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The impact of forming a community of practice on teachers’
attitudes and approaches to primary geography
Lisa Clarke a and Susan Pikeb

aSchool of STEM Education, Innovation and Global Studies, Dublin City University, Dublin, Ireland; bSchool of
Education, Trinity College Dublin, Dublin, Ireland

ABSTRACT
Geography is a subject in the Primary Curriculum in Ireland. It is
taught in all schools with some examples of engaging and
challenging practices, characterised by enquiry-based learning
(EBL) of a range of content, with learning occurring inside and
out. In other settings, Geography is more limited in scope and
children’s geographical experiences in school are minimal. There
is a myriad of reasons for this range of practice. One significant
feature is the lack of funding or provision for continuing
professional development (CPD) for primary teachers in
Geography. This paper outlines a project to create school-based
CPD for teachers in primary geography. The results of the project
are that the school-based CPD, designed by teachers can provide
support them to enact the curriculum as well as providing
engaging, interesting and enjoyable experiences for teachers. The
findings also suggest that such CPD can also have a positive
impact on children’s experiences of Geography, through
enhanced practices by teachers. The implications for such
findings are discussed in relation to curriculum change.
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The context of primary geography in Ireland

Within the following section we set the context for this paper, outlining the position and
context of primary geography in terms of geographical learning, geography curricular
and teacher education before considering teachers’ professional development.

As the International Geographical Union (IGU) state, geography is an ‘informing,
enabling and stimulating subject at all levels in education, and contributes to a lifelong
enjoyment and understanding of our world’, with purpose as ‘geographical education
is indispensable to the development of responsible and active citizens in the present
and future world’ (IGU 2016, 4). Reflecting the importance of the subject, primary
geography is an educational experience for children that is deeply rooted in enquiring
about places. The Primary Curriculum for Geography (PCG) in Ireland outlines that

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly
cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s)
or with their consent.

CONTACT Lisa Clarke lisa.clarke@dcu.ie DCU Institute of Education, C107, St Patrick’s Campus, Dublin City
University, Dublin 9, Ireland

IRISH EDUCATIONAL STUDIES
2023, VOL. 42, NO. 4, 911–930
https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2023.2258493

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03323315.2023.2258493&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-11-09
http://orcid.org/0009-0007-6119-678X
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:lisa.clarke@dcu.ie
http://www.tandfonline.com


‘geographical activities should be based on the local environment and all pupils should
have opportunities to explore and investigate the environment systematically and
thoroughly’ (1999, 19). Although it is a time of curriculum change in Ireland it is
likely geography within the Social and Environmental Education curriculum will have
similar provision (NCCA 2023). There is evidence of new teachers on the island of
Ireland embracing such engaging practices (Greenwood et al. 2020) as well as it being
explicit in teacher education (Pike et al. 2023). However, it also appears that teachers
can use teacher-led, transmissive methods of enacting the curriculum, including the
PCG (Pike 2011; Usher 2023; 2021; Waldron et al. 2007; 2009). This pattern of
locality-focused enquiry-based curriculum lacking in children’s education is apparent
internationally (Catling and Morley 2013; Lane 2015). Considering these, among other
studies, educational researchers advocate for further research into teacher practices
regarding geography education and curriculum implementation (Catling 2017;
Cummins 2010; McNally 2012). The Primary Curriculum in Ireland is currently in a
period of change, with the Primary Curriculum Framework launched in March 2023
(NCCA 2023). This will bring changes to the structure and content of the current curri-
culum, including change in the ‘enquiry’ grouping of history, geography and science, as
well as a new emphasis on integration especially between geography and history (NCCA
2023; Pike et al. 2023). It is hoped this study along with other research within Irish Edu-
cational Studies and elsewhere will help inform such changes.

This paper focuses on research on teachers’ professional development, and the recent
Primary Curriculum Framework specifies the need for CPD for teachers (2023).
However, it only alludes to how this will be carried out, perhaps as CPD for teachers
will ultimately be the responsibility of the Department of Education, not the NCCA.
And such CPD will need to align with the Teaching Council’s ‘Cosán’, the framework
for teachers’ professional development (2016). With this framework, the teacher is

Figure 1. Teacher learning processes within the Cosán framework (TC 2016, 15 and 19).
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placed at the centre of their CPD, and granted a level of autonomy, acknowledging the
different ways in which they learn (see Figure 1).

Along with the learning processes of teachers, the Cosán framework also highlights six
learning areas which are to be targeted in relation to CPD (Figure 1). Like systems else-
where (Catling 2017), this national framework of CPD does not feature any subjects as a
priority, nor the development of teachers’ subject knowledge. This is despite literature
which note the lack of CPD for teachers in geography, advocating for at least some
such opportunities for teachers to engage with geography (Pike 2016; Usher 2020;
2021). It is hoped this study will help decision makers reflect on the possibilities for
and significance of school based CPD for teachers.

