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The introduction of Civics and
Citizenship

The concept of Civics and Citizenship was first
introduced into schools in the late 1990s when junior
Geography and History became mandatory subjects as
part of a Civics and Citizenship education program to
encourage active, informed participation in Australian
society and its political processes. At the time, there
were concerns about a cynicism towards democratic
processes and lack of participation in politics, particularly
by youth. The Civics and Citizenship program was seen
as a way to encourage active participation in political
processes.

Learning across the Curriculum

More recently, with the introduction of the suite of

new NSW syllabuses following the introduction of the
Australian Curriculum, Civics and Citizenship was again
reinstated in NSW, this time as a component of “Learning
across the Curriculum”. As one of the Learning Across the
Curriculum areas it was given the same weighting as the
General Capabilities and Cross Curriculum Priorities such
as literacy, numeracy, etc.

Civics and Citizenship

As students engage in learning in Geography, they
will develop the knowledge, understanding, skills,
values and attitudes for responsible, informed and
active participation in Australian society and as
global citizens. Students explore ways they can
shape their lives, value their belonging in a diverse
and dynamic society, and positively contribute

at a range of scales. Active citizens support
democratic participation, foster individual and
group involvement in civil society, critically question
existing political institutions and social, economic
and political arrangements, and facilitate democratic
change.

Students learn to participate in decision-making

and to exercise critical judgement about political
issues. Comparisons with other civil societies enrich
their understanding of the nature of democracy in
Australia and in other countries. Students examine
the role of citizens in the context of government
systems and institutions as well as political and social
life in Australia and other countries.

NESA, K-10 Geography syllabus

Citizenship Content

Citizenship and political involvement have long been
part of the Geography syllabus. The previous Geography
syllabus incorporated citizenship-related content

and teachers regularly included activities related to
political involvement. For example, in Year 10 students
were encouraged to propose actions to promote
sustainability, social justice and equity as part of "Active
Citizenship” Letter writing and protests were key
features of the course content, and found in most of the
text books and online resources at the time.

The current syllabus has explicit links between
Geography, citizenship and political processes and
emphasises the active role that participants can take.

In Stage 4, the Landscapes and Landforms topic allows
students to examine the responses of individuals,
groups and governments to a geomorphic hazard/
disaster. The Place and Liveability topic allows students
to conduct an assessment of the role of governments,
non-government organisations, communities and
individuals in enhancing liveability, but it is a dash point,
rather than a dot point is as such not a mandatory part
of the topic. In the Water In The World topic, students
can conduct an assessment of strategies used to
overcome water scarcity and the role of government,
non-governments organisations, individuals and
communities in sustainable water management. In
doing so students can explore the responsibilities of
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different levels of government. The topic also includes
students proposing individual actions contributing to
water management. It also allows students to examine
the responses of individuals, groups and government
to the impact of an atmospheric hazard/disaster. The
Interconnections topic allows students to explain the
responses of governments, groups and individuals to
minimise the effects of production and consumption.

In Stage 5 in Changing Places, students propose

ways for individuals and communities to contribute

to a sustainable urban future, and in Environmental
Change and Management, students propose how
individuals could contribute to achieving environmental
sustainability for the environment studied in each
country.

What are the causes and consequences of change in
environments and how can this change be managed?
A key inquiry question in Stage 5: Environmental
Change and Management (NESA, K-10 Geography
syllabus)

Biodiversity and climate change
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Citizenship in the media

Encouraging students to be active citizens can gain
positive attention for students and schools when

it involves students commemorating, re-enacting

or honouring past events, for example student
involvement in ANZAC Day ceremonies, and activities
closely related to the study of History. However, active
citizenship in contemporary issues, more closely
associated with the study of Geography, can be
contentious and gain negative media attention. There
are positive perceptions when students are involved
in fairly controlled meetings or focus groups regarding
urban change or development, but views can shift
quickly when students are involved in council meetings,
letter writing campaigns or protests (despite those
being in the previous syllabus).
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There has been recent media attention regarding
teaching of topics typically considered as related to
citizenship. In the current political climate these are more
likely to be considered as “‘controversial issues”. This can
be seen most recently in student activism related to
climate change. Examples of media coverage include
when a primary school was directed to remove two
sections of their school newsletter which showcased
student work. The showcased work was two letters to
the Prime Minister regarding climate change. This was
reported in the Daily Telegraph. Around the same time,

A Current Affairran a program where a parent had pulled
his child out of school over “brainwashing” of children
regarding climate change. Last month, The Guardian
reported that the Prime Minister wanted students to be
“less activist”in their protesting against climate change.
Beyond Australia, the New York Times ran an article in
2018,"Should Schools Teach About Climate Change?”

Controversial issues -
Is citizenship controversial?

