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Canada is a federal state in which education is the responsibility of ten provinces and three 

territories: it does not have a federal office or department of education.   Nevertheless, 

Canada may be divided into four regions on the basis of curriculum making in geography 

and the social sciences.   The first of these, the Atlantic Provinces, consists of Newfoundland 

and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and New Brunswick.   It was in this 

region that the Atlantic Provinces Education Foundation began work in 1993 on a curriculum 

framework for designing programs in the social studies across all four provinces.1   Second 

of the four regions is Quebec and the third is Ontario. Recent developments in both have 

implications for the status of geography.   The fourth region consists of the western provinces 

of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British Columbia; and the northern territories of 

the Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut.   Like its Atlantic counterpart, this region 

formed a consortium (Western Canadian Protocol for Collaboration in Basic Education, K-

12) to plan and develop joint curriculum as a matter of cost-efficiency in planning, 

development, and the production of resources. 

 

A benchmark for assessing these developments is provided by a report prepared in 1991 for 

the Canadian Association of Geographers on the status of geography in Canadian schools.2   

Known as the Baine report, its major findings cover the availability of geography courses, 

the grades in which geography is taught, and the provisions for training teachers.   The report 

found the Manitoba-Saskatchewan border to be a clear boundary between western provinces 

that offered few geography courses and those to the east that offered most of the courses 

available in Canada.   In 2003 the number of courses remained largely unchanged, except in 

the Maritime Provinces (Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and New Brunswick), where 

they had declined 
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Atlantic Provinces 

Work has been progressing since 1993 on common curricula for specific core programs in 

the Atlantic region. The common core for English, mathematics, and science is designed for  

the region as a whole. Other subjects, among them the social studies, are designed 

provincially. For that reason geography offerings vary somewhat among the four provinces, 

conforming most closely to APEF guidelines for social studies in grades 7-9. Geographical 

themes are certainly present in the APEF curriculum and can lay a good foundation for later 

study of the subject.   Indeed, in New Brunswick the advent of the new curriculum has meant 

increased  geographical content in grades K-9. 

 

In senior high grades 10-12, separate geography courses remain available as options for 

students and for schools.   Canadian Geography and Global Geography are offered in all 

provinces, and Physical Geography is available in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick.   In the 

latter province separate geography courses are now delivered online to many schools that 

were previously too small to have staff appointed to teach geography on site.3 

 

Quebec 

Students  in this province follow six years of elementary education, five of secondary, and 

then take pre-university studies in CEGEPs (Collèges d’enseignement général et 

professionel)    Geography is studied at the elementary level in integrated courses of social 

studies and, at secondary level, in separate classes dealing with General Geography, Canada, 

and Geographic Organization of the Modern World.   It is also available at CEGEP level. 

 

The province is currently undergoing educational reform that began at the elementary level 

in 2000.    Geography, history, and citizenship are now to be studied in grades 3-6.  Teaching 

time for geography will be reduced by some 30 per cent.  Full implementation of reform at 

the secondary level appears to have been postponed for several years following a change of 

government and opposition from teachers.   Should it proceed, however, the three present  
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geography courses will be retained; but none will be compulsory or subject to provincial 

examination.    Overall the changes will implicitly affect the status of geography.4 

 

Ontario 

Canada’s most populous province has traditionally been its strongest for the number of 

geography courses, specialist training of its teachers, and professional support provided by 

the Ontario Association for Geographical and Environmental Education (OAGEE) over the 

past fifty years.    