A framework for primary geography

The research presented in this paper involved engaging teachers in high-quality practices
in geography as part of their CPD. The basis of high-quality geography within the study is
based on three key elements of primary geography from the research and curriculum: the
use of children’s ‘ethno’ or everyday geographies, enquiry-based stances and strategies
and the use of the locality:

Using and developing children’s ‘Ethno-geographies’

Constructivist theories, based on the work of Piaget, Dewey and others, stress the impor-
tance of the role of the child in building, or constructing, their own knowledge (Dewey
1915; Piaget 1932). In Ireland, the curriculum places the child at the centre of their learn-
ing and is underpinned by constructivist theories (McCoy et al. 2012). The curriculum
dictates that teaching should also be built upon children’s previous knowledge and
address their misconceptions (NCCA 1999).

Enquiry-Based learning stances and strategies

Also stemming from the work of Dewey, Greenwood et al. (2020) suggest that the
enquiry-based learning (EBL) approach is a suitable methodology for teachers to identify
children’s previous knowledge and place children at the centre of their learning. Catling
& Martin demand a less structured curriculum, in which children are recognised as ‘con-
tributors rather than beneficiaries’, and believe it is necessary in order to fully implement
an enquiry-based approach to teaching geography (2011, 332). Roberts (2013) outlines
the four essential characteristics of EBL ; being is question-driven and encourages a ques-
tioning attitude towards knowledge, it involves studying geographical data and sources of
information as evidence, making sense of information in order to develop understanding
and finally reflecting on learning. There is clear evidence that children appreciate such
approaches (Pike 2016; Usher 2023). And whilst it was envisaged that teachers would
be afforded autonomy in their teaching due to both the enquiry approaches and menu
structure of the 1999 PCG, they are constrained by many external requirements and pol-
icies (Usher 2021). This may account for studies which show that EBL approaches,
despite the advantages mentioned previously, can be limited in classrooms (Greenwood
et al. 2020; Usher 2021).
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Using the outdoors as a learning resource

Outdoor learning is an aspect of primary school that children enjoy participating in (Pike
2011). The use of the locality is explicitly outlined in the PCG as a means of developing
the main geographical concepts, including a sense of space and place (NCCA 1999). The
locality provides context for learning about place(s) and environmental awareness and
care (Dolan 2016; Owens 2013). However, studies suggest that outdoor learning is not
widely implemented by teachers in primary geography (Usher 2021; 2023). Overall, lit-
erature remains optimistic about the potential for this to change (Pike et al. 2023). More-
over, teachers’ enthusiasm for learning and developing their own pedagogical skills has
been widely observed (MacQuarrie 2018; Pike 2016).

Research focus and questions

The study presented here stems from an interest in decisions which primary teachers
make around the curriculum. To begin to answer a topic as broad as this, more
focused questions were designed to guide the research, these were:

. What are teachers’ opinions about geography?

. How do teachers plan for primary geography education?

. How confident are primary teachers in enacting the primary geography curriculum?

. What methodologies are commonly used to enacting the primary geography
curriculum?

. What support do teachers need to aid them in the successful implementation of the
primary geography curriculum?

. What impact does school based CPD have on teachers’ thinking and practices around
the primary geography curriculum?

The research which follows uses the questions outlined above to guide the review of
literature, the research methodologies chosen, the collection and analysis of data, and
the interpretation of findings.

Literature on teachers’ professional knowledge

Teachers’ knowledge and decisions about CPD

In order to understand and evaluate teacher knowledge, it is useful to refer to Shulman
(1986). He identified a range of knowledge bases teachers should have, with three cat-
egories of content knowledge: Firstly, Subject-Matter Knowledge (SMK), the amount
and organisation of knowledge about facts, concepts and principles of the subject. Sec-
ondly, Pedagogical Knowledge, the knowledge of the curriculum topics and method-
ologies of teaching. And finally, the focus of this research, Pedagogical Content
Knowledge (PCK), is described as the point where SMK and pedagogical knowledge
overlap. As a result of Shulman’s conceptualisation of PCK, along with the other knowl-
edge bases mentioned above, other educationalists have developed their thinking around
PCK. Turner-Bisset (1999) built on Shulman’s model by breaking the concept of PCK
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down into 11 components, she described how integration must occur among the com-
ponents for a teacher to demonstrate effective PCK, as shown in Figure 2.

Martin (2005), reformulated Turner-Bisset’s (1999) detailed model of PCK, and the
knowledge bases which PCK encompasses, into three seemingly simple questions:
What am I going to teach? How am I going to teach it? Why am I going to teach it in
this way? Research by Blankman et al. (2015) supported Martin’s (2005) study and
refined these questions to demonstrate how the knowledge represented by each of
these questions, when integrated, form teacher PCK. The framework was made
specific to the teaching of geography, referring to pedagogical content knowledge in
relation to geography (PCK-G).

