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Abstract

:

The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) should be known and assumed by the community of geography teachers in all levels of education as a key part of their educational work. In order for well-grounded SDGs-related geographic didactic proposals to be presented, and for researchers in didactics to find a way to incorporate and promote SDG-related contents in daily teaching, a thorough knowledge of the relevant geographical literature is mandatory. The aim of this work is to present the results of a review comprising 1183 papers submitted to the 22 congresses on the didactics of Geography organised by the Spanish Association of Geography working group in didactics from 1988 to 2019, as well as 186 works published in the only Spanish journal on the Didactics of Geography, Didáctica Geográfica. This analysis focuses on the contents addressed in these studies, as well as on the skills and didactic strategies related to the teaching of SDGs. It was found that most SDGs-related contributions in Spain deal with landscape and the environment. Regarding skills, it was concluded that much remains to be done concerning Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). Finally, the current and future role of ESD in geographical teaching in Spain is assessed.
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1. Introduction


This work aims to analyse and assess research trends in the teaching of sustainable development in the field of geography in Spain, based on Spanish scientific production on the didactics of the discipline. Although this does not amount to a systematic bibliographic review, it can provide valuable information concerning the current status of research in geography didactics in Spain with regard to SDGs and, particularly, the urgent need for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) to take a leading role in geography training in all educational levels.



With this work, we intend to answer several research questions regarding research in SDGs/ESD-related geography teaching in Spain:



RQ1—What are the main fields of interest of ESD-related research?



RQ2—What trends can be detected in ESD-related research in the field of geography?



RQ3—What is the current role of ESD in geographical research in Spanish academia?



RQ4—What are the perspectives of ESD in the research field of the didactics of geography?



RQ5—What are the factors that explain the current and future role of ESD in geographical research?



Our research focuses on scientific production in Spain in order to evaluate the role of ESD as a field of geographical research in the country. Despite the relevant role played by geography in education, the field has little academic tradition in Spain. However, owing to the central part played by geography in ESD, we believe that an in-depth examination of Spanish research in the didactics of geography can contribute to assess the current position, trends and perspectives of ESD in our country.



For this purpose, the scientific production related to the Grupo de Didáctica de la Asociación Española de Geografía (Didactic working group of Spanish Association of Geography), the main academic association in the field of didactics of geography in Spain, was analysed in depth in order to establish the origins, trends and perspectives of research on ESD in Geography in Spain. This was done by analysing both the papers submitted to the 22 congresses on the didactics of geography organized by the working group from 1988 to 2019 and the manuscripts published in Didáctica Geográfica, the only Ibero-American journal focused exclusively on research on geography teaching. First, a comprehensive analysis of the state of ESD in Spain was undertaken, followed by a review of scientific publications using various bibliographic and bibliometric analytical tools. Finally, the main strengths and weaknesses of geography teaching in Spain in relation to ESD were identified, the main challenges outlined and a series of proposals for the future set forth.




2. ESD in the Field of Geography


For the purposes of this work, it was essential to have a clear idea of what is regarded to as ESDs in Spain, where geography is an idiosyncratic field, both as a discipline and in its academic trajectory, as we shall see shortly. First, a clear distinction must be made between Environmental Education (EE), the origin of the concern for didactics in the protection and preservation of the environment, and the more recent Education for Sustainable Development, the implications of which are much more specific. Following this, the role of geography education in ESDis outlined, and emphasis is laid on the potential of didactics in geography as a reference within ESD. Finally, the Spanish case is precisely contextualised, especially the evolution of geography education in Spain and the recent concern for ESD, as reflected in the Spanish scientific production in the field.



