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ABSTRACT Geography as a school subject is facing a crisis of identity. Student interest in 
geography has decreased and the lack of solutions for improving geography’s image opened 
a research gap. The aim of the paper is to summarize the knowledge and understanding from 
the pupils’ perspective and prepare the ground for conducting similar research in Czechia. 
Getting the pupils’ perspective is crucial for shaping the subject in a more favorable direction 
and in defending geography’s place in the education system. Subsequently it creates concrete 
arguments for defending and stabilizing. The author searched for studies using the WoS and 
Scopus databases. Three criteria were set: studies only in English, the maximum time limit as 
February 2020, and the age of researched students as 11–19 years. Twenty-seven relevant studies, 
mainly conducted in English speaking countries, were found. The review focuses especially on 
applied methods and results of studies. Results showed that quantitative methods prevailed over 
qualitative. Factors such as the personality of the teacher, teaching methods, and geography 
topics seemed the most important in the process of developing a positive image of geography.
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1. Introduction

Geography has a unique place among scientific disciplines and school subjects, 
as it brings together knowledge about the environment, space, and time. In most 
countries, geography is a traditional part of the curriculum, either as a separate 
school subject, or integrated within the natural and social sciences. Yet worldwide, 
the subject of geography has been facing threats in the form of attempts to reduce 
or even abolish geography teaching, which raises questions about geography’s 
position in education systems (van der Schee 2014; Béneker, Palings, Krause 2015). 
There has been a global decrease in learning hours per subject for geography, 
which makes students less interested in studying geography at higher school levels 
(Adey, Biddulph 2001; Kitchen 2013; Jan Bent, Bakx, den Brok 2013). The interest 
in studying geography at universities is also gradually declining (Gibson 2007, 
Kidman 2018). This is likely why many publications today discuss the usefulness 
of geography in everyday life (Murphy 2018; Parkinson 2020). 

However, we cannot measure the interest in geography and its popularity only 
by measuring the learning hours per subject or the number of applicants for geo
graphy programs at universities. These measures are themselves a consequence 
of how students perceive geography on a long-term basis. This study expands the 
current state of knowledge by summarizing the existing research that examines 
how students perceive geography, paying special attention to the factors that af-
fect the image of geography. This study presents a systematic literature review of 
27 earlier studies. The aim is, first, to define the image of geography, and then to 
answer the following research questions: What research methods did researchers 
use to study the image of geography? What research findings did the researchers 
report? What factors affect students’ perceived image of geography? This review 
serves as an introductory article on the topic of the image of geography, and its 
main goal is to lay foundation for future research in this area.

In the first part of the review, I define the concept of the image of geography 
and describe the criteria for selecting the studies that examined the image of geo
graphy from the students’ perspective. After this, I describe the goals and methods 
that were used. I then summarize the research findings regarding the image of 
geography from the students’ perspective, as well as the factors that affect this 
image. In conclusion, I formulate recommendations for further research to help 
determine the students’ perception of school geography and take measures that 
would inspire more students to study geography.
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2. What is the image of geography and why should we study it?

The term “image of geography” first appeared in the 1980s (Dawson, Hebden 1984). 
The image of geography as a theoretical concept is not a frequent subject of em-
pirical research. One work that does examine this concept is a unique work by 
Miener (2016), published in German. The image of geography is often mentioned 
in connection with the crisis of the identity of geography as a scientific field or as 
a school subject (Rallis, Rallis 1995). The term “image” refers to the image, form, or 
idea of a given thing, specifically to its external influence and the overall impres-
sion it makes on an individual or the public.

To explain how the image works in society and what influence it has, I use 
the theory of the social construction of reality (Berger, Luckmann 1999), which 
states that the world is influenced by social interactions and is created by society. 
Therefore, the image functions as an objective reality, which, at the same time, 
shapes people. This means that we are constantly moving in a circle that is affected 
by our thoughts and actions. We are continuously reshaping the image that in turn 
shapes our thoughts. 

I define the image of geography using a synthesis of three field-specific defini-
tions of the image: psychological, sociological, and economic. First, the individual 
creates the image. Therefore, I proceed from a psychological point of view (Colman 
2015, np.), defining the image “as a depiction or likeness of an object. A mental 
representation of a stimulus in the absence of the physical stimulus, formed by the 
imagination or memory (also called mental image). The appearance of a character 
that a person or an organization presents in public.” An image is first formed 
by individuals, who, on the basis of their inner beliefs, form an opinion about 
things and perceive them in a certain way. However, it is important to note that all 
individuals enter a reality with a limited awareness of the matter, and then adjust 
their opinion based on their experience. In the case of geography, all individuals 
reach their own idea of the image of geography. All related processes take place 
within each individual separately, and only when the individual has formed an 
opinion of the image of geography does he/she present it externally. This means 
that social reality is constantly transformed according to how it is perceived by 
individuals and society. From now on, we can talk about externalization and the 
creation of an image that already reflects the opinion of a large group or of society 
as a whole. 