 

Ontario students are introduced to geographic themes through social studies courses that are 

compulsory in grades 1-6.   Separate courses in physical and human geography are given in 

grades 7 and 8 respectively; and in grade 9 a course in the Geography of Canada has been a 

requirement for graduation   Plans for a “common curriculum” that would have delayed the 

emergence of separate subjects until after grade 9 have mobilized the geographic community 

in defence of the subject.5   Separate courses have been retained in the final draft but grade 10 

is devoted entirely to history and civics. There remain 10 courses in grades 11 and 12, all of 

which are optional and designated as academic or applied, according to whether students are 

destined for college, university, or the workplace.   Nevertheless, the break in sequence at 

grade 10 level may have an adverse effect on enrolments in those senior grades.5 

 

Western Provinces and Territories 

The Western Canadian Protocol (WCP) was formed in 1993 and expanded in 2000 to include 

the new territory of Nunavut.   Its task is to explore educational issues of common concern 

but this has not prevented provinces from developing different course configurations for 

social studies, especially in the upper grades. 6  Alberta and Saskatchewan prefer high school 

courses of a more general social studies type, while Manitoba wished to separate their 

content into geography and history, as it had done for many years.   In the final event, 

Manitoba retained the protocol’s framework for grades K-8, but is proceeding to develop 

separate courses in geography and history at high school level, with all courses K-12 to be  
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implemented by the fall of 2007.   In Alberta, social studies is a compulsory course 

throughout K-12. Geographical themes, using the Canadian National Standards for 

Geography published in 2001, have been incorporated in its new K-9 program7 

 

Geography in British Columbia is offered under the title of social studies until grade 12, 

when students may take a survey course in physical and human geography.  Under recent 

changes, however, students will now face a provincial examination at grade 11 in Social 

Studies (with limited geographical content), Civics, or British Columbian First Nations 

(aboriginal people).   As a result, there may be reduced opportunity for the study of 

geography at senior level.8 

 

 

Major Issues in Geographical Education 

The Baine report of 1993 considered the status of geography and social studies in terms of 

enrolments, numbers of courses, and qualifications of teachers.  A decade later these remain 

important indicators.   More revealing now, however, is the way administrative decisions can 

prove detrimental to geography.    The removal of physical geography in several instances, 

and its transfer to courses in earth science or environmental systems, is a case in point. 

 

The case of Nova Scotia is another, and illustrates issues that may be found in other 

provinces. 9   The new K-9 core curriculum offers many opportunities for sound geographical 

education, provided that teachers are open to its potential and have an adequate 

understanding of sound geography.   Students may then proceed to take three well-conceived 

courses in geography in senior grade levels 10-12.   For graduation from high school, the 

province requires at least two credits in the social sciences; and one of these must be either 

Global Geography or Global History at grade 12 level.    

 

However, the province has now mandated a compulsory course at grade 11 in either 

Canadian History or Canadian-African Studies, and thereby discouraging many from taking  
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geography in either grade 10 or 11, in spite of the high quality of the courses offered.   The 

problem is exacerbated by the lack of prerequisites: students may take Global Geography in 

grade 12 without any previous study of geography, and thus graduate with little 

understanding of its basic concepts. 

 

These shortcomings may have been further compounded by the adoption of semester 

courses.   The course outline for Global Geography clearly states an expectation that all of its 

eight units should be completed - and over a one-year period.    Under arrangements now 

adopted for semesters, however, the course will have to be taught intensively in 

approximately 15 weeks.    Teachers fear insufficient time for the development of concepts 

and acquisition of skills – and that under pressure of time the course might simply become 

informational in character.     

 

As a footnote to these developments, it is reported that schools offering the academically 

rigorous Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate programs may be exempted 

from semester courses.   They would be allowed to retain one-year courses, in order better to 

prepare their students for the strictly monitored, and world-wide, examinations that they must 

take in May of each year.10 

 

Teacher education is the second major issue facing geographical education.  It is problematic 

in terms of geographical knowledge on the part of teachers and their skill in teaching it.  

Within the past decade most method specialists have retired from faculties of education and 

have not been replaced. When available, methods are sometimes taught by local teachers on 

a short-term basis, but perhaps for a few hours in an entire year.     It is now almost 

impossible for a student to obtain a full credit course exclusively in the teaching of 

geography at secondary level.    Instead, it is more common for faculties of education to offer 

a general method course and others devoted to special needs, gender equality, and racial 

sensitivity.   Important as these are, there is a substantial body of research and practice that is 

not being imparted to future teachers of geography.  
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Equally serious is the limited amount of geographical knowledge among many teachers of 

social studies in grades K-9.   While Alberta, for example, requires its social studies teachers 

to take three courses of geography toward their degrees, other provinces do not.   Social 

studies teachers are more likely to be qualified in history or other fields than in geography. 