2.1. From Environmental Education to Education for Sustainable Development


We can date the beginning of environmental education to the 1960s, in relation to a series of events that highlighted the need for environmental education as a means for humans to reach an adequate balance with their environment. Some of these events took place in 1968, such as the creation in the United Kingdom of the Council for Environmental Education; the inclusion of EE in Swedish and French school curricula; and the compared study of the environment by UNESCO [1]. A few years later, the International Conference on Human Environment, Stockholm (1972), recommended the creation of a programme for the promotion of EE, which was regarded as a crucial step in the acquisition of the skills, attitudes and values necessary to address the global environmental crisis [2]. In 1975, the international seminar held in Belgrade by UNESCO and PNUMA launched the International Programme in Environmental Education. The Belgrade Charter presented the aims, targets and methods of EE. Two years later, the same organisations convened the first Intergovernmental Conference in Environmental Education in Tbilisi (1977), which established the theoretical corpus of this educational movement [3].



In 1987, the report Our Common Future, published by the World Commission on Environment and Development (Brundtland Report), defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [4]. Five years later, within the framework of the Earth Summit held in Rio de Janeiro, the Environmental Education Encounter, which resulted in the Treaty on Environmental Education for Sustainable Societies and Global Responsibility, highlighted EE’s commitment to a new development model based on sustainability [3].



The UN’s General Assembly, considering education as a crucial means for sustainable development, declared in 2005 the UN’s Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), with UNESCO at the helm, stating that ESD “motivates, equips and involves individuals, and social groups in reflecting on how we currently live and work, in making informed decisions and creating ways to work towards a more sustainable world. ESD is about learning for change amongst adults as much as with youth” [5] in all walks of life. For this reason, it is not to be included in school curricula as an independent subject, but must be considered a “lateral, general proposal, and not an educational movement strictly speaking” [3]. We understand that ESD did not come to replace EE or other fields like education for peace, but to embrace it and project it [6].




2.2. Contribution of Geography Education to ESD


Within the field of Geography, in 1992, the Commission on Geography Education of the International Geographical Union (IGU) published the International Declaration on Geographical Education [7], which highlighted the contribution of geography education to environmental education and development. The International Declaration on Geographical Education and Cultural Diversity that followed in 2000 argued that “Geographical education offers foundations for people of the world to develop”, among other things, “an appreciation of the urgent need to protect our environment and bring about environmental justice to local communities and regions that have experienced environmental devastation”, as well as “an ability to act as an informed and active member of their own and the global society”, emphasising that “Geographical education contributes to understanding the need to protect the natural environment at local, regional, national and international scales” [8]. Regarding the UN’s Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 2005–2014 (UNDESD), it was viewed “as an opportunity to confirm its commitment to education for sustainable development” [9], and in 2007 the International Commission published the Lucerne Declaration on Geographical Education for Sustainable Development. This declaration revolved around three main issues: (1) the contribution of geography to ESD, because all the aspects highlighted by UNDESD have a geographical dimension, and therefore, sustainable development must be made part of geography teaching; (2) criteria to develop region- and country-sensitive ESD curricula; and (3) the importance of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in the teaching of ESD in geography, for they can contribute to the development of the necessary skills for lifelong learning and citizen engagement [9]. The Commission’s fourth declaration, the International Declaration on Research in Geography Education in 2015 [10], points out the importance of research in geography education; and the fifth, the International Charter on Geography Education in 2016 [11], emphasises again geography’s contribution to ESD: “Geography helps people to think critically about sustainable living locally and globally and how to act accordingly. Geography is much more than learning many facts and concepts. Its focus is on the patterns and processes that help us to understand an ever-changing planet” [11]. However, at the school level, geography has not yet fully assumed the role that these declarations demand with regard to ESD as a key contribution to the renewal of geography education for sustainable development [12].



