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A-Level Geography

—a

Sarminar on New Dir

Geograpny Syllabus

Date: Feb. 22, 2003 (Saturday)
Time: 8:45am-12;30pm

sctions of AdL

ave]

Pauline YEUNG

Venue: The Chinese University of Hong Kong (Ho Tim Building)

Reporter:
What is the main purpose of holding this seminar?

Prof. Lam Chi Chung:

Firstly, it is necessary to explore why a revision of the
present new syllabus is essential. In the past few years,
there was a proposal to provide 4 years of University edu-
cation and 6 years of secondary education. Due to the eco-
nomic recession, the government has not made a final de-
cision on what to do with the proposal and it has now been
withheld. It seems that in the years to come, the present
system will still be adopted. Therefore it is now a suitable
time to think about a major revision of the A-Level syllabus.

Secondly, the first group of S5 students under the new ge-
ography curriculum are expected to graduate in Aug. 2005.
To ensure a coherence in the geographical learning, a new
A-Level curriculum, which can match with the inquiry
approach of the $1-S5 curriculum, is deemed necessary.

With such a background, a working group has been formed
under the HK Examination and Assessment Authority
(HKEAA). They will present some initial ideas on how
the new A-Level curriculum should be going. They will
also present some initial ideas on the future direction of
the new A-Level curriculum.

Reporter:
Are there any other reasons for a revision of the A-Level
Geography Curriculum?

Miss Jenny Yau:

In the past, the major function of A-Levels was to prepare
students to enter universities. Data of recent years has re-
vealed the fact that only a small percentage of students
taking A-Level Geography chose to study Geography in
the universities. A new geography curriculum which could
be flexible enough to prepare students for other
development, train their generic skills and equip them with
the latest information technology (e.g. Geographic Infor-
mation Systems (GIS)) may be worth considering.

Reporter:
What is your opinion about the focus of the new A-Level
Geography curriculum?

Miss Jenny Yau:

It is hoped that the new S6-S7 curriculum can focus on
three main areas. Firstly, it should be more academic than
the S1-S5 curriculum. Secondly, it should emphasize on a
high level of thinking which involves higher levels of
analysis, integration and assessment. Thirdly, the curricu-
lum should prepare students for higher education.

Reporter:
Is there a time schedule for the implementation of the new
curriculum?

Miss Jenny Yau:

To ensure the continuation of the newly adopted S1-S5
curriculum, it is hoped that the new S6-S7 curriculum could
be implemented in Sept. 2005. Nevertheless, the date is
not yet fixed.

Reporter:

As a secondary school geography teacher, what problems
have you encountered when implementing the existing A-
Level Geography Syllabus?

Mr. Ip Kim Wai:

From the perspective of students, their A-Level Geogra-
phy result depends heavily on their ‘luck’. The present syl-
labus to them is too broad and too deep.

In addition, geography is really a very flexible subject. For
example, the concept of ‘Distance Decay Mechanism’ can
be applied in explaining both the environmental lapse rate
and the change in land rent with increasing distance from
the city centre. However, the study framework is com-
pletely different. Such flexibility is difficult for students to
handle.

Reporter:
In designing the new A-level syllabus, what should be main
areas of concern?

Mr. Ip Kim Wai:

The new syllabus should neither be too restricted, nor too
flexible, so that there is a certain degree of breadth and
depth whereby recent relevant events can be included. A
balance between flexibility and restriction should be
ensured. In other words, the following four areas should
be taken into consideration: ‘breadth’, ‘width’, ‘relevance’
and ‘recency’.

Reporter:
What is the trend of change in geography education in re-
cent years?

Dr. Loo P.Y., Becky :
I would like to look at this change in 4 different
perspectives:

Firstly, the role of senior secondary education has under-
gone drastic change in recent years. In the past, senior sec-
ondary education mainly aimed at preparing students for
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university education. Now,
it has extended to become
part of general education.
With reference to the
former function, the exist-
ing A-level geography cur-
riculum adopts a system
and landscape approach
which is not well linked to
the present approach of the
university geography
education. Following the
‘Principles of Coherence and Consistency’, there is a need
for a change in the present A-level geography curriculum.
This not only benefits students’ learning, but also renders
the teaching of A-level geography more suitable.

As part of general education, the new A-level geography
curriculum should also prepare students for further studies
in areas other than geography, since few of them will choose
to study geography in the university. It would be neces-
sary for the new curriculum to acquaint students with prob-
lem solving skills. This may include general generic skills
such as the skills in communication and co-operation, but
it should also include skills that are unique in geography
such as field study skills, GIS, map reading and statistical
skills. Environmental education should also be an essen-
tial element.

Secondly, geography education has also moved towards
‘Global Citizenship and Pluralism’. We should prepare our
students to be aware of their role as a HK citizen, a Chi-
nese countryman and as a member of the global community.
Problems such as unemployment in HK or global warm-
ing are not only a local problem, but also a regional and a
global problem. Geography education plays its unique role
in investigating these problems from multiple perspectives
in a range of spatial contexts.

