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“Geography’s Hope, America’s Future”©*

Elise Schlosser, a graduate student in geography at Eastern Oregon University, asked 5" graders at Valley
Road School in Stanhope, New Jersey, to express what they perceived to be the definition of geography,
in graphic form. She then, with graphic assistance by Rosa Taddei, composed their individual drawings
into a collage. The result is a work of art for the ages and a stunning reminder of society’s solemn

obligation to restore geography at all levels of education from elementary to graduate school. (Dobson,
2012)

*Reprinted with permission from the artists.
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Executive Summary

The American Geographical Society (AGS) conducted a nationwide survey of public
attitudes toward and knowledge about geography. The survey ran online from December 12,
2011 through March 31, 2012 with volunteers constantly soliciting adult U.S. residents to
participate. The AGS Geographic Knowledge and Values Survey received 4,021 valid responses
from people throughout the United States. While not a true random sample, the results are
indicative of a sizable segment of the U. S. population: more educated, more female, and less
ethnically and racially diverse than the general population.

This is one part of a major study funded by the National Science Foundation. The Road
Map Project is a joint effort of the National Geographic Society (NGS), the National Council for
Geographic Education (NCGE), the Association of American Geographers (AAG), and AGS.
The overall goal of the larger project is to improve geographic literacy, a matter of serious
concern in the United States today.

The questions cover (a) public values regarding the discipline, (b) public knowledge
about the discipline, and (c) public knowledge about real world geography. The results indicate
that Americans predominantly:

e Want more geography education to be offered in schools, colleges, and universities
throughout the United States.

o Approximately nine out of ten respondents wish they themselves had more
geographic education and nearly all want more for their children. To meet this need,
respondents favored offering geography courses at every education level, from
elementary school to Ph.D. programs in the most elite universities. And, they insist
instructors should have formal training in geography.

e Recognize the importance of geography in today’s society.

o A very high portion of respondents said they use geographic knowledge and skills in
their everyday lives. They repeatedly demonstrated that they use geographic
concepts and spatial thinking when engaging with the world around them on local to
global matters. Respondents correctly identified professions and government
agencies in which geography and its skills would be highly useful.

e Know that geography is about far more than just “knowing your states and capitals.”

o Respondents show a sophisticated understanding of the purview of geography,
which is defined not by content but rather by its emphasis on spatial reasoning,
though many did not know to call it geography. They understand that the discipline
covers a wide range of topics, methods, techniques, and technologies.

o However, specific knowledge about real world geography (places and processes) is
no better than the dismal levels found routinely in other public surveys of
geographic knowledge.
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The American Geographical Society’s

Geographic Knowledge and Values Survey

Introduction

The American Geographical Society (AGS) conducted a nationwide survey of public
attitudes toward and knowledge about geography. The survey ran online from December 12,
2011 through midnight (PST) March 31, 2012 with volunteers constantly soliciting adult U.S.
residents to participate.

Attitudes toward geography and geography education are crucial factors in all efforts to
promote geographic literacy. Understanding public knowledge of real world geography and the
discipline of geography assesses geographic literacy and thereby underscores the need for
improving geography education in the United States.

Ultimately, the results will be used in two important ways: First, they will be shared with
education policy makers to garner support for creating stronger geographic curriculum standards,
increasing the number of well-trained instructors at all levels of education, expanding the
availability of quality resources for the classroom, and developing clear guidelines for the
direction and scope of geography education development. Second, they will serve as a baseline

for measuring national progress in geographic literacy over the coming years.
Background

This is one part of a major study funded by the National Science Foundation. The Road
Map Project is a joint effort of the National Geographic Society (NGS), the National Council for
Geographic Education (NCGE), the Association of American Geographers (AAG), and AGS.

The overall goal of the larger project is to improve geographic literacy, a matter of serious
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concern in the United States today. The project brings together the nation’s leading thinkers in
geography, education, and research to develop and disseminate a set of landmark reports
focusing on key issues for improving education: instructional materials for students, in-service
and pre-service teacher training, assessment and research. It is anticipated that the results will
guide K-12 educational reforms that will significantly improve the geographic literacy of U.S.
youth over the next decade. The reports will make recommendations about crucial priorities for

educators, policymakers, and funding agencies.