Within the field of Geography, in 1992, the Commission on Geography Education of the International Geographical Union (IGU) published the International Declaration on Geographical Education [7], which highlighted the contribution of geography education to environmental education and development. The International Declaration on Geographical Education and Cultural Diversity that followed in 2000 argued that “Geographical education offers foundations for people of the world to develop”, among other things, “an appreciation of the urgent need to protect our environment and bring about environmental justice to local communities and regions that have experienced environmental devastation”, as well as “an ability to act as an informed and active member of their own and the global society”, emphasising that “Geographical education contributes to understanding the need to protect the natural environment at local, regional, national and international scales” [8]. Regarding the UN’s Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 2005–2014 (UNDESD), it was viewed “as an opportunity to confirm its commitment to education for sustainable development” [9], and in 2007 the International Commission published the Lucerne Declaration on Geographical Education for Sustainable Development. This declaration revolved around three main issues: (1) the contribution of geography to ESD, because all the aspects highlighted by UNDESD have a geographical dimension, and therefore, sustainable development must be made part of geography teaching; (2) criteria to develop region- and country-sensitive ESD curricula; and (3) the importance of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in the teaching of ESD in geography, for they can contribute to the development of the necessary skills for lifelong learning and citizen engagement [9]. The Commission’s fourth declaration, the International Declaration on Research in Geography Education in 2015 [10], points out the importance of research in geography education; and the fifth, the International Charter on Geography Education in 2016 [11], emphasises again geography’s contribution to ESD: “Geography helps people to think critically about sustainable living locally and globally and how to act accordingly. Geography is much more than learning many facts and concepts. Its focus is on the patterns and processes that help us to understand an ever-changing planet” [11]. However, at the school level, geography has not yet fully assumed the role that these declarations demand with regard to ESD as a key contribution to the renewal of geography education for sustainable development [12].



The suitability of geography for ESD is reflected, among other things, in the curricula for different educational stages, “which coincide almost verbatim with the UN’s Sustainable Development Targets” [13]. Geography’s nature as a lateral (both social and environmental) discipline is at the very core of its value for the construction of sustainable societies [14]. Physical geography explains the operation of the Earth and its system from a holistic perspective of its subsystems: the atmosphere, the biosphere, the lithosphere, the hydrosphere and the edaphosphere. This understanding is crucial to apprehend the ongoing deterioration of natural systems and their global consequences. The teaching of human geography, on the other hand, addresses the dynamics and problems of human societies in relation to their territory. The combination of several geographical scales stimulates spatial empathy, revealing the dialectical relationships between facts and local and global flows [15].



Similarly, geography’s teaching resources and methodologies encourage practical and experimental understanding, for instance with regard to the activities undertaken in the field [16,17,18]. The democratisation of Geographical Information Technologies (GIT) has made their use widespread in geography teaching, leading to hitherto unknown access to the interpretation of the Earth’s surface and spatial phenomena [19], while facilitating the acquisition of digital skills that are increasingly necessary for lifelong learning. In conclusion, as pointed out by the Lucerne Declaration, geography teaching pursues the transmission of knowledge and the acquisition of necessary geographical skills for the understanding of the Earth and Human-Earth systems. This makes it eminently suitable for the development of a critical attitude towards local and global social and environmental issues.



In recognition of all this, this work aims to assess the current status of, and contributions from, Spanish geography to ESD. First, we must contextualise the current state of research in geography teaching in the country.




2.3. Research on Geography Teaching in Spain


As an independent academic research field, Geography is a newcomer to Spanish education. In contrast with other European countries, in which geography is a prestigious and fully consolidated subject, no independent Geography degrees were created in Spain until the 1993-94 academic year [20]. Previously, geography was taught as part of the Philosophy and Letters degree, and from 1973 it played a secondary role as a specialty in the Geography and History degree [21]. It is, therefore, unsurprising that scientific production in the field of geography was scarce, and next to non-existent concerning geography teaching, until well into the 1990s.



The Spanish Association of Geography (AGE), the key reference for Spanish academic geography (although one must not forget the Real Sociedad Geográfica, a society focused on geography research and dissemination, but whose interests are different to those of the AGE, which has closer links with academia), was founded in 1975 with the aim of “promoting scientific meetings, coordinating geography in its interaction with society, and cooperating with other national and international geographical associations” [22]. Despite the prominent role of the discipline in primary and secondary education and in lateral university degrees, geography teaching was initially not one of Spanish geography’s main concerns, perhaps because of the urgent need to define the working and research fields, which was the discipline’s first priority at the beginning.



