Bishop’s Stortford College - comment from the project leader:

This piece de-mystifies GIS for geography learning. For me the most important points are:

1. There is a clear difference between simply producing a map and understanding/ controlling the process behind the way data is displayed on that map.

2. Level one (of simply presenting spatial data) is relevant to geography learning at all ages and levels. i.e. you could use GIS, through simple presentation of a series of maps, as part of a complex geographical enquiry. Some GIS viewers allow the user to compare a great number of layers of data, at many scales. Therefore many interrelationships can be looked at. 

I feel that there is a degree of ‘processing and analysing spatial data’ that goes on even at stage one, but this processing and analysing happens in the students mind. For example, a series of maps of development indicators could be selected using a GIS, then careful visual comparison by the pupil will lead to her analysing the data drawing conclusions, or perhaps raising further questions in her mind…therefore the GIS even at stage one, facilitates geographical enquiry.

I also feel that stage one, using GIS only as a viewer, should be encouraged as a starting point with GIS. It has the advantage of many GIS viewers being available free online. Pupils using such GIS can be quickly enthused, and can also get swiftly into the interesting heart of the geography they are doing.

However I agree that to stop there is to miss a huge amount of learning.

3. Level two and three, can be introduced to younger pupils. For e.g. the inputting of data to a spreadsheet, which is then linked to a GIS, could be achieved by younger pupils. Therefore there is a progression within each of level one, two and three.

It seems to me that the teachers’ objectives must be clear. A) Do they want the pupil to use maps to understand an aspect of geography (e.g. plate collisions cause earthquakes) B) Do they want the pupil to understand an aspect of cartography/ GIS (e.g. I can make my choropleth map tell a different story depending on whether I choose 5 divisions or four to display the data)

4. By learning to use levels one, two and three students can both enquire into more interesting and relevant geography (including local geographical issues) and understand/ develop GIS skills. It is therefore desirable for teachers to work towards all levels in their use of GIS
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