 

Future geography teachers might have to be trained after they have graduated from B. Ed. 

Programs.   There is precedent for this step.    In the early 1990s, faculty members at Queen’s 

University, in Kingston, Ontario, organized summer institutes along the lines of those 

established in the United States by the National Geographic Society’s state alliances.    The 

institutes attracted and inspired large numbers of teachers, most of whom had little or no 

formal training in geography.   Some of these people now occupy senior positions and have 

been instrumental in ensuring the inclusion of geography in the social studies programs of 

their respective provinces.   The institutes were continued under the auspices of the Canadian 

Council for Geographic Education when it was established in 1993.11 Consideration is now 

being given to a new form of in-service, possibly with short-term courses being offered after 

hours for degree credit.   These would be offered through cooperation between faculties of 

education and departments of geography  

 

The Canadian Council for Geographic Education also organized a national symposium on 

geographical education in 1998 and in 2001 published Canadian National Standards for 

Geography: A Standards-Based Guide to K-12 Geography. 12  Published in English and 

French, and adapted from the standards developed for the United States in 1994, the book 

has been well received and widely used.   As it is concerned with standards that are 

recognized by geographers, and not with the making of curriculum, the guide is adaptable to 

the teaching of geography in whatever configuration this might occur. 

 

Recognizing that geography teachers sometimes have difficulty having their concerns heard 

in provincial social studies teachers associations that are dominated by historians, the CCGE 

has also been promoting the development of affiliated chapters at grassroots level outside  
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Ontario and Quebec which already have well-organized associations for geographical 

education.   The British Columbia chapter has been notably successful in developing 

innovative programs of exploration, fieldwork, and indoor activities.   A chapter was formed 

in Newfoundland and Labrador in 2003 with staff support from the Faculty of Education and  

the Department of Geography at Memorial University.   It promises of a new approach to the 

in-service training of geography teachers. 

 

The third issue facing geographical education is perhaps the most basic: its image in the 

public mind.   In 2003, front-page prominence was given to the results of a survey that asked 

people what best symbolized Canada.13 For a society so urbanized the results were 

surprising: no less than 89 per cent, across all generations, said Canada was best symbolized 

by its vastness.  This response, so geographical and sharply spatial, evokes a sense of place.  

The geographic community at large must now show how school geography can contribute to 

a sound understanding of Canada as a place – and by extension, places elsewhere.   To do 

this will require networking among its members and familiarity with the ways of the media. 

 

Canadians have been slower than others to build the type of broad network that rallied to the 

defence of geography in the National Curriculum of the UK and made possible the national 

standards in the United States.  There are signs that this is now changing.   The Canadian 

Association of Geographers has shown growing concern for the status of school geography 

and is lending its support.   Its Education Committee has now been upgraded to a formal 

Study Group and a valuable web site established.14  Links between the CAG and the school-

oriented CCGE are being strengthened.   The Royal Canadian Geographical Society, parent 

body of the CCGE and the most broadly representative geographical organization in Canada, 

is likely to play a key role in building any alliance to support geographical education.15 

 

Finally, there is a helpful sign in the growing use of GIS in schools.   ESRI Canada Ltd. has 

licensing agreements with some provinces (Manitoba and Nova Scotia being two) and 

students are responding enthusiastically to the use of ArcView, ArcVoyager, and ArcCanada  
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software.    This welcome development also brings a twofold challenge: first, the need to 

train teachers in using GIS in the classroom; second, the need to use GIS as a tool for 

geography and not as an end in itself.    Unless the latter view prevails, geography will be in  

danger of losing its cartographic component to the geomatics industry, just as it has lost its 

physical component to earth science in several instances. 
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