Within the events and initiatives organised by the AGE, the first congress on geography teaching was held in 1988, a year after the formal creation of a working group on geography teaching. The group was organised at the initiative of several members who were concerned by a number of aspects that were directly related to the teaching of geography and expressed these concerns during the 1985 AGE’s assembly in Murcia. The group’s targets were, and are, to promote research-based innovation in geography teaching; to encourage methodological innovation in geography classrooms; and to stand as a didactic reference for teachers.



In 1996, the group launched the journal Didáctica Geográfica, which to date remains the only specialised Spanish research journal on geography teaching. It is worth pointing out that a journal with the same name was launched earlier, in 1977, at the University of Murcia, on the personal initiative of Prof. Pedro Plans Sanz de Bermond and some of his collaborators. The publication of this journal was interrupted in 1987 because of funding issues. The geography teaching group created within the AGE recovered the journal’s name, with the support of the old journal’s editors, extending its scope and making its publication more dynamic. Over the last 25 years, this publication has become a beacon for teachers of geography and associated disciplines in all educational levels, decisively contributing to advance research on geography teaching, along with the conferences on geography teaching convened periodically by the same group within AGE. In recent years, the group has made close ties with the Portuguese geographical association, and from 2005 they organise joint Iberian conferences, which has increased the scope and impact of scientific production in this field in the Iberian Peninsula.





3. Analysis and Assessment of Recent Research on Geography Teaching for ESD in Spain


The bibliographical analysis to follow is limited to the papers published in the context of Spanish conferences on geography teaching and in the journal Didáctica Geográfica which most clearly express progress and trends in the field. An integrated analysis of the different topics broached in documents published between 1988 and 2019 in relation to sustainable education and teaching was undertaken. As previously noted, in this work we are exclusively dealing with scientific production in Spain, without taking into consideration the work of Spanish authors in international journals, as the purpose of the article is to establish and assess the role of ESD in geographical research undertaken within the framework of Spanish academic and scientific institutions.



3.1. Materials and Methods


This study is inspired by previous bibliometric research on ESD [23,24], but a different approach is adopted which takes into consideration the idiosyncrasy of the scientific production under analysis, which is not included in reference databases like WoS and Scopus, but which is a clear reflection of research approaches and interests in Spain and their evolution over time. Since this study deals with works published outside the purview of the reference databases noted above, a full bibliometric study has not been possible, but the analysis and cataloguing processes of Spanish geographic literature have been exhaustive, and the model of database used was particularly suited to our aims.



Several steps were taken to identify and analyse the relevant scientific production (Figure 1). First, all research linked to the teaching group in the AGE between 1988 and 2019 was catalogued; this included a total of 1183 contributions to the proceedings of the 22 conferences on geography teaching celebrated until 2019, and 186 papers published in the journal Didáctica Geográfica from 1996, when its publication began anew, to 2019. All the papers used are available in the Grupo de Didáctica de la Geografía de la AGE’s website (http://www.age-geografia.es/didacticageografia/index.php?m=4; accessed on 15 October 2021) and in the journal Didáctica Geográfica’s website (https://didacticageografica.age-geografia.es/index.php/didacticageografica; accessed on 15 October 2021). Most of them are in Spanish (both the titles and the keywords were translated for this article), but there are also manuscripts in other languages (all of them can be consulted by checking the Supplementary Materials of the article).



Every item, author, title, keyword, publication title, place, year and other relevant metadata were entered into a primary database. The data were analysed through tag clouds (using WordSift and TagCrowd visualisers) in order to define the main fields of interest of Spanish geographical science, and filtered in order to identify those that primarily dealt with teaching and sustainability. Terms related to identifiers such as “sustainability” and “skills” were sought in paper titles and keywords as well as in the thematic lines emphasised by each of the 22 conferences. Only 50 contributions were found to be strictly related to sustainability (3.7% of the total). Afterwards, these 50 works were examined in detail in order to evaluate their significance for the field of sustainability, and fourteen items were excluded, as they were found to be not strictly related with the teaching of sustainable development.