The PCK-G framework, (Blankman et al. 2015), was the theoretical lens for this
research, through which the participants’ decisions regarding the PCG, were analysed.
Figure 3 illustrates how the three questions of what, how and why teachers make
certain decisions around the PCG, interconnect to form PCK-G, a knowledge base
which the authors describe as central to the effective teaching of geography.

There is an inbuilt variety to CPD provision in Ireland, depending whether teachers
are working in primary or post-primary schools. To date, the state’s Professional Devel-
opment Service for Teachers and Junior Cycle Support Programme provides teachers’
CPD at second level. This includes supports and opportunities for teachers, such as
in-person and online seminars, cluster meetings for newly qualified teachers and tailored
support based on school-specific needs. However, there is little opportunities provided
for teachers to engage with CPD in primary geography. The most popular form of
CPD in Ireland are primary summer courses, available for teachers to attend throughout
the months of the summer holidays. Teachers are entitled to a number of extra personal
vacation days in lieu of attending summer courses (Department of Education and Science
2009). However, the level of impact of summer courses on teachers’ attitudes and prac-
tices has been criticised (Foley 2017; Sugrue 2002), with educationalists highlighting the
timing of these courses as a concern.

Figure 2. Eleven Knowledge (Kn.) Bases of PCK (adapted from Turner-Bisset 1999, 47).
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Impact of CPD on teachers’ attitudes and practices

Research analysing the impact ofCPDcourses in the primary sector is relatively sparse,with
data concerning the PCG particularly scarce. Literature yields inconsistent findings in
relation to the impact of such CPD on teachers’ attitudes and practices. Evidence shows
an increase in primary teachers’ enthusiasm and confidence in teaching geography after
a course ofCPD (Conner 1998; Keeling 2009). Studies onCPD in Science andPhysical Edu-
cation, also found teachers noted increased confidence levels, leading to greater engage-
ment with the subject and unfamiliar topics after CPD (Harris, Cale, and Musson 2012;
Murphy, Smith, and Broderick 2019; Smith 2015;). However, it has also been noted that
the impact of theCPDon thewider school, was limited by the enthusiasm andparticipation
of teachers who did not participate in the CPD sessions themselves (Conner 1998).

The increase in teachers’ confidence levels, outlined in the studies above, could be a
result of increased SMK gained from participating in the CPD. In the field of primary
geography identify SMK as essential for teachers to adapt and enact the geography curri-
culum effectively (Owens 2013; Waldron et al. 2007; 2009). Research has shown that CPD
in primary geography has had a positive impact on teachers’ SMK (Keeling 2009), aswell as
an increase in the use of child-led pedagogies and EBL (Harris, Cale, and Musson 2012;
McNally 2012). Researchers also suggest teachers may view textbooks as a familiar and
safe method of enacting the PCG when their confidence is lacking (Usher 2020).

However, educationalists have debated the true impact on teachers’ practices. Jarvis and
Pell (2004) also noted that while schools’ and teachers’ capacity to plan learning appears to
have improved during a programme ofCPD, implementation levelswere relatively low and
varied between teachers and subjects (467). Sugrue (2011) argued that CPD delivered in an
Irish context was ‘more successful at information-giving than changing practice’ (803).

Figure 3. Framework for PCK-G (Blankman et al. 2015, 84).
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Methodology

An ‘Action Research Case Study’ approach was employed for this research, to accurately
and vividly describe the unique experience of the participants. The study aimed to gain
an insight into factors which affected decisions around the PCG before a short course of
CPD was implemented and then to evaluate the effect this course of CPD had on such
decisions, as shown in Table 1. Basit’s definition of a case study highlights its relevance,
as it: ‘presents a rich description and details of the lived experiences of specific cases or
individuals and offers an understanding of how these individuals perceive the various
phenomena in the social world and their effect on themselves’ (2010, 20).

The qualitative approach was adopted to develop a descriptive and contextualised
viewpoint (Cresswell 2007), allowing for a focus on the lived experiences of the partici-
pants, and for the research to accurately reflect the study (Maxwell 2005). In this way,
important themes emerged from the study and allowed the findings to be true to the par-
ticipants’ experiences, rather than being driven by the researcher. However, it was sys-
temically acknowledged that the data collected from this study could not be
generalised to the entire population. Overall, the qualitative investigation aimed to
produce findings which readers could relate to and use to gain a deeper understanding
of their own and others’ situations (O’Donoghue 2006).

Since statistical generalisation, was not the goal of this qualitative study, nonprobabil-
ity sampling was used for selecting the participants. More specifically, purposive
sampling was employed. The target sample were primary school teachers who did or
had worked in an Irish mainstream setting at the time of the study. Teachers involved
had varied years’ of experience and were a group through which the greatest insight
and understanding could be gained (Merriam and Tisdell 2016).

