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GEOGRAPHY AT WORK (GGY3065)
NEGOTIATING THE INTERFACE BETWEEN ACADEMIA & THE PROFESSIONAL WORKPLACE
Dr Niall Majury (n.majury@qub.ac.uk)

Geography, School of Natural and Built Environment

Introduction
Geography cuts across the Humanities, Social
Sciences and Natural Sciences. It is not a vocational
subject. Rather, links between academic staff and
employers are often shallow and diffuse and its
graduates pursue a wide range of professional
careers.
Student survey data flagged the prospect of navigating
the transition from higher education to the graduate
labour market as a common source of anxiety among
our students, as they struggled to understand what
they can do with a Geography degree. Feedback from
employers and our graduates suggested applicants
often struggle to articulate how their degree
programme has prepared them for the professional
workplace.
This poster reports on an initiative piloted at Queen’s
to provide final year Geography undergraduates with
an opportunity to better understand and articulate their
emerging identities as professionals. GGY3065 Geography at Work has been endorsed by our
External Examiners and the Royal Geographical
Society (our accrediting body) as ‘exemplary’ and ‘a
flagship of good practice on the interface between
academic Geography education and employability’.

Context
This module draws upon scholarly interest in WorkIntegrated Learning (WIL). Within vocational
disciplines WIL maps clearly onto a variety of well
understood pedagogic practices. Examples include
internships, placements, practicums, role play and
moots. What binds these practices together is the
‘intentional integration of theory and practice
knowledge’ (Orrell 2011: 1).

Module Design

Assessment & Feedback

The module has been designed to provide students
with an opportunity to work as part of a student-led
team on a research project for an employer.

The structure of the module’s formative and summative
assessment has been designed to scaffold the
generation of a variety of different types of outputs,
each structured towards different types of audiences:
the employer, the public and the academy.

In designing the module, efforts have been made to
embed within its staging opportunities to: (i) articulate
geographical knowledge, skills and experience gained
through their studies; (ii) practice the application of
these capabilities in a professional context; (iii) reflect
on and integrate these experiences; and (iv) gain
experience communicating to a variety of different
types of audiences what they can bring to the
professional world of work.
Students work in student-led teams on a research
project for an employer. The employers we have
partnered include non-governmental organisations,
local government, an international professional
services firm, and our accrediting body.

It is includes:
Group work (Research team’s application for their
project’s ethical approval, weekly virtual or face-to-face
briefings of mentors, a draft of the employer’s report,
presentation of project findings at a public employers’
showcase event, and the final employer’s report)
Individual work (letter of application to join a project
and CV, individual academic project report).

Embedding WIL within the curricula of non-vocational
disciplines is often regarded as challenging:
- Graduates pursue a variety of professional careers
- Staff ties with employers are often shallow & diffuse
For Geography, a subject that cuts across the natural
sciences, social sciences and humanities, the range of
careers graduates pursue is wider than most
undergraduate disciplines, adding to the challenge of
trying to establish meaningful, sustainable traditional
sorts of placement experiences (Eden 2014, Brail
2013, Pain et al. 2013).
Given this, drawing upon elements of good practice
identified within the scholarly literature on WIL and
debate within our own professional bodies in the UK
and US on strengthening the identity of Geographers
as professionals, this module was designed to offer
students an opportunity to:
- Apply their knowledge and research skills to realworld problems confronting employers
- Work in partnership with peers, an employer and an
academic mentor to design a research project,
implement it to an agreed timeline, and present
findings to a variety of audiences
-

Investigating the contribution of community facilities to neighbourhood regeneration: Holly Hughes,
Nadja Lane and Rachael Eddom (Year 3, Geography) and Gareth Downey (BCC) in the DKB’s
mashme theatre at this year’s Employers’ Showcase event

The employers’ project briefs are advertised across
the student cohort and students are invited to formally
apply for a place on a project (and the module) by
submitting a letter of application and tailored CV.
On this basis, applicants are assigned to a studentled project team, which works closely with an
academic and an employer-based mentor.
Together, they work up the initial project brief into a
fully fledged research project, curating a foundation of
published research, developing a methodological
framework, agreeing a timeline and identifying clear
milestones.
The organisation of the module around project teams
offers scope to structure opportunities for peer
learning and peer support, while at the same time
configures the module as scalable given constraints
on the time of academic and employer-based
mentors.

Gain experience of demonstrating to graduate
employers what their Geographical education can
deliver in the workplace (QAA 2014).
The integration of CANVAS into the delivery of the
module has helped to further facilitate the
collaborative nature of this enterprise, enabling (i)
students to communicate and work together more
effectively on shared materials through Collaborations
and (ii) mentors to provide timely feedback through
Discussions and Conferences.
Typically student-led teams generate outputs for employers that serve as a valuable proof of
concept, providing them with a resource to either develop and refine or use to lobby for
additional resources. For example, an app developed for Belfast City Council to help identify
buildings at flood risk and to support emergency planning (see http://go.qub.ac.uk/kNdbc)
was later presented at the Council’s Emergency Preparedness Flooding & Weathering
Group.

Conclusions
Data gathered on students’ learning experiences,
feedback from employers and follow-up interviews with
graduates evidences attainment of a range of gains:
- Cognitive (geographic knowledge & understanding)
- Utilitarian (skills & experience valued in the
workplace)
- Affective (personal self-awareness & emotional
maturity)
As a form of experiential learning, GGY3065 cultivates
a form of ‘engaged scholarship’ (Monk 2011), bringing
together knowledge, emotion and action as ‘a way of
seeing’ the world through a geographical lens. This
helps support the development of students’:
-

Craft as graduates with a disciplinary expertise
Sense of global citizenship
Identity as professionals in the making
Practical understanding of the rigors of professional
ways of working
“Applying insights as a Geographer to issues &
problems employers are grappling with, that is,
exploring Geography in the wild”
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