At this point, it is necessary to reflect on the sociological context, which helps 
us understand the behavior of the individual in society. From the sociological point 
of view, an image or imaginary construct is perceived as a certain idea (mental 
representation) that is externalized within society and is based on our experience 
and reflection. The sociological imagination has been defined by C. Wright Mills 
as the vivid awareness of the relationship between personal experience and the 
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wider society (Mills 2000). This concept can be adapted for our purposes. The 
value and position of geography among other subjects and disciplines are defined 
by how it is understood in society. To appreciate the value of geography, society 
must understand its purpose.

To influence and improve the image, it is necessary to move into the economic 
sphere, which has worked with the image traditionally. The image must be im-
proved on a continuous basis. If we do not build it systematically, it gradually 
becomes more negative; therefore, it takes work to maintain it at the same value 
level or to improve it. If we want to improve the image, we must approach it as 
entrepreneurs. In economics, the image is an “illusory conception created by 
advertising and projected by the media, that embodies emotions, perceptions, at-
titudes, and intellectual orientation group toward an entity” (Imber, Toffer 2000, 
p. 281). We can work with the image of geography in a targeted way, either to 
propose recommendations and measures for the future or to undertake targeted 
promotion of geography in the field of education policy.

To summarize, in this study, I define the image of geography as a comprehensive 
set of attitudes, ideas, and expectations about geography, based on how geography 
is presented externally. In the context of education, the image of geography can 
be explored on the basis of sensory qualities without rational assessment, without 
proper argumentation, or on the basis of the perception of others. The better the 
understanding of the subject, the better its image, and the higher the value of 
geography and geographers in society.

Based on this definition, I have identified the constructs that can form the di-
mensions of the image of geography. The first such construct is the attitude, which 
is defined as a relatively permanent characteristic of an individual’s personality 
and represents an evaluation, preference, or rejection based on the available infor-
mation. It consists of three key components: the cognitive component, expressing 
the level of acquired knowledge about the attitude object; the emotional (affective) 
component, considering predictive feelings, emotions, and emotionally colored 
reactions to the attitude object; and the conative (behavioral) component, repre-
senting the tendency to behave or act in a certain way with respect to the attitude 
object (Eagly, Chaiken 1993).

The second construct is the students’ perception. The process of perception can 
be described as the acceptance of its simplest isolated elements, i.e., sensations. 
It is a process through which the individual obtains information about the sur-
rounding objects, qualities, and relationships through the senses. Physiological, 
psychological, and social factors are all involved in the process (Adey, Biddulph 
2001). 

Another research construct is the conception of geography as a subject. 
Conception is an idea or a particular way of understanding or thinking about 
something, or a basic understanding of a situation or principle (Walter 2008). 
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In addition, the image can also be created with the help of students’ beliefs, 
motivation, and interest in the subject. It is important to mention that none of these 
concepts are defined in the literature in a consistent way. However, the following 
definitions are sufficient for the purposes of this article. According to Colman, 
belief is “any proposition that is accepted as true on the basis of inconclusive 
evidence. A belief is stronger than baseless opinion but not as strong as an item of 
knowledge. More generally, belief is conviction, faith, or confidence in something 
or someone” (2015, np.). Motivation is “a driving force or forces responsible for the 
initiation, persistence, direction, and vigour of goal-directed behaviour” (Colman 
2015, np.). Interest can be defined as “a certain intrinsic motivation, which has 
some essential aspect” (Schiefele 1991, p. 302). Also, examining beliefs as an at-
titude is not ideal. However, despite the limitations of the research constructs, 
we can use them to measure the image; therefore, they were chosen as keywords 
when searching for suitable publications for the review study.

3. Methodology

A systematic review study approach was used (Petticrew, Roberts 2008; Snyder 
2019). Content analysis was carried out on selected studies (Neuendorf 2016). 
The research studies were found through the professional databases, because the 
texts of the papers included there are peer-reviewed and expected to meet certain 
quality standards.

3.1. Search in databases

I searched mainly in the Scopus and the Web of Science databases. Then I added 
eligible articles through Google Scholar when I could not find the full version of 
articles in the databases. I searched for articles using a combination of keywords: 
geography, student, pupil, image, attitude, perception, conception, belief, motiva-
tion, interest. I entered the search command in Scopus in the following form: 
geography AND (student OR pupil) AND (image OR perception OR conception OR 
attitude OR motivation OR belief OR interest). I entered a similar combination 
of words in the Web of Science. Originally, I wanted to search for articles using 
only a combination of geography, student, pupil, and image; however, I found 
that this combination is not used in connection with geography, so I chose other 
keywords that, in my opinion, fall under the concept of image. Scopus yielded 78 
publications, and Web of Science, 46 publications.
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 Publications were identified
through Web of Science and
Scopus. We used following
combination of keywords:

geography, student, pupil, image,
attitude, perception, conception,
motivation, interest, belief.

(n = 124) 

Duplicate publications
removed.

(n = 35)

Publications a er duplications
were removed.

(n = 89)

Publications discarded a er 
reading title and abstract.

(n = 43)

Publications that matched the
defined criteria, were included in
the study, and were analyzed.

(n = 20)

 
 

Snowball sampling.
Publications found
through references.