The participating organizations have a long history of partnership in efforts to realign the
content, methods, technology, and techniques being taught in the classroom to the modern notion
of geographical sciences (NRC 1997; NRC 2010). Their most recent effort is aimed at making a
road map for guiding the reform of geography education. This project involves a four-prong
approach which includes (1) developing an assessment framework, (2) expanding professional
development guidelines and creating new instructional materials, (3) surveying the public
regarding their geographic knowledge and values, and (4) developing an educational research
agenda.

The results will be used by the Road Map Project team and other interested parties to help
guide the framework for improving geography education in the US. With the inclusion of
geography as one of the key subjects included in the Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics (STEM) Education Coalition, policy makers have shown that they recognize the
importance of the subject in order to continue to allow the United States to compete with other
countries in these fields. However, the support in terms of funding has been lacking and more
policy changes must be made in order to help reach the goals of improving geography education

in America.
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The results of the survey show that geographic knowledge is weak, but respondents
clearly want, for themselves and their children, more and better geography education than the
U.S. educational system is providing. The respondents recognize the importance of geographic
knowledge and skills in the workforce and in their everyday lives, but still there are problems
with misinformation about what the discipline encompasses, what the state of the discipline is for
both K-12 education and post-secondary education, lack of knowledge regarding geographic
concepts, and restrictions to accessing geography education for students. This survey is the
stepping stone for making informed goals and guidelines about how the future of geography
education should be shaped and for undertaking further research about the public’s knowledge

and values.

Conducting the Survey

This report presents the results of the AGS Geographic Knowledge and Values Survey.
The survey itself was created and administered under the direction of AGS President Jerome E.
Dobson and AGS Councilor Joseph S. Wood with invaluable advice and assistance from AGS
Councilors Susan W. Hardwick and Alexander B. Murphy and administrative assistance by
(then) AGS Acting Director Peter G. Lewis and Comptroller Maria V. Rosa. A volunteer task
force of 58 geographers (Appendix 2) reviewed all survey questions and instructions, publicized
the survey, and solicited respondents. The survey was composed and administered online by
R. Don Haynes and William R. Wells of the Schaefer Center for Public Policy at the University
of Baltimore. The survey was hosted on the Schaefer Center’s website for easy public access.
The survey results were analyzed by Stephanie L. Kozak and Jerome E. Dobson.

Our solicitation efforts were extremely successful in terms of publicity. At the height of

our promotional effort, searching via Google for the exact term "geographic knowledge and
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values survey,” we found more than 1,400 citations on Twitter, Facebook, blogs, newspaper
columns, and websites. Clearly, we were highly effective in getting the message out. The final
count was 4,047 takers nationwide, amounting to 4 takers per announcement. Although the
response rate per announcement was lower than originally anticipated and respondent cohorts
were not directly proportional to the entire U.S. (see section on survey limitations), the efforts
were successful in collecting a large sample. There was a “Catch-22” in that if our promotional
message had stated too strongly how important it was to take the survey, we might have biased
the results by telegraphing that geography itself is important. All efforts were made to not
influence respondents’ attitudes before taking the survey, which may account for the low

response rate per announcement.

The Nature of Polls about Geography

The low rate of takers per announcement, itself, may reflect public lack of understanding
of geography. Most likely, many of those who declined naively assumed they would be asked a
series of questions about locating places on a U. S. or world map. More than two decades ago,
Dobson (1990) wrote, “Test after test has shown that U.S. high school and college students can't
locate anything on a world map. Canada is a mirror image of the Gulf of Mexico. France is lost
forever. Geography is no longer appreciated or understood by our children.”

But, what about the polls themselves? Do they really test geographic literacy, or just one

popular component of it: place name geography? Dobson (1990) continued:

It is disturbing when students can't locate countries on world maps, just as it is disturbing
when they do not know the alphabet or multiplication tables. Far more troubling,
however, is the fact that most Americans, even highly educated people, do not know the
purpose and function of geography. The pollsters have focused narrowly on a "states-
and-capitals" view of geography. Almost without exception, the tests have emphasized
place name recognition and location. They ask, "Where is a place?" but almost never
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ask, "What is its climate, its culture, its economy?" They never ask, "Why is it there?" or
"How is it connected physically, socially, and economically to its neighbors, its region,
its world?" Some tests have erroneous answers. Many are spatially biased. (In one poll,
for example, 60% of the questions were about the Western U.S., and the pollsters
concluded that Eastern students don't know geography as well as Western students.)
Only occasionally do the tests ask questions that require an understanding of geographic
relationships among places, and they never require an interpretation of interactions of
multiple phenomena in three dimensional space.