The remaining 36 publications, which are representative of research on sustainability teaching, were entered into the bibliographic reference manager RefWorks and exported and analysed in detail with the aid of bibliometric analysis software VOSviewer. This was used to analyse topic trends, based on titles and a on series of keywords defined during the detailed interpretive content analysis of every item (ten per document). Also, an analysis of the bibliographic interest of Spanish authors was conducted, using their bibliographies as reference. The analysis used word co-occurrence maps (titles, keywords and bibliographic references), and was visualised in RIS format; terminological recurrence can reveal trends among the authors of the AGE and their environment.




3.2. Results


This section presents the analysis and assessment of ESD-related research in the context of AGE in detail. However, before doing so, it is worth recalling the relevant role played by ESD teaching in Spanish geography.



Table 1 illustrates the terms used in the titles of at least 2% of the 1369 inventoried bibliographic items. As shown, the main fields of interest in recent research on geography teaching are teaching skills (“training”, “teacher”, “teaching”), the use of innovative teaching technologies and techniques (“application”, “ICT”, “innovation”, “proposal”), and the didactic strategies, contents, resources and proposals deployed in teaching (“curriculum”, “resource”, “school”). In addition to these three categories, there is a substantial interest in “landscape” and the “environment”, which emphasises Spanish geography’s concern for sustainability and the preservation of the geographical medium.



The following section presents the result of using the application VOSviewer to analyse the fields of interest of ESD-related research in geography teaching in Spain and the evolution of bibliographic interests of authors.



3.2.1. Fields of Interest of ESD-Related Research


As noted, the software VOSviewer was used to generate concept maps that represent the interests of the relevant authors. Using as reference terms included in at least three or more of the ESD-related items (Figure 2) and their connections (they co-occur in the same title), the interest for the development of an educational framework that raises awareness among students (“didactic”, “innovation”, “case”), and the prominent place held by environmental and rural contexts (“environment”, “environmental”, “rural”), become immediately noticeable. The map also reveals some emphasis on geography-specific aspects of sustainability, such as “mobility” and the social component (“social”).



The relational map of keywords (Figure 3) betrays considerable interest on teaching practices, and several contributions emphasise the importance of including ESD in curricula and of ensuring the availability of the necessary materials (“curriculum”, “textbooks”, “cartography” are found in relation to one another two times or more); also of interest are didactic practices (“didactic”, “school”/“class”, “training”, “project” are found together recurrently); and the lateral nature of geographical concepts related to sustainable development (“mobility”, “landscape”, “interculturality”, “citizen”, “values”, etc., are found in association with interrelated subjects).



On the other hand, the selected keywords reveal the multiplicity of approaches adopted by ESD-related research in Spanish geography, especially concerning fields of interest such as architecture, tourism and heritage (specifically, heritage is addressed in a wide variety of studies, which highlights the central role played by ESD in the preservation of territorial heritage, which is a major feature in Spain). The lateral nature of ESD is, therefore, clearly expressed, as is its growing importance as reference for geography teaching in a changing world (“international”, “globalization”, “identity”, “values”).



The diversity of fields of interest identified with VOSviewer reflects the multiple approaches to ESD in Spain, but also the lack of a series of core topics able of attracting a significant number of researchers. However, as we shall see shortly, some thematic and epistemological trends can be outlined.




3.2.2. Evolution over Time of ESD-Related Research


VOSviewer can be used to track the evolution of research interests by calculating the average publication year of each term based on its concurrence in titles and keywords. As shown in Figure 4, the earliest publications to specifically address the issue at hand are dated to 2003, and they initially focused on the development of teaching proposals for ESD and the conceptualisation of the term “sustainable development” in the framework of teaching practices. This reveals that Spanish geography came late to ESD-related research, which was by then a fully established field in other European countries. The profound challenges faced by Spanish education—five education reform acts have been passed in barely 30 years—could go a long way to explain the backwardness of Spanish education vis-à-vis its neighbours in the debate and design of ground-breaking topics such as ESD and digital skills.



