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" 
T e title of this essay, "Geography and the Fut ure : A Ma ndate for 

Geographic Education, " deals wi th what to :ne is the theme \'le a s educators 

must address if we are to f ulfill our commitment to our socieLY and ours elve s . 

Consider 	if you will the following facts: 

1. 	 An l8-year-old freshman next fall will be only 37 in the year 2001; 

2. 	 A 6-year-old first grader will be about 25 that same year; 

3. 	 Students being taught in our schools today will be influencing the 

lives and will be educating people \.rho will be acti.ve into the 

22nd century. (If we have a 22nd century.) 

If 	\.re pause to ref lee t on the changes we have witnessed, we mus t be awC!u 

any 	reasonable considerati.on of those changes which our stud ents can be 

expected 	to witness and partake in. 

If 	you are 40 years old today you have observed a host of new technologi es , 

• 	 social changes, economic changes, political changes, and so forth. For examp le , 

the last 40 years have seen: 

1. 	 The development of nuclear power--incl ud i ng the bomb: 

2. 	 A substantial increase in the number of independent na tions; 

3. 	 The probing of the newest frontier--space--including satellites, 

men on t he moon, and the beginnings of regular space travel (the 

shuttle); 

t . 
"T. 	 The development of c.olor TV, of direct dial long distance telepilones, , i ,l, 1 

of a \vlde range of new telecommunications devices; 
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5. 	 The waging of three major wars, and almost continual conflicts for 

"national liberation"; 

6. 	 The development of commercial jet transport; 

7. 	 The development of the interstate highway system; 

8. 	 The start of a revolution in values, with respect to women's roles, 

sexual mores, civil rights, and family life styles; 

9. 	 The development of computer technology, transistors, printed circuits , anJ 

microprocessors; 

10. 	 The development of cures and treatments for polio, meningitis, small

pox (and its eradication), a variety of cancers, and even many kinds 

of heart disease. 

We could, of course, go on and on, but I think the point is made. If 

we consider the next 40 years, we can expect at least an equal degree of change 

will occur. 

It is clear that the natural state of the world today and in the foresee

able future is one of change, not stagnation. This has always been true, but 

there is a fundamental difference nevertheless. In the past, our most likely 

guess about tomorrow was based on yesterday, but the pace of change has 

accelerated to such a degree that the recent past is, in most cases, not even 

a reasonable approximation for the near future. 

The implications of rapid change and of the failure of virtually all of 

our institutions (including education) to deal with the increasingly dynamic 

world are all around us. The following issues are all indicative of the new 

situation: 

1. 	 Nuclear proliferation--how do we deal with this issue and encourage 

international cooperation in its management. 
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2. 	 The "energy crisis1'--how do we overcome the dif f i fes of dl'V i dp in g 

a politically and socially acceptable national energy po li cy. 

3. 	 Urban sprawl--how n we deal with i ts impli ca tions for en nrgy, the 

environment, and agricul ture. 

!L Stagf lation--the problem of dealing \ . .;ith high rates of i nf at ' no in 

• 	 the face of limited economic growth. 

5. 	 The current debate about national security and nDti ona] defens e--wlt31 

is a rDtional policy and what are acceptDble tradeoffs. How do W~ 

define na t'onal security? 

6. 	 The threat of pol l ution of all types (including the proh l ms of t oxic 

chemicals) --hmv do we develop a bDlanced, accep table can tra l m h,mi sm . 

7. 	 Political apathy--ignorance, and arrogance. 

8. 	 The trivialization of politics by media, politicans , profl~ss _io :l; l l 

cynics, Dnd people in general. 

