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Geography Teachers’ Association of SA Annual Conference Report 

The theme for this year’s Geography Teachers’ Association of South Australia’s annual 

conference was Geography: Shaping Australia’s future. This theme was particularly important 

for several reasons. The first reason, and the namesake of the conference, comes from the 

decadal plan for Australian geography that the Australian Academy of Sciences published at the 

end of last year. The ten-year plan for the discipline of geography within Australia contained four 

key recommendations which included enhancing geography’s reputation within Australian 

schools and universities. While the other recommendations made by the report are just as 

important, it was this second message that kept flowing through this conference and left a 

tangible mark on me. 

The second reason why the title of this year’s conference was particularly important was 

because of the keynote address on the first day. Given by Professor Mark Howden, who is the 

director of the Climate Change Institute at the Australian National University, his lecture 

focussed on how contemporary climate change is presenting itself around the globe and how it 

will affect Australia’s future.  

Indeed, the keynote address was one such aspect that I was particularly looking forward to 

about this year’s conference. I was not let down. Professor Howden began his talk by explaining 

what climate change is, some of its effects and finally the risks that the climate crisis poses. It 

was in this introductory section of the address that Professor Howden clearly explained that 

despite the historic Paris Agreement several years ago, the world is on track to blow past the 

<2°C of global warming. He also said that it is now too late to stop the warming of the globe by 

more than 2°C and that the global community should now be trying to stop a global average 

temperature increase of 4 to 6°C.  

Professor Howden then emphasised how, even though less economically developed countries 

are being hit first by climate change, Australia is the most vulnerable more economically 

developed country to face climate change. Consequently, the effects the climate crisis are 

having on Australia, are and will continue to shape Australia’s future.  

Despite the peril of the situation at hand, Professor Mark Howden, however, managed to give 

an informative address that was not all doom and gloom and tied back nicely to the theme of the 

conference. The current information and statistics used in the talk will also be really useful when 

I come to teach the South Australian Certificate of Education (hereafter SACE) unit on Climate 

Change to my senior geography class in term 3. I hope that I will be able to impart some of 

Professor Howden’s zeal, wisdom and call for empowerment to my students. 

Other than the keynote address, the first day was split into another three sessions. I attended 

two sessions which related directly to the teaching of SACE Geography. The other session dealt 

with essential geographical skills for middle school students. All of the sessions were extremely 

beneficial not only for my personal teaching but also for my wider school. 

The first of these three sessions related to the teaching of mapping skills to senior geography 

students. With SACE having recently changed the senior year 12 geography course, the exam  
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component of the course was also changed. Now instead of students only needing to show 

basic mapping skills during the exam, students also have to be able to apply these skills in a 

variety of deeper, long form answers, which demonstrate real world applicability. This is a 

fundamental shift in the geography course and this session was held to directly address how 

teachers could now prepare students for the mapping component of the exam.  

The session was unbelievably helpful to me as it addressed how to teach this deeper 

application of simple mapping skills. I have already taken this new knowledge back into the 

classroom and have been teaching these new necessary skills to my geography class.  

The second session which I attended had to do with deep data analysis skills in the SACE 

geography fieldwork assignment. The fieldwork assignment, which forms a significant portion of 

a student’s end of year geography grade (30%) is of utmost importance to teach correctly. This 

session dealt directly with how students can develop deep analytical skills when they are 

analysing their fieldwork results. Of particular note during the session, was getting students to 

calculate and include Spearman's rank correlation coefficient to demonstrate if what they were 

investigating had a mathematically provable relationship.  

This was something that I had never even thought of including before. It challenged my belief of 

what an excellent geography fieldwork report could look like and also how this could be 

achieved. While many of my senior geography students will struggle to execute this, the session 

still reinforced the need to always make our students aim for the stars.  

The final session for day one of the conference, focussed on essential skills for middle school 

geography students. This is a particular passion of mine. Despite not teaching any middle 

school geography, I believe that if geography is to survive in the senior year levels, we need to 

inspire middle school students to continue on with it. In essence, that is what this session was 

all about. It was an opportunity for an experienced geography teacher to model how they teach 

geography in a fun and engaging way to students in years 7 and 8. It was also an opportunity 

for them to share what they believed were the most essential skills young geographers should 

have and take with them into the senior years. Additionally, they shared how to sneak essential 

geography skills into other subject areas such as History, English and Science.    

As already mentioned, raising the profile of geography within my school is one thing that I am 

very passionate about. I have already spoken to my faculty about the conference and what 

faculty wide lessons I brought home from it. I am also in the process of arranging a meeting 

where the possibility of a cross-disciplinary curriculum unit for middle school English, Science, 

History and Geography can be discussed in some further detail.   

The second day of the conference, like the first, reflected the overall theme of the conference. 

On this second day, I attended a full day session on using and teaching GIS (Geographic 

Information System) in the classroom. As we are constantly being told these days, technology is 

advancing and the classroom needs to keep pace with that change. GIS is a ‘relatively’ new 

advanced system that allows students to map geographical data and much more. The use of 

GIS is rapidly increasing in many occupations and as such it is a very employable skill to have.  
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As teachers we need to make sure our students can use it and take advantage of this fantastic 

technology that can bring geography alive. 

I found this full day session extremely beneficial. While I have been exposed to and been taught 

how to use GIS before, it was often short sessions that still left me confused about it. This full 

day session, therefore, was excellent as it was not only a deep dive into how to use and teach 

GIS in the classroom, but the whole day was kept simple and new information and processes 

were taught in manageable chunks. I am waiting for the holidays before investigating GIS 

further and the possibility of introducing it into my school.  

Ultimately, all of the sessions I attended at the conference were extremely beneficial, 

particularly as an early career teacher. While some of the sessions I attended were about 

improving my skills and getting me to think about teaching geography long term, other sessions, 

especially those on teaching SACE geography were immediately valuable to me. I have, as 

aforementioned, already started to implement some of the strategies taught, in my senior 

geography class.  

To finish I must say a huge thank you to the Teachers Registration Board for sponsoring me in 

attending the GTASA annual conference. I hope that this report does some justice to the 

immense amount of joy I felt attending this conference and returning not only full of vigour, but 

also with some excellent new teaching ideas and pedagogical knowledge. 

Best Wishes, 

Nathan Rohrlach – Senior Geography Teacher at Renmark High School.  

 

 