To experience the geographer's perception of all this, imagine that you are
watching the nightly news as [the show’s anchor] is reporting on illiteracy in the
United States. As he speaks, it becomes apparent that he knows only about the
ABCs; he has never heard about words, sentences, and paragraphs. The
revelation would be frightening, and you might well despair of hope for
widespread literacy in a society whose major spokesmen know so little about
language. From the geographer's perspective, this scene is repeated frequently as
pollsters, journalists, and assorted other spokesmen decry geographic ignorance
based on a definition of geography that greatly understates its worth.

Fortunately, some improvements have occurred since 1990. The National Geography Bee, for
instance, includes questions of a more substantive nature. It is, however, difficult to pose a truly
thought-provoking geographic puzzle in a poll of almost any format. We ourselves faced that
same limitation while composing this survey. Ultimately, we asked only two questions about
real world geography—one regional and physical, the other global and social/economic. Instead,

we asked more about knowledge of cartography and geographic methods and techniques.

Ultimately, our survey is more about values than knowledge. While much has been said
about values in geography (Buttimer, 1974), including many value-laden debates today, we

know of no other survey that has tried to capture public attitudes about geography.

Sample

The AGS Geographic Knowledge and Values Survey received responses from people
throughout the United States with a total of 4,047 adults completing the survey. Twenty-six of
the respondents did not give their consent for the Road Map Project team to use their responses,

leaving 4,021 valid responses. Of those responses, 4,001 respondents had either been educated in

8



Draft Final Report, February 5, 2013.

the United States for the majority of their primary and secondary schooling or were currently
residing in the US at the time of the survey. We only used the responses from those 4,001
respondents because our focus is on the future of geography education specifically in the United

States.

Location of Respondents

Location information was collected for both current location of the respondent and place
of residence during the majority of the respondent’s elementary and high school education. The
data were then compared to the current populations of those areas to determine whether the
sample overrepresented or underrepresented certain areas.

Of those respondents who reported that they live in the United States, the states with the
largest number of respondents were California (381), South Dakota (308), Indiana (232),
Maryland (216), and Connecticut (180). Figure 1 shows the results for the number of respondents
per 100,000 people in the United States.

There was no intentional or systemic bias in selecting volunteers or promoting the survey.
Both South Dakota and Maine are overrepresented in the survey according to the map in Figure
1. We can say confidently that South Dakota’s encouraging response was due to outstanding
solicitation efforts by volunteers George W. White and Charles F. Gritzner of South Dakota State
University, including an editorial encouraged by them in the Brookings Register. Similarly,
Maine benefitted from the heroic efforts of Thomas Klak at the University of New England.

Most of the respondents also received the majority of their K-12 training in the United
States. Of the respondents who gave location information (n=3,962), 93.9% were educated in the
United States. The locations with the next largest group of respondents were Europe and North

America (outside of the U.S.) with 2.3% and 1.2%, respectively. Those who were educated

9
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outside of the United States gave a location within the U.S. for their current location. The

questionnaire was designed to discern differences between U.S. residents educated in the United

States and those educated abroad, where geography is more commonly taught every year of

elementary and high school. Unfortunately, the number of respondents was small for each non-

U.S. region. An additional survey needs to be conducted that focuses on sampling more

respondents from outside the U.S.

State of Residence of Respondents

Respondents per 100,000 People
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Source: AGS Survey and Census Bureau

Figure 1. Distribution of respondents per 100,000 people by state according to where they currently reside.

Respondents residing in areas outside the United States are excluded.

The states with the greatest numbers of respondents were California (391), Indiana (210),

New York (203), South Dakota (188), and Pennsylvania (182). The states with the least numbers
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of respondents were Alaska (1), Hawaii (3), and Idaho (5). Figure 2 shows the number of
respondents educated in each state per 100,000 people.

There was again overrepresentation by South Dakota in the sample when looking at
where the respondents received their K-12 education. We also saw higher rates in some of the
Midwestern states of North Dakota, lowa, and Kansas and in Mississippi and Maine. However,
those locations range from 4-5 respondents per state, which was very close in value to the other
states. South Dakota had 23 respondents per 100,000 people, so it was well above the rate of

other states.