The research was concentrated on one research site which ensured that participants
could be accessed and data collected efficiently (Denscombe 2010). The school in
which the participants worked was chosen as the research site. The school is located in
suburban Dublin, with access to a large local park and seashore. Individual interviews
were conducted with participants before and after the CPD sessions. Interviews with
an interpretivist approach were drawn upon, emphasising social interaction as the
basis for knowledge. Basit (2010) described an interview as an interaction between two
people on a topic of mutual interest, in this case primary geography. And so, semi-struc-
tured interviews were used for the purpose of collecting data for this study, allowing for
unanticipated themes, concerns and viewpoints to emerge. These later informed the
content and structure of the CPD sessions.

Coding was used to analyse the data collected from interviews. Codes were assigned to
themes which emerged from more than one participant. The researcher systematically
analysed interview transcripts and wrote a descriptive code beside each relevant point

Table 1. Research design for the study.
Phase Action Location Design

1 Pre-interviews School Semi-structured interview
2 CPD sessions (3 × 1 h

sessions)
School, Local Park,
Seashore.

Informed by pre-interviews. Facilitated by
researcher

3 Post-interviews School Semi-structured interview
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(Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2007). Analysis was conducted simultaneously with data
collection. Data findings revealed important themes which informed the design of CPD
sessions. A number of threats to the validity of data collection were identified by the
researcher and measures that were taken to counteract these threats. The researcher
took extra care to avoid leading questions during post-interviews and to remove bias
from her interpretation of the participants’ experience of the CPD sessions.

Through analysis of the pre-interview data, themes were identified as important to
address during the CPD sessions. Misconceptions of content outlined in the PCG, use
of the locality to enact the PCG and a lack of progression and collaborative planning
were highlighted as the most important issues to address. Research on effective teacher
CPD by Opfer and Pedder (2011) formed the basis for the structure of the CPD sessions
in this study. Sessions engaged with materials suitable to the classroom, were school-
based and required active engagement. The sessions also focused on implementing meth-
odologies outlined in the PCG to teach geography lessons. Finally, as suggested by Chal-
mers and Keown (2006), participants formed a community of practice for geography,
where they shared knowledge and designed a whole-school progression plan for using
EBL, and use of the school’s locality, to enact the PCG.

Working with the researchers’ colleagues meant a number of actions were taken to
ensure validity of the work. To ensure there was no over-rapport between researcher and
interviewee, the interview schedule was used to keep focus of interview (Basit 2010).
Efforts were made to systematically acknowledge researcher bias and to only use the data
collected to construct meaning (Rossman and Rallis 2017). Ethical approval was granted
by the Research Ethics Committee of the Institute of Education, Dublin City University.

Findings and analysis

The PCK-G framework, as outlined previously, is used as a means of interpreting the data
collected from pre and post-interviews. The three questions of how, what and why tea-
chers make decisions around the PCG frame the following findings. Therefore the
findings are organised around the influences on teachers’ practices, expertise and
decisions in relation to primary geography. After this influence and impacts of the
CPD sessions are considered.

Initial influences on teachers’ practices

Teachers’ own experiences of learning geography
The participants’ own experiences as students of geography impacted their teaching in
different ways. Four of six participants commented that their own exposure to geography
in primary school was heavily focused on reading from textbooks and rote learning
aspects of physical geography. One participant recalled finding it ‘really difficult to remem-
ber all the names and stuff’. Another described similar experiences, ‘I remember there was a
lot of learning off ofmaps which I wasn’t eager on. I remember that it was quite difficult and
not as enjoyable as it could be.’As a result of these experiences, these participants illustrated
that they tried to avoid teaching in this way by trying to make teaching geography more
engaging and making it as interesting. These findings support research that found
student teachers, while on placement, use different approaches and are cognisant of not
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making the same mistakes they perceived their own teachers to have made (Brown et al.
1999; Waldron et al. 2009).

Post interviews with these participants found that there was no significant change in
thinking, they continued to try to avoid the style of teaching which they perceived as
negative, but to refine and develop the methodologies which they implement in their
classes. The opposite was found for participants who enjoyed their experience of
primary geography. Two participants, who enjoyed the subject for different reasons,
both tried to replicate their own learning experiences in their teaching. One participant,
who shared a similar experience to the participants mentioned above, of rote learning
and textbook-focused lessons, enjoyed this style of learning and as a result of this he
tried to implement this style of teaching in his own classroom:

It is a teacher led lesson. I might put them in pairs for a quick discussion about maybe what’s
on the board, what they see, what they think is the reason for something to happen. But I
think maybe it’s because I enjoy teaching that I actually like being the main person
having a discussion about it.