(n = 7) 

Final selection of publications.

(n = 27)

Publications that, according to the
abstract, seemed relevant and
were read closely.

(n = 46) 

  

Publications discarded a er
close reading.

(n = 23) 

 

 

 

Fig. 1 – Visual description of the publication selection process (my own illustration).
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3.2. Criteria

Initially, I did not set any time limit while searching for publications. The old-
est identified source was from 1979, and the most recent was a publication from 
February 2020, when this date was additionally set as the upper time limit. 
I searched for studies only in English. The last criterion was that the studies must 
focus only on students attending secondary school (ages 11–19). I was looking for 
studies published in journals, but I also deliberately included a monograph by 
Nick Hopwood (2014), as it was entirely devoted to my topic.

3.3. Elimination Process

At the first stage, I looked at the titles of the articles and eliminated ones that did 
not match my focus. At the second stage, I read the abstracts of the remaining ar-
ticles, from which I selected only those relevant to my topic. If I could not find the 
whole-text version of an article in the database, I searched for it in Google Scholar. 
Since I had found only 20 relevant articles at the end of the database search, I then 
used them to perform the following snowball sampling. For all selected publica-
tions, I went through the references in search of other suitable publications that 
were not included in the databases. The whole process of elimination is described 
in the Figure 1. The selected publications are listed in Table 1. 

4. Findings

This chapter is organized into subchapters to present the answers to the three 
main questions formulated in the introduction. I tried to answer them through 
content analysis conducted on the studies. The first subchapter deals with the 
methods used to research the image of geography. The following chapter presents 
an overview of the image of geography in the studies analyzed, and the third lists 
the selected factors that affect the image of geography.

4.1. Research methods

When investigating the image of geography, both quantitative (15 studies) and 
qualitative methods (7 studies) were used; in 5 cases, the research had a mixed 
design and used both. In about two-thirds of the surveys, various types of ques-
tionnaire surveys were used; i.e., quantitative data collection predominated.
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4.1.1. Quantitative methods

Most of the quantitative studies investigated the image of geography through 
questionnaire surveys. The first set of papers compared the popularity of geo
graphy to that of 5 or 6 other subjects. Students sorted the subjects in descending 
order of popularity, and their answers were summarized and averaged (McTeer 
1979; Sack, Petersen 1998). Thanks to the simplicity of the research tool, it is pos-
sible to work with data obtained from a large sample of students. In the case of 
the McTeer research (1979), 2,029 students participated in the research, and in 
the case of Sack and Petersen (1998), 1,428 students. Hibszer (2011) also used the 
ranking of subjects according to popularity in a part of the questionnaire survey; 
students chose their favorite subject in general, and then their favorite subject 
among the natural sciences.

The second group of quantitative studies investigated students’ attitudes to geo
graphy. Students commented on statements concerning geography, rating them 
on a 4- or 5-point Likert scale (Hubbard, Stoddard 1979; Tomal 2010; Kubiatko, 
Janko, Mrazkova 2012; Aydin, Tülümen 2018; Sözen 2019; Karolčík et all 2019). 
The advantage of this kind of research is that the questions can be divided into 
several groups, which allows multiple dimensions of the image of geography to be 
considered. Hubbard and Stoddard (1979) asked 30 questions, with 10 questions 
dedicated to every one of three dimensions: knowledge, attitude to geography, 
and attitude to teaching. In Karolčík et all (2019), 18 questions were thematically 
divided into three groups, according to three dimensions of attitude: cognitive, 
affective, and conative. Kubiatko, Janko, and Mrazkova (2012) divided 27 questions 
into four dimensions: geography as a school subject; geography and the natural 
environment; the importance of geography; and the relevance of geography to 
everyday life. Aydin and Tülumen (2018) studied the relationship between anxiety 
and the attitude toward geography; students used scales to respond to statements 
divided into two groups related to either anxiety or attitude. Similarly, Sözen 
(2019) examined three dimensions: attitudes toward geography lessons, views 
on teaching activities, and views on the aids used. He asked 33 questions, which 
students answered using a scale. Mularczyk (2011) also worked with a scale, re-
peatedly giving Polish students a questionnaire with 17 closed questions. The ques-
tions were divided into five groups according to topics, and the students answered 
using scoring scales with between 2 and 18 points. This research was inspired by 
Tracz (2011), who combined questions answered on a scale in a questionnaire 
survey (14) with supplementary open-ended questions (6).

The third group is represented by open-ended surveys, where the authors most 
often asked what geography is. Students were asked to characterize geography 
using keywords, to describe what they found useful in geography, or to describe 
what they had learned through geography. They were also asked to list things 
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they liked and did not like about geography. For open answers, evaluation was 
performed using content analysis; popular and unpopular aspects of geography 
were listed. This form of questionnaire survey was first used by Norman (2004) 
and Harrison and Norman (2004), who obtained and analyzed data from 400 and 
450 students, respectively. This research was later incorporated into mixed design 
research by Burnett and Crowe (2016), where students were asked to write down 
a definition of geography in the second phase of the research. The same task was 
used in the study by Senyurt (2014), where students had to write, in addition to 
the definition of geography, topics that they associated with geography. Adey and 
Biddulph (2001) also chose a combination design with open-ended questions, but 
added a section where students answered only yes/no questions.