As illustrated by Figure 4, in recent years, the publications tend to focus more on ESD-related teaching-learning processes and on raising the awareness of students about specific issues, such as mobility, culture and heritage, as well as on innovation in teaching methods. This suggests an interest in answering traditional questions in the field of research on education: what to teach and how. On the other hand, some correspondence can be attested between research topics and the statements issued by the IGU, for instance, a substantial increase in ESD-related research in the years following the Lucerne declaration, or the growing presence of such terms as ‘innovation’, ‘students’ and ‘school’ after the 2016 statement, in which these terms were emphasised.



Finally, Figure 5 illustrates clusters of terms used in the selected titles and publications. Clusters are nodes of closely-related terms and, depending on the type of link under analysis, each node is assigned to a specific cluster [25] in order to define groups of interest (GI). Four major groups of interest can be found in Spanish ESD-related research in geography. First (GI 1), methodology, which deals with the design of didactic tools and strategies; second (GI 2), the selection of teaching contents and their relation to the curriculum in each stage of education; third (GI 3), teaching practices, taking into account the training of both students and teachers, as well as the design of specific teaching activities; finally (GI 4), lateral ESD-related approaches, including issues such as culture, heritage, teaching innovation and marking.




3.2.3. Perspective of Spanish ESD-Related Geographical Research


The bibliography cited by the authors of the selected items illustrates trends in ESD-related geographical research in Spain. Figure 6 shows the recurrence of mentions cited by two or more publications, indicating, when applicable, co-occurrence with other mentions. This indicates the position and growth of ESD as a topic of research in the didactics of geography. The figure and the qualitative analysis of the references lead to two main conclusions:




	
Although over the past decade Spanish authors have developed a significant theoretical, strategic and experimental framework—especially relevant authors in this regard are Souto [12,26,27], Marrón [28], De Lázaro [29,30,31], Granados [32,33], González and Lázaro [34,35], Jerez [36,37], De Miguel [12,38] and Rodríguez Domenech [39,40]—there is still great interest for the work of foreign authors. We could speak of the growing internationalisation of Spanish ESD-related research, both in terms of SDGs and different European sustainability-related initiatives.



	
There is a growing interest in ESD among specialists in geography teaching. In this sense, it can be said that ESD is now a consolidated avenue of research for many research groups that specialise in the didactics of geography; in contrast with some years ago, when the issue was mostly approached by individual researchers, a recent increase in the number of publications linked with innovation projects is attested, and this is also reflected in the increasing number of multi-authored works.











4. Discussion


There is little doubt that the adoption of ESD in geography cannot be limited to the revision of contents and lateral activities. If we want students to acquire the necessary knowledge and gain the required skills, ESD must be incorporated in every educational level, particularly to Spanish school curricula, much more organically. In Spain, despite the large number of ESD-related geographical initiatives in place, explicit references to these in curricula remain rare. In recent years, a number of specific activities and even subjects around this issue have been implemented in secondary schools (in the region of Galicia, for instance, secondary schools offer an optional module entitled “Paisaxe e Sustentabilidade”—Landscape & Sustainability—which aims to strengthen the teaching of ESD), but it is legitimate to wonder if ESD will eventually become a primary concern of geography teaching [41] and, by extension, of related research. We do not believe that the didactics of geography must focus exclusively on ESD, but in order to encourage a critical approach to our changing world and its circumstances, we believe that ESD should acquire an increasingly relevant role in all fields of geographical research, as emphasised by various IGU declarations. In the frame of research on the didactics of Geography, our work reveals that ESD-related research in geography is undergoing a critical transformation towards the development of theoretical and methodological proposals that promote critical awareness and concern about sustainable development among students. To date progress, remains slow, too slow, especially considering SDGs, but steady. Thus, results suggest that IGU statements and the topics chosen for the Iberian and Spanish conferences have some impact on research. In this regard, the recent 23rd AGE’s Congress of Didactics of Geography, “Enseñar y aprender geografía para un mundo sostenible” (Teaching and Learning Geography for a Sustainable World), held in Girona on 19 and 20 March 2021 (owing to the COVID-19 pandemic the conference was held online and postponed from October 2020 to the cited date), has become the first conference on geography teaching to deal specifically with sustainability and ESD in Spain. The manuscripts submitted to this event were not considered in this article because they had not been published by the time the manuscript was submitted, but it can potentially be a turning point for the promotion of ESD in the country. The review of the 55 contributions presented at the event reveals that over half (51%) focused directly on ESD-related issues, while the rest addressed more traditional topics, such as geographical teaching-learning, ICTs and the role of fieldwork in geography teaching (Table 2). We shall see whether this event becomes a real turning point that promotes new trends and proposals in research on Spanish geography teaching or remains an isolated event with little impact, as has been the case with previous conferences.