Thirdly, the future geography curriculum should also re-
gard ‘Regions as a core concept’. The use of case studies
provides a good link between the human and physical ge-
ography of these regions.

As such, there is the trend to strike a balance between physi-
cal and human geography. Sustainable development is a
key concept that enables the integration of these two pil-
lars of geography.

Reporter:
Which concept of the existing curriculum is valuable and
should be kept in the new curriculum?

Miss Liu Yee Man, Karen:

The people-environment system is a very important con-
cept that is worth keeping. It can help students to under-
stand how people influence the environment and how
people are restricted by the environment. Through the learn-
ing of the people-environment relationship, students may
start to appreciate the beauty of nature and become con-
cerned more about the environment.

Reporter:

The present curriculum allows teachers to choose the case
studies. Do you think the new curriculum should follow
this practice?

Miss Yeung Ming Wai, Pauline:

The present curriculum requires and allows a wide choice
of case studies at various scales from Hong Kong and
around the world. This has the advantage of allowing flex-
ibility in learning and cases encountered in daily life can
be chosen to meet the interests of students. Current issues
such as globalization, China’s entry into the WTO could
be included if so they are relevant to the curriculum.
However, several problems arise with such flexibility.
There is often not enough time to discuss so many
examples, which have to be at various scales from differ-
ent parts of the world. Finding relevant recent examples is
also difficult. If the examination questions only require
general application of cases or the analysis of the three
physical landscapes, as stated in the curriculum, students
could handle them without too many difficulties. However,
if the questions require the use of the remote and specific
cases. problems may arise. Thus, there should be a bal-
ance between the “free choice of case studies’and ‘assigned
case studies’ in the coming new curriculum.

Reporter:

With respect to the advancement in geographical
techniques, what new elements should be included in the
new curriculum?

Prof. Lam Chi Chung:

The inclusion of Geographical Information System (GIS)
is worth considering. GIS is already common use in geo-
graphical studies and is also a useful tool in learning geo-
graphical concepts. The inclusion of GIS into the
programme will help students to develop IT skills, which
are in fact is one of the 4 major areas in the curriculum
reform. In addition, the status of geography may also be
raised as a result!

Reporter:
Is it really possible to include GIS into the new syllabus?

Prof. Lam Chi Chung:

Before answering this question, the necessity of including
GIS in the new syllabus was reexamined. Upon
reconsideration, it was still found that GIS is not only rel-
evant in academic geographical studies, but also in many
other areas, such as urban planning, in the years to come.

With respect to the IT skills of our new generation, GIS
should be within the reach of our sixth form students. Prac-
tically speaking, the schools also have enough hardware
for the teaching and learning of GIS. However, the avail-
ability of the GIS software and the teachers’ nescience of
GIS may pose relatively greater problems. Yet, if there is
funding for commercial vendors to design software for
teacher training, together with the commitment of the
teachers, these problems can still be resolved, allowing the
path to the possibility of having GIS in our new syllabus.

Reporter:
Are there any new ideas in the assessment methods of the
new curriculum?

Mr. Lam Yip Wang:

Two assessment tools have been thought of and discussed
in our working group. The first one is a ‘Decision-making
question’. This is type of question based on given geo



A-Level Geography

Acdvanced Level Geography Teacners’ Views

=Environrnental lssues (1) Stephen Pui-ming YEUNG
Introduction background, their approaches and objectives, and their
Enquiry teaching, which has been defined in many ways views towards the nature and effectiveness of enquiry
by theorists (see for example, Cox, 1973) and curriculum teaching. A random stratified sample (N=48) of the
agencies (e.g. Curriculum Development Council, 1992) is responding teachers was asked to teach the topic iMan-
basically an approach by which students are asked to raise environment relationships in selected natural landscapesi
questions, gather and analyse information and make with either an enquiry approach or a didactic approach. A
decisions independently on the basis of evidence. It is set of guidelines about teaching content, objectives and
considered as being more effective than didactic approaches approaches and a set of supporting resource materials were
for the development of long-term cognitive objectives in provided to each teacher.

general and for the growth of environmental understanding

in particular (see for example, Marsden, 1995). In contrast, Results and discussion

didactic teaching is considered as useful only for short- Two hundred and fifty five teachers completed and returned
term understanding and imparting the knowledge needed the questionnaire. They agreed that they should act as
for passing examinations (Curriculum Development managers of learning and that enquiry would be useful for
Council, 1992). This paper is the first part of report on a developing an understanding of environmental processes.
study (Yeung, 1999) which examines whether enquiry They were aware of the usefulness of issues for stimulating
approaches are more effective than didactic ones (a) for thinking. However, there were worries about the extra
students at different academic ability levels and (b) in the resources, time and preparation work required. Not many
short term and in the long term in a formal classroom teachers were sure about the suitability of using enquiry
context. Reference is made to geography classes at the approaches with lower ability students and for teaching
Advanced Level in Hong Kong because of the strong about natural landscapes.

emphasis of the subject and its curriculum on studying the Factor analysis suggested that a wide range of methods
interaction between people and the environment was used in the classroom but only teacher talk and
(Curriculum Development Council, 1992; McKeown-Ice, explanation with the aid of notes, blackboard and
1994). Attention is directed towards how teachers usually examination papers were common. Issues-based enquiry-
teach and the rationale behind. oriented methods had only been used 3 to 4 times in a year.