4.1.2. Qualitative inquiry

Semi-structured interviews were used as the main research tool in 8 studies, 
either with one student (Lam, Lai 2003; Hopwood 2009; Hopwood 2014; Opoku, 
Serbeh, Amoah 2020) or with a group (Biddulph, Adey 2003, 2004; Al-Nofli 2010; 
Jan Bent, Bakx, den Brok 2014).

Lam and Lai (2003) spoke individually with 12 students. Hopwood (2009, 2014) 
interviewed six students from three different schools; he conducted the interviews 
the end of the geography lesson over a period of three months, and spoke to each 
student at least 11 times. Individual interviews were also used by Opoku, Serbeh, 
and Amoah (2020), although the research sample consisted of 116 students. All 
interviews began with the following question: “Is geography one of your favorite 
school subjects, and why?” Depending on the answers, the authors then asked 
about the reasons and arguments supporting the students’ opinions. All conversa-
tions were recorded, transcribed, and searched for keywords, which were used in 
the coding. Biddulph and Adey (2003, 2004) also chose group interviews with a 
maximum of six students per group over two consecutive years. Their structured 
interviews followed up on their earlier questionnaire survey from 2001, where 
they focused mainly on identifying retrospectively the concept of geography in 
Key Stage 3 according to students, as well as on what teaching methods made 
geography attractive for students. Group interviews were also used in a Dutch 
study (Jan Bent, Bakx, den Brok 2013), which obtained data from 53 students, 
who were divided into 12 groups. Al-Nofli (2010) also conducted interviews with 
48 students. The individual answers were subjected to content analysis. Interviews 
were usually recorded, transcribed, encoded with keywords, and evaluated using 
software. According to the codes, categories and subcategories of terms used by 
the students were created. In the case of Jan Bent, Bakx, den Brok (2013), Hopwood 
(2009, 2014), and Opoku, Serbeh, Amoah (2020), an open qualitative analytical 
approach was taken.



358 GEOGRAFIE 126/4 (2021) / V. KORVASOVÁ

4.1.3. Mixed design methods

Mixed design was used by 5 studies (Hopwood, Courtley-Green, Chambers 2005; 
Bar-Gal, Sofer 2010; Kitchen 2013; Burnett, Crowe 2016). Hopwood, Courtley-
Green, and Chambers (2005) divided their research into three phases. In the first 
phase, they asked a group of 60 students to work in pairs to create a poster, pre-
senting what geography meant to them. Subsequently, they looked for recurring 
motifs in the posters. The creation of the posters was then supplemented by a ques-
tionnaire survey, where students were asked to state their opinion on geography 
and explain what they learned in this subject and in what ways the subject was 
useful and interesting. In addition, they verified the resulting findings with addi-
tional semi-structured interviews with four randomly selected students. Kitchen 
(2013) also worked with a large group of 60 students (two classes). This study was 
based on research by Hopwood, Courtley-Green, and Chambers (2005), and the 
students also made posters. She then selected six students out of the research 
sample to write a definition of geography, which she used as a basis for additional 
semi-structured interviews. The evaluation was performed by content analysis. 
The research performed by Burnett and Crowe (2016) was identical, except that 
they did not conduct semi-structured interviews and included 142 students in the 
research. Bar-Gal and Sofer (2010) asked students three open questions: How does 
geography knowledge contribute to your life? What is the meaning of geography? 
What do you think is the purpose of teaching geography? Based on the answers, 
they created a questionnaire survey for 280 students in the second phase of the 
research. The questionnaire contained 17 items classified into three dimensions: 
basic knowledge, basic geographical knowledge, and values.

4.2. The image of geography

Due to the differences between individual studies, I first evaluate how the image 
of geography is perceived by students, and then describe the factors that affect 
the image of geography.

4.2.1. Geography in comparison with other school subjects

The oldest study, done in the United States, looked at students’ attitude to geo
graphy. Most secondary school students ranked geography as the 4th or 5th most 
popular subject in the social sciences (geography, history, economics, psychology 
and sociology, government). A quarter of students even identified it as the least 
favorite subject, and less than a tenth of students considered it the most popular 
subject (McTeer 1979). 
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Nearly the same results were reported in a study conducted in Texas. A survey 
was repeatedly conducted among lower secondary students. The classes in which 
key geographical knowledge is developed were selected, so the students were ex-
pected to be able to think at the community, regional, and global levels. In 1983 and 
1993, the students were asked to rank art, music, physical education, mathematics, 
geography, reading, and science according to their preference. Geography came 
out as the least popular in both years, although in 1993 the popularity rose from the 
original 8% to 14%. Geography was more popular only within the social sciences 
(anthropology, geography, economics, history, sociology, government), where it 
appeared as an average subject (Sack, Petersen 1998).

