. And, as well, we 
lament each time an untenured colleague loses his job because of 
the shrinking need for faculty, and each time we hear of the loss 
of another geography program or department. 

As we lament, we complain that we are not understood. Mostly 
we complain that our c~lleagues in other disciplines do not under
stand us. We seldom think at all about K-12 educators and the 
public; but when we do, we are likely to complain that they do not 
understand us either. Certainly if they value regional geography, 
they lack understanding, for we know that regional geography is 
old hat. Hart said that the region is "basically a pedagogic 
concept," but we are not that interested in pedagogy. Geography 
is, we all know, what geographers do, so let us do our thing. 
"Teaching," my mentor once told me, "is only frosting on the . cake; 
reseaTch is what academe is all about." 

Not only have geographers in the Ivory Towers lost touch with 
the grass roots, so have their professional organizations. Con 
sequently, the composition of the membership of these organizations 
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has changed. You can find in the earlier AAG membership 
directories the names of a surprising number of precollege 
educators, but you will not find many in the 1982 edition. The 
decline in the percentage of K-12 teachers in the NCGE member
ship has been more dramatic. Many geographers still think of 
the NCGE as being ~n organization consisting in large part of 
elementary and secondary school teachers. Such is not the case. 
The membership of the NCGE consists predominantly of university 
professors; only about 20 percent of NCGE members teach at 
precollegiate levels. 

I do not consider that the AAG has ever, at least not in 
recent times, been very responsive to the needs of geography 
teachers. Moreover, during the decade 1970-1980, the NCGE 
provided, I believe, very inadequately for the needs of 
precollegiate education. Its publications list became outdat~d. 
It lost contact with state departments of education. Although its 
Central Office .often was asked for teacher training and teacher 
certification standards and guidelines anq standards for student 
achievement, the organization di9 not respond with research and 
publications. 

By the beginning of this decade--by which time most of the 
K-12 teachers in its membership had dropped out--the NCGE had 
"woke up and smelled the coffee," to use an Ann Landers phrase. 
Its Intermediate-Level Geography Test was published in 1980 and 
immediately proved popular. Work then was begun on the High 
School Geography Test to be published in 1983. Research was 
undertaken on the status of precollegiate geographic education 
in the fifty states and attention was given to the need for 
developing teacher training and teacher certification standards. 
In the meanwhile, thanks to the failure of the NCGE to respond 
to these needs earlier, the AAG, also having "smelled the 
coffee," became interested in seeing something done in these 
areas. It now appears that the two organizations will be 
cooperating in responding to some of the needs at the grass 
roots level. 

Also, in recent years, in an effort to make the concept of 
the annual convention more meaningful to more people in a time 
of escalating costs, the NCGE has been planning some innovative 
meetings. In a bold move in 1979, the NCGE annual meeting was 
held in Mexico City, and it was one of the most successful 
conventions in years. In 1980 and 1982, summer workshops in the 
Rockies (Estes Park) attracted many teachers from all levels of 
geographic education. A similar "Appalachian Workshop" will be 
held in Zanesville, Ohio, in the summer of 1983. The 1983 annual 
convention will be in Ocho Rios, Jamaica, and it promises to be 
the largest meeting since that in Mexico City. The 1984 meeting 
will De in Toronto and the 1985 convention will be a non-urban 
summer meeting at the YMCA center near Estes Park, enabling 
teachers to combine family vacation with the learning experiences 
of a national professional meeting. 
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So the AAG and the NCGE now are giving attention to grass 
roots matters that merited, but did not receive, attention all 
along, and the NCGE is endeavoring to make its meetings more 
attractive, both in timing and setting, to K-12 teachers. 
Individual geographers in higher education, however, still do 
not seem to have awakened to the realization that their 
destiny is linked to that of geography at the grass roots. 
r1any calIon the Central Office of the NCGE for letters o_f 
support when their major or graduate program is threatened, 
but most of them do not support with their membership the 
organization that is preeminent in promoting geographic 
education at the grass roots. 

In a time of back-to-basics, professional geography has an 
opportunity to broaden the base of its triangle and strengthen 
its foundation. A 1979 Gallup poll revealed that 83 percent of 
par'ents regarded geography as an essential subject in the 
curriculum (Gallup 1979: 40). How can we best take advantage 
of public interest in geography? The first step, I believe, is 
for geographers in the Ivory Towers to fully support, especially 
by paying their dues, the organizations devoted to promoting 
geography_ A professional geographer can be a member of both 
the AAG and the NCGE for seventy-five dollars a year--far less 
than a factory worker pays in dues to the union that protects 
his / her interests. Professors who do not support their 
professional organizations either are unconcerned about what is 
happening in American geography today, or are hopeless cheap
skates, or both. 

After that, I believe we need to reread and consider again 
the truths of the Gabler and Hart addresses and examine, as 
well, the suggestions made by Clyde F. Kohn, one of the few 
geographers ever to serve as president of both the AAG and the 
KCGE, in a major address in 1981. Kohn observed that in order 
to II • restore geography to its proper role in elementary 
and secondary schools and keep it a viable discipline in our 
colleges and universities," professional geographers lTlust 
" . . work hard and be committed to the teaching of geography 
i:1 the years ahead" (Kohn 1981). 

Kohn went on to propose that"Departments of geography in 
our Ph .D.-granting institutions need to provide incentives for 
those who wish to work with pr6fessional educators in the 
;:crs;;aration of teachers and in-service programs and in the 
development of instructional materials. We especially need to 
support those who wish to carryon rigorous research. Advance
ITent in salaries and academic rank anc enhanced standing in the 
profession should be awarded to those who are effective in the 
area of geographic education. The profession can do no less 
if it is to realize its potential in educating the youth of 
~~erica and at the same time check its ~emise from the 
educational s cene" (Kohn 1981). But even if we knew He would 
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be rewarded for such activities to the same extent we are for 
"hard research," how many geographers in the I vory Towers Hould 
be interested? The typical professional geographer in academe 
is like a malnourished horse wearing blinders, plodding down 
the road toward the glue factory. 

If you are a "typical professional geographer in academe ,'" 
I challenge you, for the sake of our future, to prove me Vlrong . 
Take off the blinders. Wake up and smell the coffee! And find 
something pos itive and constructive that you can do to enhance 
the status of geography at the grass root~ Grass roots will 
grow and I vory Towers endur e, or grass roots will wither and 
Ivory Towers f all. 

NOTES 

1Before someone delves into the 1982 Directory to discover 
that educational geography is not iderttified as one of my 
s pecialties, I will confes s now. AAG members are asked to 
i dentify no more than three s pecialties, and many geographers 
have Dore interests than that. Accordingly, interest in 
educationa l geography, and the other s pecialties, is probably 
greate r than apparent. 
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