Respondents with K-12 Education

Respondents per 100,000 People
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Source: AGS Survey and Census Bureau

Figure 2. State in which the majority of the respondent’s K-12 education was received, reported as number of
respondents per 100,000 people.
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Ethnicity and Race of Respondents

Respondents were asked for information regarding their ethnicity and race in order to try
and gauge whether the sample was representative for the United States and to identify trends in
respondents’ answers based on their respective racial and ethnic groups. The classifications of
ethnic and racial groups were based on those used by the U.S. Census Bureau in order to make
the results of the survey directly comparable to current population counts.

Table 1 shows the number of respondents per group. Out of 3,962 respondents who
answer the question regarding their ethnicity, 144 (3.6%) were of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish
origin. The percentage of respondents who are of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin was much
smaller for the sample than what was expected based on the current US population, 16.7% (U.S.

Census Bureau, 2010).

Table 1. Percentage of respondents by race or ethnicity.

Race or Ethnicity Percentage of Sample
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish Origin 2.6%

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 0.3%

American Indian or Alaskan Native 1.9%

Black or African American 2.5%

Asian 2.6%

White 92.1%

Other race not listed 2.8%

The results of the sample also showed that most minority racial groups were
underrepresented while the white, majority racial group was overrepresented. Whites represented
92.1% of the sample, followed by Other Race (2.8%), Asian (2.6%), Black or African American

(2.5%), American Indian or Alaskan Native (1.9%), and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific

12
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Islander (0.3%). According to the 2010 U.S. Census, if the sample was representative of the
U.S. population, it should have had groups consisting of 78% White, 13% Black, 5% Asian,
1.2% Native American or Alaskan Native, and 0.2% Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). This suggests that a larger study should be conducted that
specifically targets minority groups to determine if there are significant differences in the amount
of geographic knowledge and how they value geography education compared to the white

majority group that is overrepresented in this sample.

Gender

Out of the 3,944 respondents who answered the question regarding their gender, 55.4%
were female and 44.6% were male. The sample showed a slight bias towards females as the
national population consists of 50.8% females and 49.2% males. However, a 4.6% difference
between the sample and population was very small and is most likely representative of the actual

population.

Education

The sample was largely comprised of very educated respondents, with 80.3% having at
least a Bachelor’s degree, as shown in Table 2. This is well above the national proportion of
27.9% (U.S. Census 2010). The largest proportion of respondents’ highest level of education
was a Master’s degree (34.6%), followed by Bachelor’s degree (30.3%), and a Doctoral degree
(15.5%). Only 13.2% of respondents had received a high school diploma, GED, or less as their

highest form of education.

The highly educated sample raises issues about the validity of the survey responses

because those that have completed post-secondary education are probably more likely to value

13
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education than those that have not. Conclusions about the public demand for more geography
education based on this survey should be prefaced with the fact that the sample was a highly
educated sample. On the other hand, if respondents incorrectly answered questions pertaining to
knowledge about the discipline or about real world geography, then it could be argued that
respondents with even less education would fare worse. In this case, the survey results would be
construed as a conservative estimate of how severe geographic ignorance may be and, thus,

would bolster the case that more geography education is needed.

Table 2. Percentage of respondents by highest level of education.

Level of Education Percentage
Middle School 0.1%

High School or GED 13.1%
Associate’s Degree 6.5%
Bachelor’s Degree 30.3%
Master’s Degree 34.5%
Doctoral Degree 15.5%

Occupation

The occupation of respondents is shown in Table 3. Of the 3,985 respondents who
supplied information regarding their occupation, the largest class was Education, Legal,
Community Service, Arts, and Media at 35.6%. This was followed by Students at 14.3% and
Computer, Engineering, and Science at 11.3%. The large number of respondents affiliated with
the field of education could bias the results to be more pro-geography education. All of the

occupation classes listed had at least 10 respondents.