Longitudinal research was conducted in Poland by Mularczyk (2011), who 
examined students’ attitudes towards geography in 1989, 2002, and 2009 using 
a questionnaire survey. The ranking of geography changed over this period, likely 
in response to changes in the curriculum. In 1989, students considered geography 
the most favorite subject, but in 2002, geography was one of the least favorite sub-
jects (10th place). In a follow-up study, Hibszer (2011) confirmed that geography 
was not a popular subject in Poland. The most popular subjects were mathematics 
and Polish. The most likely deciding factor was that both of these subjects had the 
greatest number of hours per subject, and students most often took final exams 
in these subjects. If we compare only the subjects within the natural sciences, 
geography ranked second.

4.2.2. Attitudes of students toward geography 

Czech students had a neutral to slightly positive attitude toward geography 
(Kubiatko, Janko, Mrazkova 2012). Students commented on four specific di-
mensions: geography as a subject; geography and the natural environment; the 
importance of geography; and the relevance of geography in everyday life. The 
average attitude score was 3.36 on the 5-point Likert scale, which the authors 
explain by continuing teacher-centered teaching or teaching that emphasizes 
factual knowledge. Younger lower secondary students repeatedly had the high-
est scores, mainly because geography was a new subject for them, and they still 
had the motivation to learn new things. At higher grade levels, Czech students 
gradually lost their positive attitude toward geography. This may be because the 
curriculum became less interesting from the students’ point of view (Kubiatko, 
Janko, Mrazkova 2012).

In a similar study conducted in Slovakia, students rated geography 3.41 on a 
5-point Likert scale. Specifically, 10.7% of students had a neutral attitude toward 
geography, 19.4% had a negative attitude, and 69.9%, positive. Attitudes changed 
from grade to grade, and the main factor was the topics taught in each grade. In the 
6th and 7th grades, more complex topics from regional geography were covered, 
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while in the 9th grade, geography class deals with Slovakia, which the students 
described as simple, therefore the attitude downfalls (Karolčík et al. 2019). 

The attitudes of Polish students were also neutral; although the students 
quite enjoyed the subject, they were not interested in studying it in more depth. 
Students also perceived geography more positively when learning topics appli-
cable in everyday life (Mularczyk 2011). Tracz (2011) also obtained similar results 
from a questionnaire survey. She found that 88.3% of the students surveyed 
described geography as an interesting subject; however, only 4% of students 
would have chosen it for further study. Despite answering negatively when asked 
whether they would study geography further, 65% stated that they would choose 
it as a supplementary subject for their secondary final examination (Tracz 2011). 
Another Polish survey found that 25% of the interviewed students were interested 
in geography, 39% enjoyed geography, and 22% found geography challenging 
(Hibszer 2011). 

Tomal (2010) examined the relationship of students to geography in secondary 
and vocational secondary schools in Turkey. Students ranked geography as the 
4th most popular subject and had a generally positive attitude toward geography. 
75.2% of students stated that they liked geography. Students explained their posi-
tive answers by noting the importance of geography for everyday life, saying that 
they can apply a lot of the information to their surroundings or the environment 
(Tomal 2010). In later research in secondary schools, Aydin and Tülümen (2018) 
and Sözen (2019) obtained similar results.

4.2.3. The usefulness of geography

In the UK, 62.3% of students thought they were learning useful things when study-
ing geography (Adey, Biddulph 2001). Perhaps the most positive impression of 
geography came from semi-structured interviews in Ghana, where more than 
three-quarters of the students liked geography. Geography is a unique discipline, 
which offers holistic knowledge, skills, and understanding of the processes that 
take place in it. In Africa, it is very important for students to be able to apply what 
they are learning in everyday life. Using geography, they can learn about weather 
and climatic conditions—information that is essential for planning human activi-
ties at different scales. It is also crucial for students to know whether this subject 
would be helpful in their future studies and whether it can help them to find a job 
later (Opoku, Serbeh, Amoah 2020).

Students in Hong Kong had a similar perception of geography. Older students 
appreciated the usefulness of geography in everyday life and the way it helped 
them understand the spatial connection between objects. Younger students 
thought of geography more as a study of places. It was found that age plays a role 
in how students understand the subject, but that the attitude toward the subject 
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does not change much. Interviews showed that 10 out of 12 students had a mark-
edly positive attitude to geography (Lam, Lai 2003).

4.2.4. Students’ perception of geography

Qualitative research on the perception of geography seeks to learn what geography 
is according to students, what it deals with, and what makes it interesting for 
students. Students in Oman had a relatively positive perception of geography, and, 
in most cases, included it among their favorite subjects. Students were also able 
to say what they thought the subject of geography was, and always included more 
than two aspects of geography in their definitions (Al-Nofli 2010). In contrast, 
Hopwood, Courtley-Green, and Chambers (2005) found that students had trou-
ble identifying what exactly geography was, but generally perceived it positively. 
Hopwood (2009) found that students’ views on geography and their preferences 
for geographical topics could vary widely. However, a positive attitude toward 
geography prevailed among the participating students. They considered geography 
an interesting subject with many facts to learn, and, at the same time, one that 
could teach them to think (Hopwood 2009). 

