Introduction

The number of students studying HSC Geography has
declined over the past two decades, and although
there has been a levelling off in numbers, they are
nothing like the glory days. What has happened? Are
we seeing the end of Geography as we know it?

When | confront an issue like this my starting point is
one of self-reflection. What could | have done?

One of my regrets in my involvement in professional
Geography between 1995 and 2001, when the review
for the HSC was undertaken, was my lack of awareness
of the consequences of decisions made at the time.

| had been teaching for 9 years when the Professor
Barry McGraw HSC review started, was in my second
school, had only been back in Sydney since 1991 and
had just joined the GTANSW and Geographical Society
of NSW Councils.

| was sufficiently professionally connected through the
writing of articles for Geography teachers since the
mid 1980s to get an invitation to be part of the team
to set up the HSC Online. This involved a trip to Charles
Sturt University Bathurst campus where we set up

and populated the online resource for the New HSC in
Geography.

In the GTANSW we were working hard and strategically
to represent Geography. | was too in-experienced to
be effectively involved and nor could | get the time off
school to attend the key meetings, where the decisions
were being discussed.

Hindsight makes you wiser than you are at the time
decisions are made. However, 25 years of experience

and observation of NESA data has made it possible for
me to reflect and see what has happened since then.

This is what | am going to try and do in this paper.
Maybe it is to atone for my failure to successfully
represent Geography.

| have lots of unanswered questions which you may

be able help myself and each other with suggested
answers. Is there an ongoing decline of students
studying Geography, or have we reached an equilibrium
in the numbers studying Geography? What role has the
absence of the School Certificate had on Geography
numbers and development of skills and knowledge

of geography? Is there a mismatch between HSC and
University geography or can they help each other?

Is there an overemphasis in skills, GIS, perhaps even
fieldwork and the SGP in Preliminary Geography? What
impact does this have on retention of students into the
HSC year?

In addition, to these issues within Geography, what

is the impact of overcrowded curriculum, changes in

all syllabuses, teachers not trained in geography and
high-level political decisions, for example, to drop three
unit study, or the removal of the School Certificate?

Of course, most recently, there are the findings of the
Curriculum Review to consider.

Does Geography have a crisis of identity and suffer from
the ills of conflicting agendas and multiple stakeholders?
s there dilution of its core through engaging with new
trends such as the agenda of activists, alignment to
certain political ideologies and the adoption of new
initiatives?
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It appears here that | have made a series of blanket
generalisations through these questions, which would
be a fair reflection. My plan is to take a deep dive into
most of these issues and seek input from membership in
the coming writings and podcasts.

This article is only the starting point. It will look into the
evidence of the changing participation in Geography
over the past 25 years through an investigation of
publicly available data on the NESA website.

The data
Now let’s look at the NESA data.

Let's see if these generalisations about the decline of
Geography are indicated in the data. NESA, and the
Board of Studies at the time, has provided data for the
number of students enrolled in subjects since 1995.
The year 1995 was the year that Professor Barry McGraw
initiated the HSC review which was implemented in
2001.

In this period, we transitioned from the School
Certificate, implemented the new syllabus for Stages

4 and 5 Geography and Three Unit Geography was
removed as a course of study with the implementation
of the New HSC in 2001.

Firstly, we have the course enrolment data figures for
students studying Geography in the HSC (Figures 1 and
2) and the Preliminary years (Figure 3).
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Prior to the New HSC in 2001, (1995 to 2000) Geography
was studied by students with the option of two units and
three units of courses (Figure 4).

The number of students that studied Two Unit
Geography range from 5287 in 2000 up to 6932 in 1995.
In addition, the number of Three Unit students ranged
from 1803 through to 3366 once again between 2000
and 1995 respectively.

It needs to be noted that the students studying Three
Unit are included in the Two Unit enrolment numbers.
When Two Unit and Three Unit students are combined
the total number of students studying Geography was
10,298 in 1995 compared to 7090 in 2000, before the
start of the New HSC. One comment can be made is
that the decline in students studying in geography was
trending down from 1995 six years prior to the new HSC.

Now let's see what the impact of New HSC
implementation, if any, on the number of student’s
studying Geography.

In 2000, the total number of students studying
geography (2 Unit) was 5287 and in 2001 increased to
6223. However, the number of total students studying
geography was reduced substantially with the removal
of Three Unit Geography.

In 2002, there were 6090 students studying Geography
and in 2003 there were 5835 students. After this the
number of students studying Geography stayed in the
4000 bracket all the way through to 2019. In 2005 there
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was a slight peak at 4913 and the lowest point was in
2019 with 4189. What does this suggest?

For the Geography Life Skills course (Figure 5) the NESA
HSC data exists for 2013 to 2019. The total number of
students studying the course range from 77 up 240
students each year.

The NESA website also has the figures for students
studying Geography in the Preliminary course. The
students studying Preliminary Life Skills between 2012
and 2019 had enrolments with troughs and peaks of
102 students in 2013 up to 169 students in 2016. The
numbers also drop off into the HSC year.

A comparison of the numbers of students studying
Geography in Year 11 Preliminary course and Year 12 the
HSC course makes for an interesting comparison

(Figure 6).