This is a surprising trend because of teachers’ favourable

Research methodology opinions for enquiry teaching, but is not very different from
The teachers in all the 330 schools in Hong Kong were the cases in many Asian and Western educational systems
sent a questionnaire about their demographic and school alike (Greenall-Gough, 1990; Lee, 1993). Its occurrence

10
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can be attributed to declines in student academic ability,
the shortage of resources and information, and the rapid
increases in teacher workload in recent years. The heavy
cognitive orientation of public examination papers and a
lack of teacher training in a high-pressure, all-busy school

environment (Yeung, 1999) are also responsible.

Ending notes

The second part of this study, which will be published in a
later issue of The Hong Kong Geographer, will discuss
how teaching approaches can affect the development of
environmental understanding. The author would like to
take this opportunity to thank all the teachers who have
taken part in the questionnaire survey or the interviews

without which the study would not be possible.
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Book Review

Title: The Dynamics of Industrial Location

Editor: Roger Hayter

Roger Hayter’s excellent book is an up to date and highly
relevant resource for geography teachers who will be
teaching the heavily revised section on industry in the
new HKCEE syllabus of 2003. The book is divided into 4
parts: (I) The problem of industrial transformation, (1I)
the location of factories, (II1) the manufacturing firm and
geography, and (IV) production systems and local
development.

Part I's chapters provide a general background on indus-
trial dynamics and include a discussion of the theoretical
approaches to industrial geography and historic and geo-
graphic dimensions of change in global manufacturing

activities.

Part II's chapters include much relevant material for the
new HKCEE syllabus. The 1* chapter provides an exten-
sive discussion of location factors and the effects of them
on the location of head offices, R&D facilities, factories,
branch plants, high-tech manufacturing, among others. It
also includes the geographical applications of the Product
Cycle Model. The next 3 chapters summarize the theoreti-
cal underpinnings of industrial geography. They include
examples of empirical analyses of location decision making,
applications of neo-classical economics in industrial
location, explanation of the location in terms of variations
in the cost structures (e.g., transportation costs) and dis-
cussion on the role of the decision maker’s behaviour and
corporate strategy in the locations of the firms and the
shaping of the industrial landscape. Corporate strategy
and decision making behaviour are particularly complex
and involve firm-level factors (e.g., organizational structure)
and the external environment (e.g., government policy).
This culminates in a discussion on the internationalization
of firms, multinational activity and the location dynamics

of foreign firms in a host country.

Part IIT’s first 3 chapters examine the process of

the formation and growth of firms from a new and small
firm to a medium-sized firm to a multinational firm and
these 3 are dealt with separately in their own chapters. In
the case of multinational firms, the author includes ex-
amples of Japanese, American and German firms to high-
light the competitive characteristics of each of them. The
final chapter looks at the effects of corporate restructuring

in terms of labour,
production,
technology, organi-
zation and product
markets. It also com-
pares the Fordist
model of production
with flexible
manufacturing.

Part IV’s chapters
also include much
relevant material for
the new HKCEE
syllabus. Tt first talks
about the formation and characteristics of new industrial

spaces such as the role of subcontracting and networks
and the author uses Japan’s motor industry and the Sili-
con Valley’s information technology industry as examples
of these. Finally, the last few chapters of the book look at
various aspects of the impact of industries on a region,
the role of foreign firms in a host country, the problems
associated with deindustrialization, the rejuvenation of
industrially declining regions and the effects of industrial
transformation on employment,

The book was compiled from a vast amount of literature
5o one could also make good use of the author’s excellent
bibliography, if one is interested in furthering his/her
knowledge in specific topics.

The main strength of this book is its well organized
structure, clear explanation with straightforward English
and the details and depths of the author’s presentation.
This presentation includes a good use of relevant theories,
examples and comparisons and the author has also gone
a step further to explain and evaluate the newest indus-
trial location phenomena. The main drawback of this
book is the author’s use of relatively few examples from
newly industrializing and developing countries as they
are now very important components of the world indus-
trial system. Much multinational activity is already active
in many of these regions. due to certain advantageous
location factors. Future editions of this book would ben-
efit by using more examples [rom these regions, Overall,
it is an intellectually stimulating book for geographers
and others interested in industrial transformation.

Dudley C.R. HERMAN
Faculty of Education, CUHK