All of these problems and issues have arisen Dt least in pa rt because of 

our failure to prepare ourselves and others to manage change and to undc THt nnd 

t he potential implications of our actions--a11 of this wi. th a porulat ion that 

is, on paper, the most educated in history. Hermann Kahn hil 

generated a population suffering from "educated incapacity." He a r gue s tLLil: 
• 

\ve have educated people to fear and withdraw rather than to -De advent_urous nnd 

grow. I tend to agree (for one of the few cimes) ~vith Kahn's obse rv:1U,lns b t 

not his reasoning. I would Drgue that his premise is \vrong. He a r no t t ll 

"bes t educa ted popula tion" ever. I f one def ines educa t ion as the .:onUTIUo"i. c d ng 

to and diffusing among ourselves and our young, the sk i lls, talents, knowJ edge, 

and capabilities necessary to understand, survi.ve and, perhaps even, exec.1 ill 

the environment that will be, and to improve the world--if that is what education 
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is all about, then we do a less effective job than did earlier generations. 

Why, after all we do spend more money and time at the task? The reason, I 

believe, is simple--the increasing complexity of the world, the increas ing 

rate of change, and the resulting increase in uncertainty have exceeded both 

our understanding and ability to teach. Much of what occurs in schools today 

is of relevance to a world of our youth, but much of what is relevant to our 

youth's world is not in our schools. In other words, too much of what we are 

teaching is appropriate to the world we experienced, but not enough is 

appropriate to the world our young people will experience. 

There are many reasons for this. Education in its formal institutional 

structure (and even in its informal cultural form) evolves to meet the needs 

of a specific society. As the society undergoes major transformation (such 

as the industrial revolution) education is faced with the need for a paradigm 

shift similar to the need faced by science as its basic assumptions are 

discredited by new information. But institutions and cultural forms change 

slowly. It has been estimated that a period of about 20 years is needed for 

successful innovations to diffuse through our educational system. If the 

above problems are any indication and if our society has been or is being 

transformed (from surplus to scarcity, to a post industrial society or other 

fundamental changes), we cannot afford to take 20 years for each change. The 

risks are too great. 

What is being done in our schools to help our students deal with the 

information explosion (the same one we have great difficulty dealing with)? 

How many schools are placing the goal of computer literacy along side 

of reading and writing? 

How many schools are providing students with the tools necessary to 
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integr a te across disciplinary boundaries and to comprehend comp lex sy'teub'! 

How many schools are preparing stud ti ts f or a world o f g [o\1<l l l'ummlll1 i 

cation, increased cultural interaction , and inc r e ased interdepende nce? 

In fact , how many schools a r e trying to t e ch students t deal ~..r ith t il t:' 

ambiguicies, uncertainities, and frustrations of rapid change? 

1: am arguing that we need to revolut ionize our approach t o edueation. 1" 

[trt r argu that geography of f ers a unique vant g point f r om which this 

r evolu t ' on can come. 

e pot ntial of geography to provid tlw in t 'gr ating elcrnenc in ~1Ji ,d t ,':1 

tional process focused on complexity and interdependence is sornet l in g tfl;1t musl 

be exploited. In a recen t article ( i n the April/May 1979, Vol. 78 , No.4) i n 

the Journal of Geography., I have explored this potent i ,l and hen, . t mig!! t be 

accomplished. The ideas I suggest there are by no means the only way tc il c com

plish these goals, but they do provide a star ting point. If we CIS gco f'; raphc' rs 

and geographic educators do not move now to develop that potential, then some

one else will. We have seen fields such as environmental studies, urban studies , 

regional science, global studies, to name a few, develop in areas ~.,her e g eogriJ ph y 

failed to exploit its potential. If we do not act now it will happ n aga in. 

Those aware of the growth of future studies may also see the development or 

early vlarning signs. A number of proponents of futures education are ~r uing 

for future studies departments and all the related paraphernalia f 3 di s c ipl in 

If this were a matter of something being done well, which needs being Jone, 

I ,.,oul d have no complain t. The need to address the fu ture in a produt: t i ve 

~,ay is so important that the name under which it occurs is 0 f little impnrtan' 

~~!., those of you who have read much in the literature of the E t ure know o f 

the problems caused by the geographic ignorance that is so cummon to the 
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majority of futurists. Macinko has eloquently addressed this point in a 

1972 essay appearing in the book Human Geography in a Shrinking World. Issues 

of spatial interaction, spatial diffusion, land use, location, and transpor

tation are crucial to changes in our settlement patterns, economy, life style, 

and social and economic development. Yet these are generally ignored by 

futurists, or are treated with extreme naivete. 

