Getting started with GIS

The joys and the pitfalls
I first came across the three-letter acronym, GIS, at a conference in London some two years ago when it was demonstrated as the geographic tool of the future. It seemed that, given a set of data, it could create at the press of a button a whole range of maps (such as environmental quality and flood prone areas) and could demonstrate spatial relationships (addresses of recent deaths and the victim’s GP) which might otherwise go undetected. It was claimed that had this method of data analysis been available to those investigating the Shipman deaths it is possible that the serial killer would have been caught earlier.

I was impressed; I would introduce this tool into schemes of work across the secondary geography curriculum, highlighting the importance of the subject in investigating social and physical issues. My students would become invaluable in the workplace, their work would be much sought after as they conjured up with ease maps showing multiple deprivation, flood risk and crime hotspots…

And then reality hit me. Before I could deliver such lessons in the classroom, I first had to become familiar with the techniques of GIS myself and to decide upon which of the commercially available packages to choose. A search of the internet showed some of the work which had been produced with AEGIS and Digital World software but I finally decided to purchase the ArcView school bundle as it had more of a global aspect.

School bundle is rather a misnomer for this package! I imagined a small packet of DVDs which I could hand over to the network manager for installation on the school system and then the program would be up and running, ready for classroom use. What I did not initially realize is that ArcView is a very powerful tool and the school bundle is only a little less demanding than the industrial-strength package. The network manager gulped, yet eventually managed to install it without having to buy an additional server for the geography department.

During the six weeks of the summer holiday, I waded through the accompanying manual, setting myself a number of tasks to do daily and congratulating myself on their successful completion. I have to admit, at this stage, that I am not a great technophile who will spend hours experimenting at the computer-face; I like to familiarize myself with a program and then get it to work for me. Yet, after six weeks-worth of ArcView exercises, I still did not know how to map areas of multiple deprivation in Kent or map the influence of the weather on traffic accidents in the local area. So much for producing a generation of highly-employable geographers!

Amazingly, a year passed before I looked at the program again. Once on the treadmill of running a department, it is difficult to find time for sustained study but such an opportunity arose when I was granted a term’s sabbatical leave at UCL to concentrate, among other things, on developing ArcView for classroom use. 

While at UCL, I made several important contacts on the GIS-front. My main difficulty in getting ArcView to work on local projects was the lack of suitable maps. How did I get hold of raster maps (whatever they are) that GIS exponents told me I needed? Were they expensive and could my department afford to buy any more equipment to fulfill my dream? A meeting with Judy Mansell, the RGS’s knowledgeable education officer, proved very fruitful. She informed me that every local authority school can acquire such maps free from their council; all I had to do was to contact the OSLO (Ordnance Survey Liaison Officer) at County Hall. Cheered by this information, I eagerly contacted my county OSLO and was connected to the Social Services department. After several minutes of cross-purpose conversation, it became apparent that my telephone contact thought that I was enquiring about an ASBO (lesson: never talk in four-letter acronyms when contacting local government departments as the switchboards simply cannot cope!) I eventually managed to contact the OSLO who provided me with all the 1:50000, 1:25000 and 1:10000 raster maps I needed together with the county’s super output areas. Everything I needed to get started.

My second helpful contact was a post-graduate student at UCL who was well versed in ArcView and who was prepared to give me a tutorial once a week on topics of my choosing. Now I could start to design projects using the GIS software and my tutor would help me to produce a step-by-step guide for each lesson. Things were starting to take shape at last but I still needed more contact with other classroom practitioners.

That came in the form of an invitation to join the GA’s Spatially Speaking project, being hosted by the Institute of Education and conveniently located next to the former home of the UCL geography department. Through this group, I met teachers who had been successfully using ArcView for some time with groups of students and who were, very generously, willing to share project ideas and lesson plans. I learned so much from these meetings and now have the confidence and sufficient expertise (well, just about) to devise coursework projects for GCSE students as well as to teach the basics of ArcView to complete beginners.

So what is the morale of this tale? ArcView is at first a frightening tool and it requires determination and enthusiasm not only to get to grips with the software but also to track down the maps needed to make it run successfully. I have only just scratched the surface of the program’s potential and I need to use it regularly to ensure learned skills are not forgotten and new ones acquired. Had I been teaching full-time, I might have given up which would have been a great shame for the project work being produced is of a very high standard. And I still get a buzz when, on the click of a mouse, I can produce a map which merits a collective ‘Wow’ from a class full of teenagers!
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