As noted in the methodology section, the aim of this bibliographic review was to outline the main trends and interests in ESD-related research in Spain, based on the scientific production linked to the didactic group at AGE. We understand that this approach imposes some limitations on our research. First, a number of Spanish authors and researchers on the teaching of ESD in Geography have been publishing primarily in international specialised journals for some time now [42,43]. Second, we are aware that there are other ESD fora in which Spanish geographers participate whose identification and analysis is especially difficult considering the lateral nature of ESD. In this regard, we expect that future research will analyse these works and compare trends with those detected within the framework of the AGE.



Regarding the bibliographical analysis, the fact that Spanish geographic academic publications about Geography teaching are not included in WoS or Scopus hinders not only the visibility of Spanish research groups, but also makes it difficult to evaluate the real state of the art of ESD research in Spain. Additionally, publications keywords selection bias for VOSviewer analysis (see Section 3.1) might imply that our bibliographical analysis does not identify all relevant terms for the Spanish contribution to ESD research. In any case, we believe that this study outlines the scope of ESD-related research in Spanish geographic academic institutions. The items selected illustrates the growing interest of this topic among Spanish geographers, despite its belated consolidation as a research field in the country, as well as the wide variety of research interests pursued; this is in line with the very idiosyncrasy of Spain, a country characterised by heterogeneous landscapes and heritage, and also with the evolution of the Spanish education system, which has undergone constant shifts in terms of curricula and legislation. This comes on top of the frail foundations of geography as an academic field, the absence of specific channels and fora on the didactics of geography and ESD until recent times, the prevalence of other research priorities and, until very recently, little interest in SDG, which has meant that Spain lags behind other countries in terms of the priority given to this issue (as previously noted, countries such as the United Kingdom, France or Sweden have included environmental education and sustainability didactics in their school curricula for more than 50 years).



Geography teaching research in Spain needs to undergo significant changes in order to adequately address current educational challenges and promote the role of the discipline in ESD. In addition to the continued promotion of research in the field, it is urgent for teachers and researchers to become aware of the importance of teaching sustainable development to future generations, and of the central role that geography can play in this, owing to its nature as a lateral subject, which is key for sustainable development and environmental protection.




5. Conclusions


It seems clear that ESD is taking an increasingly prominent role in geography teaching. Different initiatives for the promotion of ESD, especially in the wake of the growing interest in SDGs, are being put forward, and the community of geographers is committed to innovate in terms of contents, skills and activities.



This is facilitated by the obvious suitability of geography as a discipline for the promotion of ESD, especially in recent years. The methodological changes undergone by the teaching of the discipline with the development of GITs and new active methodologies, as well as a renewed interest in fieldwork, have greatly improved the potential of geography teaching in terms of ESD insofar as the discipline makes students keenly aware, in an eminently practical way, of the importance of preserving the geographical environment and the peremptory need for a social and ecological transition to cope with current challenges, such as climate change and the overexploitation of natural resources.