The technological optimists such as Kahn suggest things that any geographe~ 

would know are preposterous or even dangerous (such as his argument that the 

widespread clearance of the tropical rain forests offers a viable means to 

produce adequate food for tropical regions). Others want to retreat back to 

the so-called "simple life" of rural self-sufficiency ignoring the tremendous 

costs, and human suffering which would result. Many futurists purport to think 

via systems, yet they almost always ignore the spatial dimension of the systems 

on which they focus. To discuss resource use in an economic system without 

being concerned with the spatial dimension is foolhardy. To talk about Third 

World development without understanding the roles of culture, land, climate, 

and tradition is equally naive. 

There are few academic areas which offer a context which will support 

future oriented education as well as geography. Furthermore, I would argue 

that any attempt to alter the content and approach of public education which 

ignores the geographic dimension is bound to fail. 

I doubt that I have said much thus far with which you would disagree, 

but what do we do about it? Our own experience is clearly that the value and 

potential of geography is not generally perceived by our colleagues in other 

parts of academia. How many times is the reactions of our non geography 

colleagues, or others such that geography is equated with maps, place names, 
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or interesting travel? To a very large extent, this is our fault and that of 

our discipline--especially our national organizations. Too many geographerH 

ave retreated into their holes and avoided communicating with others. Too 

many have 	tried to restr ict geographic inquiry away from the areas in which 

our 	potential contribution is great. Too often our discipline has performed 

.. 	 like the proverbial ostrich. So what can we do? I suggest that there are 

several things we can and must do individually and together. 

1. 	 We must be more assertive in both our willingness to be criti cial 

and constructive--to criticize ideas and conclusions which are 

geographically naive and be constructive in providing alternatives. 

2. 	 We must begin talking with non geographers and working with them 

on issues of common interest. 

3. 	 We must also direct our research and teaching towards contemporary 

and emerging issues. 

4. 	 And, we should encourage our professional organizations to take 

a lead in exploring issues--along the lines of the National Academy 

of Sciences and the A.A.A.S. 

5. 	 Next, we must, ourselves, learn from the other disciplines. Too 

often the material I have read in economic geography has been as 
• 

economically naive as the economics material has been geographically 

naive. How many cultural geography Lexts continue to rely on a 

concept of "race" which has been discredited by anthropologists in 

their taxonomic studies? 

6. 	 Furthermore, we must become more adventuresome--to speculate and to 

explore new ideas, and to break from tradition, where necessary. 

7. 	 Another thing we, as educators, must do is face the issues of why 
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we are teaching what we are, and why we are teaching it the way we 

are. 	 My own reading of a wide variety of course outlines for 

introductory courses indicate that much of it could not be defended 

given 	my definition of geography's role. 

8. 	 As teachers, we must begin to prepare our students--not simply by 

providing facts--but by providing the tools and confidence necessary 

to explore, investigate the world and to critically evaluate it. 

9. 	 As geographers, we must not become obsessed with facts, data, and 

observation, but should focus on process, interdependence, and change. 

(Look at economic geography books of the '50s and note the reliance 

on facts and data--also note the errors and irrelevance contained in 

them--are our texts today much better?) Consider for example, the 

continued organization of most economic geography texts along the 

lines of agriculture, manufacturing, mining, services or primary, 

secondary, tertiary activities. Why do we continue to lump economic 

activities together in such a way not consistent with behavioral, 

locational, or dynamic behaviors? 

10. 	 In general, as geographers and as teachers, we must begin to take 

risks, to rock the boat, and to prepare ourselves to do so effectively. 

We need to improve our own educations and risk the criticism of our 

more staid colleagues. 