Harrison and Norman (2004) asked students to provide keywords and expe-
riences related to geography. Their answers were divided into four dimensions 
related to looking at geography: the level of interest in geography; things that 
students enjoyed, things they did not enjoy in geography lessons; and the experi-
ence they had gained through attending the classes. The students’ answers varied 
greatly. The first group of students did not answer. The second group could not 
remember anything they had learned in geography. Surprisingly, these groups 
amounted to 43% of participating students. However, some of the students were 
able to apply what they had learned in geography to everyday experience and could 
describe the lessons in detail (Harrison, Norman 2004).

4.3. Factors Influencing the Image of Geography

4.3.1. The teacher: Personality and expertise

Possibly the most decisive factor in whether a student likes geography and be-
comes interested in it is the teacher and his/her approach to teaching (Karolčík 
et al. 2019; Adey, Biddulph 2001; Hopwood 2014; Sözen 2019). McTeer (1979) also 
highlighted the teacher’s ability to engage students. If the teacher only prepares 
one-sided, boring lessons, geography is not popular; on the other hand, if the 
teacher is helpful and active, he/she enjoys great popularity and respect (Tomal 
2010, Al-Nofli 2010). The second decisive factor for the students is whether the 
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teacher himself/herself enjoys the curriculum (Burnett, Crowe 2016). The popu-
larity of geography is often lower if teachers have been teaching for only a short 
time and lack sufficient experience or a teaching specialization (Sack, Petersen 
1998). Students even realize that the lessons would be much better and more in-
teresting if the teacher had specialized in the relevant subject (Hibszer 2011). The 
curriculum and its composition are also factors that can support or undermine 
the teacher’s efforts (Lam, Lai 2003).

4.3.2. The influence of close relatives and friends

In addition to teachers, parents are an important factor (Hopwood 2014, Karolčík 
et al. 2019; Opoku, Serbeh, Amoah 2020). Parents can act as motivators, decid-
ing whether a student would continue to study geography in the future (Adey, 
Biddulph 2001). Kitchen (2013) also reported the strong influence of factors such 
as friends, television, and travel, as each student perceives geography very indi-
vidually. 

4.3.3. Teaching methods

Teaching methods are the second most frequently mentioned factor influenc-
ing the image of geography from the perspective of students. The use of active 
methods contributes to a positive attitude among students (Sack, Petersen 1998; 
Hopwood, Courtley-Green, Chambers 2005). Students appreciate opportunities 
to solve problems, work with a map, present projects, create posters, watch in-
structional videos, or go out into the field, where geographical phenomena can 
be experienced and remembered better (Biddulph, Adey 2001, 2004; Harrison, 
Norman 2004; Opoku, Serbeh, Amoah 2020). Students also appreciate the use 
of technology in teaching geography (Burnett, Crowe 2016; Aydin, Tülümen 
2018), especially when working with digital maps (Hibszer 2011). By contrast, 
they perceive as negative working with textbooks and written texts. They have 
problem with the high cognitive complexity of teaching geography associated 
with a high degree of independent work and problem-solving (Adey, Biddulph 
2001; Biddulph, Adey 2003). Students lose interest in geography if only passive 
effort is required, such as listening to an explanation, copying from the board, 
learning material from a textbook (Al-Nofli 2010, Sözen 2019). Some students 
are also not in favor of participating in group projects, analyzing the weather, or 
taking a test (Norman 2004). As a general rule, if a type of teaching lasts too long, 
students lose interest (Adey, Biddulph 2001). Working with a map and creating 
maps have also been listed by some students as unpopular teaching activities 
(Harrison, Norman 2004).
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4.3.4. Memorizing facts

Clearly detrimental to the image of geography is the teaching strategy based on the 
memorization of things and places (McTeer 1979, Karolčík et al. 2019). This is one 
of the reasons why geography is not perceived as a simple subject: students need to 
be able to recall a large amount of information to succeed (Mularczyk 2011, Hibszer 
2011). Students welcome more clear connections between facts and the use of visual 
aids to help them remember (Jan Bent, Bakx, den Brok 2013). Geography has a wide 
scope, and it is often difficult for students to understand all the processes; they can-
not learn everything in depth, which becomes stressful if they cannot achieve good 
grades. These feelings can even result in anxiety (Opoku, Serbeh, Amoah 2020).

4.3.5. The geography curriculum, topics, and themes

Geographical topics are another key factor shaping the image of geography 
(Karolčík et al. 2019). The most favorite topics intertwine within the studies. 
Students most often mentioned foreign countries, cultures, and places; the weath-
er; human and physical geography; the environment; animals and populations; 
and maps (Kitchen 2013; Norman 2004; Hopwood, Courtley-Green, Chambers 
2005; Al-Nofli 2010; Burnett, Crowe 2016; Senyurt 2014); natural hazards and 
disasters (Norman 2004; Hopwood, Courtley-Green, Chambers 2005; Al-Nofli 
2010); and environmental issues (Kitchen 2013). However, some research shows 
that students have a problem not with the topic, but with the fact that it was not 
taught in an interesting way or that they did not understand it (Biddulph, Adey 
2004; Hibszer 2011). The second problem is that the topics are often repeated in the 
curriculum, and the geographical curriculum tends to be less interesting for older 
students (Al-Nofli 2010). The last general remark, which does not relate directly 
to the content of the subject, is that students want greater coherence of topics and 
placement in a broader context (Jan Bent, Bakx, den Brok 2014).