14
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Occupation Percentage
Computer, Engineering, and Science 11.3%
Construction and Extraction 0.4 %
Education, Legal, Community Service, Arts, and Media 35.6%
Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 0.8%
Healthcare Practitioners and Technical 2.1%
Installation, Maintenance, and Repair 0.3%
Management, Business, and Financial 4.3%
Military 0.7%
Nonprofit Sector 3.3%
Not currently working 2.7%
Not working outside the home 0.9%
Office and Administrative Assistant 5.3%
Production 0.6%
Retired 7.4%
Sales and Sales Related 1.7%
Services 2.5%
Student 14.3%
Research 5.3%
Transportation and Material Moving 0.5%

Affiliation with a College or University

Out of the 3,662 respondents who answered the question regarding what type of

affiliation they had with a college or university, the largest group of respondents was no

affiliation, 35%. This could offset the bias that may have been introduced with the large

proportion of respondents in an occupation related to education. The next largest group was

students (20.9%), followed by faculty (16.9%) and alumni (12.2%). Other groups included

administrative/technical staff (6.7%), other type of staff (5.2%), and other (3.1%).

15
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Affiliation with Geography

While the occupation and education demographics suggest that the sample may be more
likely to have more knowledge and positive values regarding the field of geography than the
general public, questions about the respondents affiliation with the discipline helps to support the
idea that even those not directly affected by the growth or decline of geography support it.
Nearly half of the respondents did not know any person who calls himself or herself a
geographer, 53.3% yes and 46.7% no. Furthermore, 3,068 of the respondents, or 76.7%, have no
degree in geography. The large number of respondents who do not have a degree in geography
and the large number who do not even know a geographer help to make the case that the results
of the survey reflect the knowledge and opinions of a group that has no vested interest in the
discipline. Thus, the survey was successful in attracting a sample that can be generalized to a
group that is not directly tied to geography.

Limitations of Sample

The sample is a nonprobability sample because it was disseminated via the internet and
respondents were not randomly chosen. The analysis of the survey is descriptive in nature and it
is not appropriate to make inferences about the entire U.S. population. While not a true random
sample, the results are indicative of a sizable segment of the population: more educated, more
female, and less ethnically and racially diverse than the general population. It is impossible to
know whether the differences in the proportions of our sample compared to that of the U.S.

population are due to our volunteer recruiting efforts or differences in the response rates.
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Findings and Analysis

The survey was designed to gauge (1) public understanding of geography as a discipline,
(2) public knowledge about real world geography, and (3) public values in regard to geography

and geography education. The analysis of the survey is divided into these main topics.

1. Knowledge

Geography Education

To serve as a baseline, the survey asked questions about how much geography education
the respondent had received throughout his or her time in school. The complete survey is
included as Appendix 3. The answers also serve to show the state of geography education for the
various levels of educational systems. These findings apply primarily to the United States
because the majority of respondents live in the United States now and spent the majority of their
K-12 education within the country (93.9%).

Questions about K-12 education were broken down into three levels: elementary school,
middle school, and high school. For each of those levels, a respondent could have answered
“Don’t recall,” “No classes,” “Some classes,” or “Some classes under a different name.” The
same question regarding the number of courses taken was posed to respondents who reported
education at higher levels including Undergraduate, Master’s, and Doctoral levels. Respondents
were also asked to report how much information they recalled from any of their geography
courses.

For K-12 education, the majority of respondents for each level of education had some
geography, albeit under a different name, as seen in Table 4. The number of responses for no

classes increased for high school compared to elementary and middle school. The larger
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percentage of respondents who said they had geography but under a different class name draws
attention to one of the key challenges that the Road Map Project committee has identified as
threatening geographic literacy in the United States (NSF Proposal 2011). Many schools offer
geography under the umbrella of social studies, which diminishes physical geography, under-
employs spatial reasoning, devalues the importance of geography as a separate discipline, and
impedes the education of students in geographic knowledge and skills.

The results for how many geography courses were taken at each level of higher education
training received are shown in Table 5. A little more than half of the respondents who answered
the question had taken at least one geography course (52.2%). That number drops off

dramatically for the Master’s (23.9%) and Doctoral (11.3%) degrees.

Table 4. Geography courses respondent received at various stages of his or her K-12 education.

Level of Some geography  Some geography  No geography Don’t recall
Education classes by that by different name classes by any
name name
Elementary 24.9% 44.6% 18.1% 12.3%
Middle School 30.4% 49.3% 14.6% 5.7%
High School 27.8% 43.9% 24.1% 4.1%

Table 5. Amount of geography education respondent had at various stages of his or her post-secondary education.

