 

Why Study Geography, Earth or Environmental Sciences?

The Higher Education Academy Subject Centre for Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences (GEES) is offering students the opportunity to submit their thoughts and experiences in an essay of 1,000 words. The competition is open to anyone studying Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences (or related subject) as part of their higher education course.

The winner will receive £300 and have their essay published in the GEES Subject Centre’s magazine Planet and on its website.

Applications must be made on this form and submitted electronically (as an e-mail attachment) to info@gees.ac.uk, with the subject line “Student Essay Competition 2009”. The deadline for submission is 27 March 2009.

Remember to read the competition guidelines and criteria provided on the competition webpage http://gees.ac.uk/projtheme/sawards/2009/sawards09.htm
before starting on your essay!

If you require any further information please don’t hesitate to contact Susie Bissell via email susie.bissell@plymouth.ac.uk or by phone 01752 585962

Competition Entry Form

Please make sure you have completed all the boxes on the application form before you submit your essay

1. Your details 

	Title
	Mr 

	First name
	Ross 

	Surname
	Clark

	Course title and type
	BSc (Hons) Earth Science

	Year of course
	2nd 

	Department
	Department of Geographical and Earth Sciences

	College / University
	University of Glasgow


2. How did you find out about this competition?

	Via an email circulated by departmental staff.




2. Your essay


Please type your essay into the box below (the box will expand as you type – you can also copy and paste into this box).

	My course of choice – earth science – was never a particularly visible subject when I was at school, perhaps with the exception of a “Careers In Geography!” poster quietly decomposing on a wall. I had to actively seek out my course, email lecturers, and research the subject in depth before making a definite choice. Initiative and learning was required before I ever got near a lecture theatre, as was a strong interest in the natural world, and the processes and systems contained therein. This is perhaps the prime characteristic of our future earth scientists, geographers or environmental scientists: a genuine fascination with the world around them, and the desire to learn more about this fascinating planet on which we live. To me, this interest is a primal one, as it applies to our cradle, the Earth: what could be more relevant, or fundamental than studying her workings?

I always knew that I wanted to study a subject that was more than just theory and lab work, and earth science was the perfect solution to my interests: it allowed me and my classmates to wrap our observations around the backbone of theory, to create a mixture than is both challenging and interesting. That is the great strength of earth science, geography and environmental science: they are instantly applicable to any environment we set foot in. It is one thing to read about a geological formation, and another thing entirely to actually go and see it in place. Nothing in nature resembles the clean, clinical diagrams that you might encounter in a textbook: real life is far more subtle, and far more complex, and I'm well placed to understand this subtlety and complexity. From the bedding planes within the sandstones of a tenement, to the terraces created by solifluction on a mountain side, to the granite flagstone beneath their feet, a student of this unique field of knowledge will be able to apply his or her knowledge at every scale. 

Earth science (which I accompanied with courses in geography and environmental science in my first, and into my second year) informs its students on the most controversial topics in contemporary science and society. Climate change, the debate over fossil fuels, renewable energy and so on: the wily budding earth scientist realises that he or she can speak with authority on these subjects, and therefore better inform those around them. And earth science has not just provided me with knowledge, but a method for articulating it, and a unique way of understanding the world around me. Earth science has given me the ability to look at events in the context of 'deep time', i.e. in terms of the Earth's 4.5 billion year history, and also to see that events do not occur in isolation, but are rather fundamentally interconnected with other parts of the Earth system. This context is humbling, and instills a sense of scale, especially when considering humanity's short time on Earth compared to the vast history of life.

Geography too provides a unique perspective, bridging the supposed gaps between society and the environment, and between social science, science and the humanities. My experiences in undergraduate-level geography have shown me the essential role that space and place play in human development and interactions, and how to analyse society, culture and politics from this perspective. Geography is impossible to classify, as it draws on such a wide variety of realms of knowledge, from the hardest of physical sciences to the most profound of philosophies. This admixture gives its student the impressive ability to understand concepts from a wide range of topics, and to integrate them in a manner not seen in other academic fields.

Of course, there is life after university, and earth science and its kin make for highly employable, well-informed graduates. The fields of earth science, geography and environmental science all provide the perfect stepping stones into careers in hydrocarbon exploration and extraction, urban planning, cartography, environmental chemistry, geotechnical engineering, renewable energy, mineral extraction, research, teaching, environmental monitoring... The list goes on, and these are just careers specific to these subjects. The generic skills acquired alongside the more specific skills set up the student for any number of other careers, particularly those where versatility and ingenuity are needed. Personally, I would like to pursue a career in resource exploration or research, but earth science provides me with a wealth of other choices, if my inclinations change in the future. This is something the potential student should take note of, as it prevents them from being hemmed into a pre-determined career path. In a harsher economic climate, the diverse skills of earth scientists will set them apart from the crowd, along with the depth and breadth of knowledge they typically display. As an added bonus, the prospect of travelling to wild and wonderful locations at home and abroad is a definite perk of this line of studies, and the careers it can lead to. Travel becomes a new experience with a wider knowledge of the world and its functioning, which lends graduates an environmental awareness that few other subjects could claim to do.

Finally, some parting words of advice for potential students: when getting a feel for the right university, open days are a valuable tool. Such events highlight the individual nature of every department of earth science, geography or environmental science. They also allow you to meet staff and, potentially, your future classmates. 

To the prospective student of these subjects, I would say this now: do not study them if you are not willing to challenge yourself, or to go out into the field and get your hands dirty. Do not study them if you are looking for an 'easy pass' or for subjects with minimal class time. And if you are not looking to have fun, then steer well clear! 
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