In short, we are able to see how many students
dropped Geography after the Preliminary year by
looking at the NESA data. For example, the 2018
student numbers can be compared to the Preliminary
course data for the 2017 students. This can be applied
to NESA data available between 2006 and 2018 —it's
just a matter of aligning the spreadsheets.

In summary, in each year of a transition between Year
11-12, there is drop in the number of students studying
Geography between 20-25%. The smallest decline
being 21.1% 2006 (1211 students) and largest 26.28%
2017 (1580 students).

The NESA data also provides a breakdown of the number
of students studying elective geography in the School
Certificate era and the Stage Five era of the Geography
(Figure 7).

Itis a little bit tricky to compare the elective data prior
to 2001 because there is a substantial decline in the
number of students studying elective geography.

Why? It seems the elective students are separated from
the total number of students studying Geography after
2001 but not before 2001. For example, there was 15,770
students studying geography in 2001 and then the
elective units had 2814 students in 2002, so there must
be a variation in the collection of data.

However, the data does show that in 2002 there were
2814 students studying both 100 and 200 hours of
Elective Geography and this number stayed around this
level through to 2007. After this it varied between 900
and 800 students studying Geography through to 2017.
The numbers declined again to 788 students in 2018 and
dropped further to 676 students in 2019.

The data also provides information into the gender of
students who study geography (Figures 1-3). In the HSC
and the Preliminary course for every year between 2001
in 2019 there are more males studying geography than
females. For the period 1995 to 2000, the pre-New HSC
geography era of courses for Two Unit, also had more
males than females studying geography.

In relation to Three Unit Geography between 1995 and
2000 the number of female students were greater male
students studying the extension Three Unit course.

In relation to the Life Skills courses for both the
Preliminary and the HSC year there were more male
students studying Life Skills for the period where data is
available between 2012 2019.

Where does Geography fit in to all the subjects taught in
the HSC year?

The number of students studying the HSC has grown by
about 14,000 students from 1995 to 2019, that is, from
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61,551 to 75,006 in 2019 (Figure 8). However, the highest
number of students studying the HSC was 77,433 in
2015. Geography made up 6% of this total 2010-2019,
7% 2004-2007, 9% 2002-2003 and 10% in 2001.

In the Pre-New HSC era (1995 to 2001) the percentage
of students studying Geography compared to the total
number of students doing the HSC steadily declined
17% 1995, 15% 1996, 14% 1997, 13% 1998, 13% 1999
and to 119% in 2000.

This percentage drop in the study of Geography is also
reflected in comparing the top 30 subjects in 2019 to
the top 30 subjects in 2000, the year before New HSC
(Figures 9 and 10). In 2000 Geography was ranked 16™
and, in comparison to other related HSIE subjects, was
ahead of all but one subject with Ancient History at 28",
Economics 21¢, Legal Studies 17th, Modern History 18"
and Business Studies 5™.

In 2019 Geography was ranked 26th and substantially
dropped below similar HSIE subjects such as Economics
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22", Ancient History 17", Legal Studies 9%, Modern
History 8" and Business Study holding solid at 5" place.

In short, Geography was on the last run of the ladder in
relation to HSIE subjects in 2019 compared to second
on the same ladder in 2000.
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Using the data

So, what can we do with all this data?

Firstly, it starts with personal reflection. For me
personally, | reflect on my failure to do more to help
Geography when | instinctively saw the signals, while

| was professionally in position to do more with the
changing of syllabuses, School Certificate and the New
HSC. There was always going to be an impact on the
number of students studying Geography.

The government of the day had declared interest in
History rather than Geography as an extension subject in
the New HSC. The adoption of new courses introduced
increased choice for students and in the case of
Geography moving some of those students across to
other subjects.

In my involvement with the GTA NSW in this period we
were aware of these implications, and efforts were made
to address our concerns, but on reflection we could have
done more but | don't know what.

Secondly, in hindsight there are little trends there which
we should've picked up earlier, but | guess it's difficult to
do unless you have 20 years of data which we have now
to interrogate.

\We need to further investigate the pinch points where
there were meso and micro declines in the number

students studying Geography. We could look into

the lead in role of elective geography for Stage 6
geography. Should we investigate why female students
are consistently under-represented in the study of
geography compared to male students, especially since
the removal of Three Unit Geography.

Of significance | feel we need to see what we can

do with the substantial reduction in the number of
students studying Geography between the Preliminary
in the HSC years. By substantial | mean, since 2006, the
decline is between 20% and 25% each year. We need to
strategically build an approach to improve the retention
of students between Years 11 and 12.

Thirdly, I hope this data can be used by you in
discussion with your teaching staff and middle
leadership to develop a strategy to hopefully arrest
the decline of Geography. Or, if this is the new norm,
how do we move forward?

| have a spreadsheet of all this data, should you wish
to have the spreadsheet. So please let me know if
you would like a copy and | will forward it to you. You
can contact me via martinpluss@gmail.com or
twitter.com/plu.

- GTANSW & ACT Twitter - @ GTANSWACT

GTANSW & ACT resource sharing platforms

« GTANSW & ACT Website - www.gtansw.org.au
+ GTANSW & ACT Scoop.it - https://www.scoop.it/topic/year-9-geographies-of-interconnections
« GTANSW & ACT Facebook page - https://www.facebook.com/GTA.NSW/
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