Number of Courses 1 2-5 6-10 More than 10 None
Undergraduate 20.2% 16.4% 6.2% 9.4% 44.6%
Masters 4.5% 7.2% 6.1% 6.1% 74.1%
Doctorate 1.1% 2.7% 3.5% 4.0% 86.4%

When asked whether the respondent recalled any of the material covered in his or her
geography course(s), 77.1% responded yes, 12.4% said no, and 10.4% had never had any

geography courses. For comparison, the National Geographic Society’s Network of Geography
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Education Alliances has a stated goal that 80% of 18 year olds should be geo-literate and 50% of
18 year olds should be geo-proficient. “Geo-literate” refers to a person’s ability to be prepared
for personal, civic, and workplace decisions that all Americans must make and “geo-proficient”
means that they will be ready for college-level courses that require geographic knowledge and

reasoning (NSF Proposal 2011).

Real-World Geographic Knowledge

The survey included questions aimed at establishing a baseline for how much real-world,
geographic knowledge the respondents had. Considering the fact that the sample was relatively
well educated and that over half had at least one undergraduate geography course, it was
expected that many of the respondents would answer these questions correctly.

Four questions pertained mostly to technical knowledge of cartography, an essential sub-

discipline of geography.

. On the vast majority of world maps, longitude runs which direction across the
page?
. Would a conformal projection be appropriate to use when comparing the land

areas of Russia and Kenya?

. Would a Mercator projection be appropriate to use when comparing the land areas
of Russia and Kenya?

. If you wanted to map the whole earth on a single sheet of paper, which map scale
would you prefer to use, 1:5,000 or 1:50,000,000?

Of the 3,972 respondents who answered regarding the axis on which longitude changes,
56% of the respondents answered incorrectly. With only two choices, however, this result is
little better than what might be expected from random guesses. The majority of the respondents
said they did not know if a conformal or Mercator projection was appropriate for comparing the
land areas of Russia and Kenya. For those who did choose an answer, 32.3% incorrectly said

that a conformal projection was appropriate, while 34.8% correctly said that a Mercator
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projection would not be appropriate. This suggests that respondents were more familiar with
particular map projections, in this case Mercator, rather than with broader categories of
projections, such as conformal or equal area. The Mercator projection is, of course, conformal,
but most respondents appear to have been unaware of this fact.

The majority of respondents, 55.4%, correctly chose a map scale of 1:50,000,000 for a
map of the entire earth at page size, compared to 14.7% who chose 1:5,000 and 30% who said
they did not know. With only two choices, however, this result is little better than what might be
expected from random guesses. Thus, the survey shows that respondents lack technical
knowledge of cartography. The majority of them correctly answered only one question. This
supports the need for a concerted effort to improve geography education, including for the
general public.

Two questions gauged the respondents’ knowledge pertaining to real world physical and
human geography. The questions represent two geographic scales: the national and the global.
These questions were as follows:

. What is the flattest state in the U.S.?
= Which world region is poorest?

Some 32.5% of respondents said Kansas, and 23.3% said Florida (Figure 3). There are
many ways to measure the flatness of a state. By almost every measure, Florida is the flattest,
since its highest point is only 105.2 m. (345 ft.) above sea level, but 77% of all respondents,
including 62% of Florida residents, did not recognize its overwhelming flatness. Conversely,
Kansas ranks ninth among all states in terms of truly flat land as a percentage of all land. Yet,
approximately one-third of all respondents and even 29% of Kansans picked Kansas as the
flattest state. Most respondents (67.8%) correctly chose Africa South of the Sahara as the

poorest world region (Figure 4).
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It would be unwise to draw broad conclusions from these two questions alone. However,
it is worth noting that the results were stronger than expected on the human geography question

(ie. world’s poorest region) and weak on the physical geography question (ie. flattest state).

Respondents’ Answers to the Question:
"Which is the Flattest State?"
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Source: AGS Survey and Census Bureau

Figure 3. Percentage of respondents who chose state as the flattest state.
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Respondents' Answers to the Question:
"Which is the Poorest World Region?"

Percentage of Responses per Region
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Figure 4. Percentage of respondents who chose region as the world’s poorest region.

Knowledge of the Discipline

Geographers often are reminded that misconceptions commonly exist as to what the
discipline of geography encompasses and what geographers do. Questions were asked to capture
what the public knows about the discipline of geography, its content, and geographic curricula at
all levels of education.