We can identify the preferred topics for students from different regions. 
Senyurt (2014) found that popular topics for Turkish students were the relief, 
the region of Turkey, and working with maps. Turkish students clearly preferred 
the field of physical geography. Al-Nofli (2010) also observed a preference for 
physical-geographical topics in Oman. Other regional specificities were covered in 
an Israeli study, which identified the influence of geographical factors on popula-
tion, economy, politics, cross-border relations, and border formation as the most 
interesting topics. On the other hand, Israeli students were less interested in learn-
ing about other cultures. The sample examined included both Jewish and Arab 
students, and there were obvious differences between them. While Arab students 
prioritized environmental issues, Jewish students preferred the study of political 
conflicts or the issue of demarcation (Bar-Gal, Sofer 2010).
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5. Discussion

5.1. The Concept of the Image of Geography

The most commonly used construct for examining the image of geography from 
the students’ point of view was perception, which appeared in half of the stud-
ies. Perception is the process of receiving the simplest isolated elements (Adey, 
Biddulph 2001). It reflects what the individual feels at a given moment and how 
the environment affects him/her. It also reveals the subjective reflection of objec-
tive reality in our consciousness through receptors. Therefore, it is a research 
construct that has one dimension and directly reflects the subjective feelings of 
the individual, making it a suitable tool. 

The second most frequently used research construct was attitude (Eagly, 
Chaiken 1993), divided into three dimensions (cognitive, conative, and affective), 
which can be clearly distinguished from each other and were usually taken into 
account in the questionnaire surveys. Conception (Walter 2008) and interest 
(Schiefele 1991) were used in two studies. An idea is actually a type of image that 
consciousness subjectively creates and presents to the outside through themes. 
Ideas can have a fairly broad scope, as can interest. Interest is very closely con-
nected with motivation, which is the inner strength of the individual and is re-
sponsible for initiating efforts and directing behavior. Each student’s interest in 
the subject or motivation to study the subject is based on different motives, and 
we certainly cannot simply say that individual has a positive or negative idea of 
geography. This construct allows us to examine only a part of the attitude, and 
we cannot capture the overall picture of how the student feels about the issue. 
Thus, the best constructs for investigating the image of geography are certainly 
attitude and perception.

5.2. The methods

The most common research tool for examining the image of geography was a ques-
tionnaire survey. From the point of view of the subsequent analysis, it proved to 
be more advantageous to focus on closed questions where students indicated their 
level of interest on a Likert scale. The most useful were 4- or 5-point Likert scales 
(Hubbard, Stoddard 1979; Tomal 2010; Kubiatko, Janko, Mrazkova 2012). In the 
Polish research, a scale of up to 18 points was used, which seemed confusing and 
misleading (Mularczyk 2011). The yes/no answer option was also used for closed 
questions (Adey, Biddulph 2001). 

Questionnaires that asked students to rank subjects according to preference 
yielded some information but were less valuable for determining image (McTeer 
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1979; Sack, Petersen 1998). The comparison with other subjects is difficult, and 
given a choice of, for example, physical education, art, or music, students will 
almost always prefer the easier and more interesting subjects to subjects where 
knowledge and demonstration of competencies are required. Research of this type 
is, therefore, rather relevant in the context of related subjects. in this case with 
other natural sciences or sociological subjects.

The second most common research tool was semi-structured interviews 
(Hopwood 2014; Lam, Lai 2003). In this case, the researcher has the opportunity 
to talk to the participating individuals repeatedly, so he/she can better understand 
their internal motives and deeper connections. I found semi-structured interviews 
an important supplement in the research on the image of geography. They are 
most useful if they supplement either a questionnaire survey or another form of 
preliminary research. Mixed design research by Harrison and Norman (2004) 
or Kitchen (2013) seems to be very complex and useful, using semi-structured 
interviews in the research, but the interviews were preceded by the creation of 
posters or answers to open-ended questions. In addition, the researchers had the 
opportunity to closely monitor a group of at least 60 students, so their conclusions 
are more generalizable.

5.3. The findings

Interest in geography is often conditioned by the topics discussed in geography 
lessons (Hemmer, Hemmer 2017). Students are often motivated by curiosity rather 
than by a desire for knowledge, so they prefer topics that are personally interesting 
and applicable to everyday life (Kidman 2018; Piróg, Hibszer 2020). For example, 
the applicability (of knowledge) in everyday life was probably a decisive factor 
in the case of Poland, where declining trends were observed in students’ inter-
est in the subject during the years 1990–2009. The studies also showed that the 
usefulness of geography was correlated with the respondents’ age (Piróg, Hibszer 
2020). The image of geography from the students’ point of view is undoubtedly 
also influenced by other factors, such as teacher’s attitude to geography and how 
he/she passes on geographical knowledge to students (Martin 2000; Kubiatko, 
Janko, Mrazkova 2012; Jan Bent, Bakx, den Brok 2014). The popularity of geo
graphy among students can be increased with innovative methods and forms of 
teaching, such as case studies, field teaching, and the use of modern technologies 
(Senyurt 2014; Miener 2016; Svobodová et al. 2019). 