Similarly, another participant, although having described quite a different experience of
geography in primary school, tried to incorporate his positive experiences of outdoor
learning into his own teaching style. These findings support research which found that
student teachers can fall back on their own experiences of geography to guide their teach-
ing, as opposed to the methodologies they were taught during initial teacher education
(Catling 2017).

Teachers and teaching methodologies
Many methodologies were mentioned by participants during pre-interviews. Specifically,
teacher-led learning, child-led learning and EBL. Only the participant mentioned above,
explicitly described his lessons as mostly teacher-led, using a didactic method of deliver-
ing the PCG. While the others described child-centred, enquiry-based styles of teaching,
further questioning revealed participants were not using these methodologies in the
classroom. Participants mostly viewed their role as needing to supplement information
in textbooks and to develop content that was covered in textbooks. These findings are
supported by literature which shows that there is limited evidence of teachers implement-
ing EBL methodologies in their geography lessons (Cummins 2010; Lane 2015; McNally
2012; Pike 2011).

Analysis of post-interview data revealed the impact of the CPD sessions on this
aspect of the teachers’ thinking. When asked the question: ‘How would you go
about planning a geography lesson?’, every participant included an EBL approach.
All the participants also highlighted the importance of allowing the children a level
of autonomy of learning, as one noted, ‘I will let the children drive the lesson, then
they are more willing to learn and will try a little bit harder’. The CPD sessions
also had an impact on how teachers viewed their role. Post interviews demonstrated
how the teachers had developed their thinking from an adult imparting information
onto the children in their class to that of a facilitator of learning. When asked to
describe a geography lesson they planned to teach after the CPD sessions, all the par-
ticipants described how they would provide their students with the resources they
needed but then allow them to develop their own questions about the topic while
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scaffolding and supporting them as they went about answering these questions. These
findings support existing literature which indicates that CPD sessions have a positive
impact on developing child-centred learning approaches, as indicated in the 1999
Primary Curriculum (Conner 1998; Murphy, Smith, and Broderick 2019).

Children’s learning, including fieldwork
Every participant acknowledged the use of the outdoors or fieldwork as a method of
enacting the PCG in their interviews, however, this methodology was not used often
or at all by the teachers. Notably, the teachers who did not use the outdoors in their
teaching had different reasons for its absence. One participant, in her first year of teach-
ing, shied away from bringing the children outdoors as she felt she did not have the confi-
dence to do so. Another participant felt that fieldwork was ‘done to death in the junior
classes’ and she expressed her apprehension of the lack of progression in whole-school
planning, from 3rd to 6th class. Other participants echoed her concern and identified
a lack of planning for children’s progress as a priority concern. These findings are con-
sistent with existing literature which revealed a significant lack of outdoor learning and
fieldwork being implemented as a part of geography in primary schools (Pike 2006;
Catling 2001).

The impact of the CPD sessions on the thinking of the participants is noteworthy.
Analysis of post-interviews revealed that the teachers unanimously identified use of
fieldwork and the locality as priorities in both their planning and teaching going
forward. Another significant impact of the CPD sessions was on the participants who
expressed uncertainty around structuring an outdoor lesson. One teacher described
the change that occurred to his own thinking. ‘It’s not just wandering around looking
at trees, but you can plan a lesson based on the local environment. If you do it properly
it won’t be wishy-washy’. These findings reflect previous studies which show the impact
of CPD sessions on the attitudes and thinking around use of outdoor learning and
fieldwork (Murphy et al. 2020).

Initial influences on teachers’ expertise

Subject matter knowledge and pedagogical knowledge
Participants’ level of SMK was qualitatively assessed initially through interview ques-
tions. An analysis of the teachers’ SMK was made by the researcher from participants’
definitions of geography and their level of certification in the subject. All participants
had studied geography to Leaving Certificate (LC) level (the final examination of the
Irish secondary school system). However, analysis of data suggested that participants
had varying levels of SMK. Participants’ level of SMK was highest in the area of phys-
ical geography, which was also the aspect of geography which participants were most
confident in teaching. Possibly due to the emphasis on physical geography on the LC
curriculum. The link between high SMK of the topic and confidence in teaching is
important to consider. One participant had a degree in geography, and was the only
participant to have recently designed an enquiry specific to the school’s locality and
having used fieldwork as a pedagogy. This finding contradicts research which found
student teachers who had a higher qualification in geography demonstrated the
same level of PCK as those without (Morley 2012). It supports findings which
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suggest that previous academic and school training affect how geography teachers
conduct field-based enquiry (Seow et al. 2020).

A low level of SMK was also found to have an impact on participants’ unwillingness to
adapt the curriculum in order to design a local enquiry. One participant was hesitant to
bring her students outdoors and to learn about the locality. She was nervous that she
would not have the SMK to answer questions which children could ask without her
laptop if she left the classroom. These findings support studies that identify SMK as
essential for teachers to adapt and enact the geography curriculum effectively (Owens
2013; Waldron et al. 2007).