How can we move to fulfill our potential? How can we better focus our 

attention in ways that will move us in the direction I have argued we should 

go? Let me draw some ideas from my article in the Journal of Geography. What 

follows is addressed principally at geographic education, but it certainly 

has implications for future directions in geographic research. 
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Let me begin with the four main di visions we generally find in geography 

curriculum--human, physical, regional geography, and geographic methodology. 

Human geography must be restructured to deal wi t h issues of change and 

interdependence. Many of our texts and our outlines impl y the val e of 

separation, static treatment, and description. We must build on the concepts 

of diffusion, cultural ecology, and development. We must incorporate t he 

issue of technology and its influence on spatial behavior. We must raise 

issues relating to decision making, impact analysis, and adaptation to change. 

We must relate our ideas and topics to contemporary events. In general we 

must redesign our courses and programs to better focus the students' thinking 

(and our own) on the possibilities for tomorrow. We must learn to accept the 

discomfort that comes from rejecting our status as prevayors of knowledge for 

the rewards and excitement which comes from the mutual exploration of the yet 

to be. Much of this can be accomplished by designing courses which do not 

only teach facts but teach how to obtain, ~, and interEret facts. 

Physical geography courses need to be redesigned in much the same way. 

Furthermore as the physical environment is not irrelevant to human behavior 

and spatial organization, neither is the human element irrelevant to an 

understanding of the physical system. Physical geography must do more to 

focus on the interrelations between mankind, technology, and the environment 

much as human geography must do more to incorporate the physical environment. 

Regional geography should be redefined and restructured away from an 

historical-description approach to a process oriented, integrating approach. 

We must consider interaction within, between and among regions. We must look 

at the regions of the world as providing a variety of approaches (dare we 

call them experiments?) to deal with common issues. Different social, economic, 
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political, and spatial structures have been and are being developed to deal 

with issues related to development and environmental change. We must look 

at these from a less ethnocentric vantage point. We must also incorporate 

various perceptions and ideologies in looking at regional issues (for example 

how do Third World views of western economic influence on their lives differ 

from those we ho l d and why?). But most importantly, regional geography must 

become more of a field for integrating the understanding about social, 

political, economic, physical, and other systems and their spatial manifesta

tions in a purposeful context of development and change. 

Finally, geographic methodology is an area both in teaching and research 

which must be expanded and developed. We must be less concerned with the 

trivia of our methods than with their use and interpretation. We must 

understand and communicate their limitations as well as their advantages. 

We must understand and communicate their philosophic bases and implications. 

Finally, we must reach out to develop and apply new, interactive, exploratory 

methodologies, especially using interactive micro-, mini-, and even mainframe 

computers. The development and use of computer graphics, animation (again 

computer based) and computer cartography are necessities if we and our 

students are to deal with the important issues of the next few decades. 

One issue which I would like to briefly raise, but not answer (indeed 

I don't think I can) is the issue of information management. The explosion 

of information of which we are all aware must be managed. One task which 

lies ahead is the extension of work in information systems to handle more 

than data and events. This new area must include the development of mental 

and technological systems which help us scan a variety of information 

sources, evaluate these sources, and select from them. This calls for 

10 




, 

increased cooperation among geographers, among all researchers and t eachers 

and many others. Information management may well be the most important 

problem existing today. 

Le t me conclude by suggesting that educat ion in the United States is 

rapidly approaching a point of being discredited, and in many cases the 

result will be deserved. Yet, we have the opportunity to avoid that result 

and push beyond old limits. In that attempt, geography i s in a position and 

has the potential to be a leading force. It is an exciting opportunity 

filled with rewards. If we fail to act on this potential, then geography 

as an organized discipline in this country will continue its slide into 

obl i vion. If we reach for the brass ring not only will we and our discipline 

reap rewards, but so will our society. 

I thus callan each of you to get involved. To initiate action; to 

seek out kindred spirits; and to even tilt at windmills. Our calling can 

and must be one of honor, courage, and fortitude. 
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