The effects of climate change and growing disputes for the control of natural resources, topics which are central for geography, create an ideal environment for the discipline to turn out students who are sensitive, critical and aware of current challenges. It is expected that, in a world that changes increasingly fast, geography will become more and more important in the education of citizen-students in all stages of education, taking a growing role in ESD.



This study has shown that, despite the significant progress made over the last five years, geography teaching for ESD in Spain still has a long way to go. At any rate, it seems clear that research interest around this issue is growing, as shown by the fact that it is increasingly regarded as a research field of reference for groups, journals and conferences. The recent conference in Girona might be a stimulus for ESD in geography teaching in Spain, and we hope that the internationalisation of Spanish research will open new avenues and horizons in which the topic is paid the attention that it deserves.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram that illustrates the selection process of the documents used to analyse research trends on geography teaching on ESD in the context of AGE–National and Iberian conference proceedings and the journal Didáctica Geográfica from 1988. To select the keywords for the screening, we selected terms representative of each article’s contents from the abstracts or, failing this, from the main body of the text. The terms used in the preliminary tag clouds were used as reference in order to homogenise the terminology as much as possible. Afterwards, the selected terms were manually depurated to avoid bias, based on the detailed examination of the content of each article and following the guidelines set out by the actantial analysis. 
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Figure 2. Correlation map of terms that feature in the titles of three or more items. The size of the circles represents the recurrence of each term. The colours correspond to clusters of oft-related article keywords. 
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Figure 3. Correlation of keywords featured in three or more items. The colours correspond to clusters of oft-related article keywords. 
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Figure 4. Correlations between keywords that feature in three or more items, with information concerning their average publication year, based on the publication date of the items in which they feature. 
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Figure 5. Clusters of recurrent terms in titles and keywords that feature in three or more items. Each colour represents a cluster of topics jointly addressed in several research works. The terms in blue are associated with two or more clusters simultaneously. 
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Figure 6. Authors cited in two or more of the selected publications and correlated citations with indication of the average year of publication of the works cited. 
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Table 1. Terms (translated from the Spanish) used in at least 28 of the 1369 items inventoried (2% of the total).
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	RECURRENCE
	TERMS (Number of Appearances)





	≥20%
	Geography (639); education (414); teaching (294); didactic (285)



	10–20%
	Geographic (186); landscape (157)



	5–10%
	School (132); learning (123); proposal (104); resource (103);

teacher (100); training (84); study (84); environment (77); primary (76); social (76); city (74); secondary (69)



	2–5%
	Rural (66); experience (65); space (65); students (65); urban (59); environmental (58); curriculum (57); maps (56); university (55); analysis (54); development (52); knowledge (52); sciences (52);

ESO (52); works (52); classroom (46); natural (45);

innovation (44); practice (43); itinerary (43); Spain (42); methodological (41); area (40); project (40); active (40);

values (40); research (38); application (36); field (35); contributions (35); territory (34); ICT (31); interpretation (31); early (31); concept (30); citizenship (29); teaching-learning (29); textbooks (29); initial (28); competences (28)







Terms (translated from the Spanish) used in at least 28 of the items inventoried (2% of the total)—AGE conference proceedings and journal Didáctica Geográfica. Authors’ own with data from TagCrowd.
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Table 2. Conference contribution by topic (Girona, 2021).






Table 2. Conference contribution by topic (Girona, 2021).





	Topic
	Number of Contributions





	1. Integration of sustainable development and education for sustainability in geography teaching
	6



	2. Climate change and sustainable development targets
	8



	3. The role of geography in the construction of global sustainable citizenship
	7



	4. The didactics of sustainable landscapes
	7



	5. Powerful geographical knowledge
	7



	6. Teaching and learning geography
	7



	7. Digital geography teaching before and after COVID-19
	7



	8. The role of fieldwork in geography teaching
	6



	Total
	55







Contributions by topic from the programme of I Congreso Internacional y XIII Nacional de Didáctica de la Geografía de la AGE: “Enseñar y aprender geografía para un mundo sostenible” (Teaching and learning Geography for a sustainable world).
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