Pedagogical knowledge, which includes teachers’ conceptions of teaching and learn-
ing, and educational ideology (Martin 2008), also appeared to vary among participants.
Some teachers displayed strong pedagogical knowledge through explanations of use of
groupwork, gathering additional resources, use of initial stimuli and sourcing children’s
prior knowledge before starting a topic. However, as mentioned above, the level to which
these practices were implemented in the participants’ teaching was perceived by the
researcher to be low.

The CPD sessions the participants engaged with were designed around developing
their use of the locality as a method of teaching the PCG and the EBL approach to teach-
ing geography. Although the impact of the CPD sessions on SMK and pedagogical
knowledge could not be quantifiably measured, post-interviews highlighted positive
changes in participants’ confidence and perceptions of their own knowledge levels.

Originally, I said my confidence was a barrier to teaching about the locality and my subject-
knowledge in general, the actual content of what I was teaching. I do feel a lot more
confident with the local now. The local was actually my biggest worry because I didn’t
know anything about [the local area] and I feel that I know a lot now.

Participants were asked to define geography in both their pre and post-interviews.
Changes and developments to their answers were analysed. Initial responses were
heavily focused on physical geography (four out of 6 participants described physical pro-
cesses only or drew a blank). However, out of the four participants who provided
definitions only concerned with physical processes, three of these teachers included a
more holistic definition in their post-interview. They included human and environ-
mental aspects of geography and the relationship between the three strands. All six par-
ticipants also acknowledged how their students would benefit from their increased
confidence and knowledge.

The varied levels of SMK among the teachers add to the question of whether there is a
place for ‘subject specialists’ within primary teaching. It also highlights the pressure on
generalist teachers to ‘know everything’ and raises the question of whether this is an
unrealistic expectation of primary teachers, especially those who are new to the
profession.

Planning for primary geography
Pre-interview data indicated that the participants of the study went about planning their
geography lessons in very different ways. Starting with the curriculum books and
working back, using and supplementing the textbook as a reference point/guide of
what to teach and using other Social, Environmental and Scientific Education subjects
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as a starting point were all planning strategies which were employed by the participants.
These findings contradict previous studies which suggest Irish primary teachers plan the
majority of their geography lessons around the textbook (McNally 2012; Usher 2020).
Three out of 6 teachers in the study raised concerns over progression in geography
throughout the school. They identified a need for a plan to be put in place to rectify
topics being repeated or missed out altogether. The CPD sessions which the participants
engaged in were centred around designing a relevant and accessible progression plan for
local studies and fieldwork in geography.

Post-interviews indicated the impact the CPD sessions had on teachers’ planning for
geography. participants were asked the same question as was posed to them in the initial
interviews: ‘How would you go about planning a unit of work in geography?’. Three main
strategies were identified; that of seeking the children’s prior knowledge (which increased
from one participant identifying it as a strategy in pre interviews to three teachers in post
interviews), the use of enquiry-questions (mentioned by four teachers as a starting point
for their lessons) and use of the locality as a stimulus for enquiry. Furthermore, the pro-
gression plan was referenced by all the participating teachers as a valuable resource going
forward. One participant commented,

By having a clear progression, teachers can confidently plan investigations and fieldwork
that build on previous experiences, without overlapping. It gives a clear framework for
enquiry and pupil-led learning, without being prescriptive. I think children will have
more meaningful experiences of geography because of this.

It is important to note that these findings should be interpreted with caution as the study
did not measure to what extent participants implemented what they had learned.
however, the teachers’ positive feedback is significant, as research shows the participants
of CPD, who review their experience as being of good quality, are more likely to
implement what they have learned long-term (Makopoulou et al. 2019).

Impacts of the CPD on teachers’ decisions

Community of practice
The decisions primary school teachers make around the PCG are affected by their ‘geo-
graphical drive’ (Blankman et al. 2015). Studies show that the whole-school climate or
approach to a subject, plays an important role in how effectively that subject is taught
by individual teachers. The schoolwide climate, whether positive or negative, impacts tea-
chers’ geographical drive, or motivation to help children become responsible global citi-
zens (Brooks 2012). Participants in this study revealed that they felt isolated as teachers of
geography and identified a lack of resources and guidance in relation to the PCG. Tea-
chers also commented that they did not know of any designated person in the school
whom they could approach for advice on teaching the PCG.

As a result of the CPD sessions, teachers formed a community of practice. Post-inter-
views showed that teachers felt more supported and were able to identify colleagues to
whom they could seek support and guidance from.