I obtained a wide range of results, as all studies asked different main research 
questions. Findings addressed what geographical topics students liked and did 
not like; what teaching methods they preferred; and why they enjoyed geography 
in the first place. Each study revealed the unique view of a group of students on 
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geography, but also revealed the unique view of individuals from a particular 
country. I included publications from multiple continents, so the results are at 
least partially generalizable. There were regional differences in the perception of 
the image of geography from the perspective of students. Students from developed 
countries were most interested in social geography, with an emphasis on solv-
ing current environmental, interpersonal, and global problems. Interestingly, in 
developed countries, students were not interested in physical geography, because 
they did not seem to feel that they would use it much in later life (Kitchen 2013, 
Hopwood 2014). Conversely, students from developing countries (Senyurt 2014; 
Opoku, Serbeh, Amoah 2020) preferred physical geographical topics, which can 
be explained mainly by these students’ stronger connection with nature, the coun-
tryside, and agriculture. Clearly, each country has its own contextual specifics 
and views geography from a unique cultural angle. A notable example is Israel 
(Bar-Gal, Sofer 2010), where students stated that the most important topics in 
geography were economics, politics, cross-border relations, and demarcation. 

In developed countries, students were most concerned with the forms of teach-
ing, the usefulness of geography in later life, as well as the role of the teacher in 
teaching. After parents, teachers had the most consistent effect on students, and 
can have the greatest impact on the relationship between students and geography 
(Burnett, Crowe 2016). The decisive factors were whether the teacher was qualified 
to teach geography; whether he/she enjoyed teaching the subject; and how long 
he/she had been teaching (McTeer 1979). In the Netherlands, for example, there is 
great pressure for in-service teachers to undergo training to ensure that they can 
prepare interesting geography lessons and thus reach more students (Jan Bent, 
Bakx, den Brok 2014). 

In most of the studies, the students agreed on which methods of learning geo
graphy they did and did not enjoy. A comprehensive list of popular activities was 
presented by Norman (2004). Students preferred active methods where they could 
get involved, think about problems, create posters, participate in group work, 
create and work with maps, etc. On the other hand, they did not like to work with a 
textbook, copy from the board, perform independent activities, or passively listen 
to the teacher’s explanation. In general, they did not want one-sided activities, 
preferring more variable teaching. These findings were confirmed in other studies, 
such as Kubiatko, Janko, and Mrazkova (2012) and Burnett and Crowe (2016).

6. Conclusion

This review includes an adequate sample of studies that provide a sufficient basis 
for a detailed analysis. It prepared the ground for designing my own research. The 
review also has its limitations. One of them is the definition of the term “image”, 
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which is very broad. Therefore, it was not possible to include and search all pub-
lications thanks to the chosen keywords. Snowball sampling had to be done in 
addition to the keyword search. Another limitation is the slightly variable focus 
of the selected studies. Although all the studies investigated aspects of the image, 
each reported a completely different spectrum of results. A further key limit seems 
to be the age differences between the groups of students researched. The younger 
students were able to express their perceptions only partially through key words 
and concepts, while the older students (from higher secondary schools) could 
provide more detailed commentary on their perceptions. Therefore, the image of 
geography seemed to change with the age of the students.

I have identified factors that influence the students’ image of geography. The 
most important factors are the teacher’s personality; the teacher’s approach to 
teaching and teaching strategy; and the thematic focus of the curriculum and 
teaching. Other factors that are evident, and emerged from this review, consist 
of the different cultural customs and value orientations of different societies. 
The level of economic development, internal political situation, and geopolitical 
position are all factors that influence which topics students find attractive and 
useful. These factors also influence the preferences for teaching strategies.

In addition to the answers, this review also raises several other questions. We 
will try to answer them in follow-up research. The questions include the following: 
What is the image of geography in the Czechia? Will follow-up research confirm 
the factors that have already been identified, or will it reveal other factors? Does 
the image of geography depend on whether the students live in urban or rural 
areas?

Therefore, it is absolutely crucial that follow-up research take into account 
the existing knowledge. This information must also be considered when creating 
questionnaire surveys. The questionnaire survey proved to be the most frequently 
used and, for my research, the most useful method of data collection. As part of 
the piloting, or as a supplement to the survey itself, it is beneficial to include semi-
structured interviews to resolve any ambiguities that may have arisen. Given that 
geography itself is taught integrated starting at the primary school level, and 
that most students around the world encounter it properly between the ages of 
11 and 15, it would be most strategic for future surveys to be conducted with older 
students (14–15 years). They can already express their own opinion based on their 
experience, but their perception can still be shaped in the future by introducing 
the right topics or new interesting knowledge. Based on the planned research and 
further investigation, it will be possible to devise additional steps to maintain 
the image of geography systematically and raise the prestige of geography as a 
subject.
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