NSW public schools are guided by the Department of
Education’s Controversial Issues in Schools policy and
our Code of Conduct policy, while religious/independent
schools are likely to also have other policies and
guidelines determining what is and isn't controversial
(e.g. religious doctrine). The department policy does not
state that controversial issues can't be covered in class,
but does give some guidelines about how to cover them.
The policy states that it is a teacher’s responsibility to“..
ensure that the delivery of curriculum, school programs
and activities, presentations and activities by external
providers or other events involving students are age
appropriate, relevant to curriculum aims and objectives
and consistent with the values of public education and
the school’s purpose and goals!

The department’s policy states that once staff identify a
controversial issue that they need to”..ensure balanced
and reasonable consideration of various viewpoints
occurs in the delivery of curriculum, school programs
and activities, in presentations to students by visitors,
staff, contractors or external providers and on school
excursions!” In other words, when teaching an issue like
climate change, or a controversial urban development,
teachers are meant to provide a range of viewpoints
about the issue.

Age appropriateness

Recent media attention has questioned whether it is
appropriate for students to be studying topics such

as extinctions or climate change and related personal
actions to address them at primary school. These topics
could be covered in multiple places in Geography in




primary school (for example in Stage 3 Factors that
Shape Places topic). The NSW Geography syllabus

is based on the Australian Curriculum which was
signed off by ministers from each state in 2013. Both
the Australian and NSW syllabus had many rounds of
consultation, at which point any of those issues could
have been removed, but weren't.

Climate change and extinctions could be covered

in the Key Inquiry Questions in Stage 3 (see

below) "How do people influence places and the
management of spaces within them?” A range

of other issues would also be addressed such as
farming, land clearing, and settlements, but other
more controversial issues such as climate change and
extinctions are equally valid.

KEY INQUIRY QUESTIONS

* How do people and environments influence one another?
* How do people influence places and the management of spaces within them?
# How can the impact of bushfires on people and places be reduced?

Geography syllabus content such as extinction has
the potential to be controversial.
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If students choose to apply their knowledge and
participate in practical activities to address an issue they
are both addressing the content, and addressing the
Civics and Citizenship Learning Across the Curriculum
area.

Relevant to curriculum

As addressed above, Citizenship is one of the Learning
Across the Curriculum areas and relates to Geography
course content in a number of topics. When teaching

a case study or issue that requires students to consider
actions that can be taken to address it, the key is to
ensure that a balanced perspective is taught and that a
range of viewpoints explored. This enables students to
develop empathy, understand the actions of different
stakeholders in an issue and understand why people take
the actions that they do.

The main purpose is for students to walk away with the
capacity to critically analyse what they read about a topic
and to be able to make informed decisions. However, a
certain amount of myth de-bunking is just as necessary

as looking at a range of perspectives. Students come
to school with a range of views that they have heard
at home or in mainstream media which may not be
based in fact, or which are highly emotive. The role
of the teacher is to explore these views in a may that
respectfully emphasises the logic and evidence-base
behind the views explored in class.

Consistent with school’s values

An assessment of whether certain learning activities
related to citizenship are considered controversial

must take into account the values of the school or
school system. In NSW public schools the core values
are: integrity, excellence, respect, responsibility,
cooperation, participation, care, fairness and democracy.
Independent or Catholic systemic schools may have
values such as equity, fairness, social justice, service,
etc. Active citizenship, political action and engagement
in democratic processes are means to embody these
values and actively demonstrate their meaning and
significance in a practical sense.

Investigating issues develops critical and creative
thinking capability.

CRITICAL
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@-f.

problem solution

Thinkivlg

sSource: Shutterstock

Geography Bulletin Vol 51, No4 2019 27



Source: Shutterstock

Importance of Citizenship

Over time, public perceptions about teaching citizenship, particularly aspects related to active engagement in
political processes and contemporary issues by young people has shifted, and is getting more negative attention
from the media and politicians. In any school it is not unusual for there to be regular conversations about what

is and isn't acceptable, controversial, sensitive, etc. Different school communities and school systems will have
different views on what is acceptable. As well, society and the students we teach are always changing, and what
was acceptable some years ago, might not be ok now. Conversely what was considered controversial once, may
be central to a syllabus now. Despite this, citizenship is a key component of the NSW syllabuses and has been for
many years. Fostering student involvement in democratic processes is a cornerstone of building an active and
engaged community with the ability to shape our future communities, cities, country and world.

About the Australian Geography Competition

- Open to students from Year 7 to Year 12
- Certificates of recognition for all participating students
- Major prizes for highest scoring students

- 16 high performing Year 11 students invited each year
to Geography’s Big Week Out

- Four students chosen to represent Australia at the
International Geography Olympiad each year

2020 Competition dates: Wed 18 March to Wed 1 April -
competition entry details and further information at
- www.geographycompetition.org.au/

28  Geography Bulletin Vol 51, No4 2019