The fact that we have a group, means we can ask a few people what they think. People that
have some interest in the local environment, at least now you know the people that you are
asking are interested in it.
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All teachers described how they intend on using the progression plan designed during the
CPD to inform future lessons but also highlighted increased geographical drive by articu-
lating their enthusiasm to continue learning and improving their skills after the CPD ses-
sions had finished. This supports findings which have shown that CPD is most effective
when it is collaborative and allows teachers to share knowledge, experience and ideas
about an area of common interest in a respectful environment (Chalmers and Keown
2006; Jarvis and Pell 2004; Sugrue 2002).

Teacher identity
Teacher identity was a strong theme which emerged from the post-interviews. During the
initial interviews, the participating teachers did not refer to their teacher identity in any
way. During the post-interviews, four teachers specifically identified themselves as ‘geo-
graphers’ (Seow 2016). One participant commented, ‘Well now I think that we are all
geographers. I think that every day I would be a geographer in some way without realis-
ing it’. Previous research has suggested that CPD opens a space for discourse for teachers
to reflect on their professional identities, and results of this study substantiate such
findings (Clarke 2009). These data are also significant as studies have shown that teachers
who recognise themselves as geographers, and acknowledge the relevance of their own
prior knowledge, possess a greater sense of agency and ability to adapt the geography cur-
riculum to include such methodologies as local studies and EBL in their teaching (Clarke
2009; Martin 2008). Furthermore, the previous themes which have emerged, and which
have been analysed above support the teachers’ judgements in suggesting that they ident-
ify as geographers. Increased enthusiasm for EBL, use of the outdoors and an ability to
adapt the curriculum in a way which allows them to implement these methodologies
within its confines, echoes the definition of a ‘geographer’ (Clarke 2009; Martin 2008;
Seow 2016; Seow et al. 2020).

Teachers’ perceptions of the CPD sessions

An important finding of the study was the positive response of the participants to the
style of CPD which they took part in as a part of the research. Motivational factors for
participants engaging with CPD were also explored. The participants were questioned
about previous CPD experiences they had before the study and about the factors
which influenced them to engage with such experiences. Responses revealed that a
desire to improve their own teaching skills and knowledge, and therefore job satisfaction,
emerged as motivation to engage with CPD for two of the participants. Teachers who fell
within this category had completed evening courses in the local education centre
throughout the year as well as one participant having completed a Professional
Diploma in Education (with a focus on special needs). These findings contradict research
byMcMillan, McConnell, and O’Sullivan (2014) which found career advancement to be a
prevalent factor for teacher engagement with CPD.

This was not the case for all of the participants, however. Receiving extra personal
vacation days for completing summer courses was the most common reason for partici-
pants to engage with CPD, with 3 of the six teachers naming this as their biggest motiv-
ation. One teacher in this group commented that he chose the topic of the CPD course as
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it was ‘easy to get through’. The participants of this group appear to be influenced by the
external stimulus of such days in lieu, supporting work by Foley (2017).

The participants were also questioned on their opinions of the format and content of
the CPD sessions which were part of the study. Participants perceived the sessions as
effective, with the collaborative nature of the CPD being highlighted as essential. All par-
ticipants reported having had a positive experience, as well as all participants comment-
ing that they would be eager to continue the CPD sessions in order to develop the
remaining areas of the PCG as well as other subjects, as one noted ‘I would have loved
if there had been time or scope within the CPD to compile information on each of the
areas identified in the progression plan’.

It is also important to note that no teacher had previously completed a CPD course
which was solely focused on geography. However, two teachers had engaged with a
general Social, Environmental and Scientific Education (geography and history)
course, which touched ‘minimally’ on geography. During post-interviews, all participants
commented that they would be interested in choosing geography as a subject for their
CPD if there was one available to them, an important and encouraging finding for the
future of primary geography.

Summary of findings

Firstly, it appears that teachers in the case study were not using the school’s locality as a
method of enacting the PCG. Although most participants demonstrated that they did not
rely on the class textbook as a focus of their geography lessons, it was clear that the text-
book played a role in determining which topics which were chosen from the menu cur-
riculum. It seems that use of the textbook for choosing topics meant that the children’s
locality was omitted from teachers’ planning. Furthermore, findings also suggest that
most teachers in this school were not using the outdoors to teach the content and
skills outlined in the PCG. Encouragingly, however, it appears that three sessions of
CPD had a positive impact on the participants’ attitude and practices with all teachers
commenting that they intend to use the school’s locality to enact the PCG in future
lessons.

Secondly, interviews revealed that teachers in the study were aware of the various
teaching methodologies outlined in the PCG (NCCA 1999). However, a number of
factors, such as a lack of SMK (knowledge about local geography) or a lack of pedagogical
knowledge (classroom management, curriculum knowledge) was stopping them from
implementing EBL in their teaching. Participants explained how they went about
using these methodologies, and data findings suggest they perceived themselves to be
implementing these strategies more commonly than they were in practice. Teachers’ will-
ingness and enthusiasm to learn about and plan for the use of new enquiry-based meth-
odologies was a significant finding from post-interviews.