Respondents first were given a list of topics and asked to say whether or not they thought

that topic was of interest to geographers. The topics were as follows:
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. Hills and mountains

. Rivers and valleys

. National borders

. People and cultures

. Religions, languages, and beliefs
- States and capitals

The results of those questions are shown in Figure 5. Both “hills and mountains™ and
“rivers and valleys” were chosen by 96% of respondents. This was followed by “national
borders” (90%), “people and cultures” (82%), “states and capitals” (81%), and “religions,
languages, and beliefs” (74%). Physical geography topics received the most votes. Surprisingly,
“religions, languages, and beliefs” was not thought of as a topic of interest to geographers by
slightly more than a quarter of respondents, despite the fact that these are considered cultural
traits and “people and cultures” had more positive responses. The results are encouraging in that
the respondents’ answers do, at least, correctly reflect the breadth of the discipline, unbounded
by content and typically integrated across most other disciplines.

Another set of questions addressed how the public values geography’s functions, whether
or not they truly understand its scope. Our approach was first to assess the respondents’ a priori
values regarding geography, next provide them a definition of the discipline that might be
acceptable to most professional geographers, and then ask if the definition changed their attitudes
or answers. Respondents were given the following description regarding geography:

Collectively, geographers insist that geography is both a physical and a
social science, distinguished primarily by its emphasis on space and spatial
thinking, and includes humanistic perspectives regarding a “sense of place.”

Geography is to space what history is to time. It is the study of the earth
as the home of people. Its hallmarks include spatial analysis, scientific
integration, place-based research, and fieldwork. Its technologies include
geographic information systems (GIS), the Global Positioning System (GPS),
popular geographics such as Google Earth, and an endless variety of applications
software.
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It was not possible to return to previous questions after reading the definition. This was
done to avoid biasing their a priori answers and yet still assess how they view the true character
of the discipline as opposed to its public image.

Respondents were then asked whether that description changed their opinion about the
scope of the discipline. The majority (80.8%) responded that their opinion was about the same
as before they read the statement, 18.4% said their opinion was greater, and only 0.8% said that
their opinion was less. These results support the notion that the general public is vaguely aware
of what the discipline entails and how it is different from other fields of study. However, a
sizable number would appreciate geography even more if they understood its true scope. This
adds powerful evidence supporting the need for and popularity of improving geography

education.
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Figure 5. Percentage of respondents who thought each topic would be of interest to geographers.
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Even before reading the definition, respondents recognized the importance of geography
compared to other core subjects. Compared to reading, writing, and math, 66.8% respondents
felt that geography was just as important and 27.3% thought it was less important. This is an
astounding affirmation of geography, considering the usual regard the public has for “the 3 Rs.”
Geography fared surprisingly well when compared to geology and biology in that 73.7% felt that
it was just as important and 18.5% thinks it was more important. Compared to anthropology or
sociology, geography was just as important for 61.2%, and a sizable 34.5% said it was more
important. Clearly, such interest is not reflected in curriculum offerings at most U.S. institutions
of higher education, where geology, biology, anthropology, and sociology departments vastly
outnumber geography departments.

To summarize, most respondents think that geography should be given the same
emphasis as the core areas of reading, writing, and math, while a much larger majority thinks
that it is just as important or more important than other prominent subjects in key physical and

social sciences.

Table 6. Percentage of respondents’ answers regarding how important geography is compared to other subjects.

Subjects More Important About the Same Less Important Don’t Know
Reading, Writing, 5.1% 66.9% 27.3% 0.7%

and Math

Geology or Biology 18.5% 73.7% 7.1% 0.7%
Anthropology or 34.5% 61.2% 3.2% 1.1%
Sociology

The last group of questions gauged the public’s expectations regarding geography in
institutions of higher education. First they were asked which top universities were expected to
have geography departments that exceled in teaching and research. Six universities were listed:

Harvard, Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), University of Southern California
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(USC), Stanford University, University of Michigan, and University of Oregon. Respondents
also had the option to select “Don’t know.” The percentage of respondents who answered “Yes”
for each school is shown in Figure 6.

For every institution except MIT, more than half of the respondents expected the school
to have a geography department that excelled in teaching and research. In reality, however, the
only university on the list that actually has a geography department at all is the University of
Oregon, which does indeed excel at teaching a