Thirdly, collaborative planning arose as an issue among the participants. Teachers
mentioned repetition of topics from year to year and a lack of progression as a
concern they had in relation to the PCG. Teachers were less likely to engage with
outdoor learning and fieldwork as they felt that they would be teaching material which
was already covered in previous years. Moreover, teachers felt the whole-school geogra-
phy plan which existed did not have a practical use and there was no member of staff
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whom they felt they could approach for support or guidance in the subject. As a result,
the designing of a progression plan for geography was incorporated into the CPD ses-
sions. Post-interviews revealed the positive attitude of teachers towards the plan. Conse-
quently, participants demonstrated a desire to widen the scope of the plan from local
fieldwork to all strands of the curriculum and to other subjects of the 1999 Primary Cur-
riculum. This finding may have future implications for teacher CPD.

The effect of three sessions of CPD on the decisions teachers make around the PCG
was a core theme of this study. Findings from this case study contribute to existing lit-
erature on the effect of CPD on teachers’ practices in geography education. The course
of CPD appeared to have a positive effect on the teachers’ thinking and practices
around the PCG and their level of PCK-G in terms of how and why teachers approach
the PCG in a particular way. The teachers’ geographical drive or why they make
certain decisions when teaching geography appeared to have been impacted by the
CPD sessions. Evidence of this was expressed during post-interviews, where the partici-
pants identified as ‘geographers’ (Seow 2016). Their willingness to learn and engage with
future CPD both in geography and other subjects of the 1999 Primary Curriculum
demonstrates their increased geographical drive. Teachers demonstrated increased
SMK in terms of what they teach. This included increased confidence in SMK about
the schools’ locality and more holistic definitions of geography. How the participants
teach was impacted by their engagement with the CPD sessions. All teachers mentioned
EBL, use of the outdoors and using the schools’ locality in their post-interviews as meth-
odologies which they will implement in their geography lessons going forward.

In conclusion, the teachers in this study demonstrated an eagerness to implement the
PCG to the highest quality, however, factors such as a lack of SMK, pedagogical knowledge,
whole-school planning and support hindered them in achieving this. Their engagement
with three sessions of CPD showed an improvement in all aspects of the theoretical frame-
work, which indicates an improvement in the participants’ PCK-G overall (see Figure 4).

Conclusions and implications for further research

Although the qualitative nature of the study does not allow for generalisation, the
findings do suggest possible implications for teachers of geography, school management
and teacher CPD in Ireland. In relation to teaching methods, teachers involved in this
study demonstrated knowledge of various teaching methodologies, however, they did
not appear to be implementing these methodologies in their teaching. And so, opportu-
nities for teachers to work together to share and exemplify such enquiry methods, which
are outlined in many subjects of the 1999 Primary Curriculum, should be availed of.. In
relation to geography content, it was apparent that teachers in the case study who were
from the school’s locality were more familiar with local geography and therefore were
more likely to use the outdoors or the locality to enact the PCG. Therefore, it would
be beneficial for schools to provide incoming non-local teachers with SMK, specific to
the school’s local area, especially as in this study they were seldomly doing so. Increased
local knowledge could have a positive impact on other subjects of the curriculum, includ-
ing History and Science. An unexpected finding of the study was the extent to which tea-
chers are relying on access to the internet to enact their lessons. Where laptops and
computers were once seen as an excellent resource, this paper raises the question as to
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whether inexperienced teachers are now over-reliant on their devices, impacting their
ability to effectively adapt the curriculum.

As stated at the outset of this article, geography is indispensable, important and
informative for young people. However, it appears that limited CPD for teachers was
insufficient for the effective implementation of the recommended pedagogies of the
geography curriculum. Lessons must be learned from these shortcomings so that the
potential of the current and new curriculum can be fully accomplished (NCCA 1999;
2023). Findings from this study could help in this process, as it was evident that
local, school based collaborative CPD was favoured and considered to more effective
by the teachers than traditional CPD involving visiting experts. They were motivated
by their own learning as a community of practice. Findings also showed that the par-
ticipants valued the voluntary nature of the CPD as they were able to bring their own
interests and knowledge to the group, without expectations from others. In general,
limited opportunities for CPD in primary geography remain an issue and findings
from this study suggest that creating more opportunities for teachers to engage with
CPD in this area would have a positive impact on the planning and teaching of geogra-
phy. Finally, it is evident that further research is needed to identify the most effective
form of CPD for the new Primary Curriculum Framework, as well as for the develop-
ment of a national framework for teacher CPD in Ireland. We hope this study will con-
tribute to evidence of the significance of teachers working together as a community of
practice for geography.
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