Spatially Speaking Project – Icknield School

“As a geography teacher and a Curriculum Leader I have been fully aware of the need for the department to tackle the subject of GIS. This was further brought home to me when embarking on the Pilot Geography GCSE course which includes GIS as one of the Option Modules. We considered that maybe offering GIS as an Option Module for the Pilot course could lead to an increase in option numbers” (Louise).

Summer 2005 ESRI offered a ‘bundle’ to schools working on the Pilot GCSE Specification. This seemed an opportunity not to be missed and we therefore purchased the resources. Two team members attended ESRI courses in the anticipation that we would then be able to move forward and develop activities for both Key Stage 3 and Key Stage 4. 

“I have not always been a teacher. In fact, my background is in regional and strategic planning. Only in 2003 I decided to become a qualified teacher. Because of this background, I was somewhat familiar with the potential that GIS encompasses. In my previous job, I did use some GIS but ESRI’s ArcView potential is quite different and the possibilities it brings in are vaster. After attending the course at Aylesbury (December 2004), I came back to school convinced that, rather than buying one of the many other programs going around and that are being tailored for schools, we ought to choose ESRI’s ArcView, as the quality and the possibilities it provides are far superior” (Sérgio).

However, we did not feel particularly conversant with the materials. Needless to say we were not going to be beaten… 

Sérgio installed ArcView on his school laptop. We then asked our Network Manager if it would be possible to install the system onto the school network. This was when we ran into difficulties and for whatever reason we could not install the software onto the system.

“At this point we received an invitation to become members of the Spatially Speaking Project. We accepted the invitation but with trepidation as I did wonder what we could offer the group. Sérgio’s ICT skills are excellent but mine are not. We would be working in partnership with the intention being to support each other. It was so beneficial to be able to share ideas, concerns and achievements with a colleague who was also working on the project” (Louise). 

“Being invited to take part in Spatially Speaking obviously brought several advantages, namely the chance of attending a course specific for schools, being able to meet other people/schools that were using and developing education specific lessons/resources and, of course, getting some free time that does allow you to “play” and explore with the software. So, I came along with Louise, not because I knew a lot about GIS and ArcView but, as I said in the first meeting, I can usually know how to turn on and off the PC and am a big fan of CTRL+ALT+DEL if something goes wrong” (Sérgio).

At approximately the same time as agreeing to take part in the Project we underwent a two-day department inspection by Ofsted. One area that was discussed with the Inspector was the fact that today we need to address the issue of teaching about GIS, as many jobs today require this particular skill. Thus we had a reason and an opportunity. “However, one area that concerned me at this stage was my personal ICT skills. I did not want to burden Sérgio and so create undue pressure. We discussed this point openly and decided to go ahead” (Louise).

We attended all the meetings held including a residential workshop at the Institute of Education. Throughout the whole project ArcView was only installed on Sérgio’s laptop due to the ongoing installation problems. Many a time we discussed what contribution we could make to the project without using ArcView. 

“I was determined to find away around this which led ultimately to the design of a very creative activity using GIS with Year 7 learners” (Louise).

At a project meeting mention had been made of the Durham County Council website. We investigated the GIS site and worked on developing a skills based task. One concern was the spatial aspect. Year 7 learners living in Luton would have little concept of the location/distance of Durham in relation to Luton. If we could not overcome the concept of distance then any activity might well fail. How could this be overcome? This was central to our task. We introduced our activity by using Google Earth. We located our own homes and in turn we located Durham. We then set a homework task whereby each member of the group has to use the internet to find out how to reach Durham.

The response was fascinating. Everyone completed the task. A wealth of web sites had been utilised from the AA site to Multimap or Mapquest. This led to group discussion covering the following points:

· Which web sites had been used to find directions to Durham?

· What is the distance between Luton and Durham?

· How long would it take to drive to Durham?

· Did all web sites give the same directions?

· What factors may cause a delay in driving time to Durham?

· What are the benefits of travel using the Motorway?

· At which point would you stop for a rest break?

· How did the country route compare with the motorway route (time, distance)?
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Using the Durham GIS site we designed the task as shown in the PowerPoint Presentation. This planning activity required the use of GIS. Some of the basics of GIS were introduced to assist with the planning. To support this we produced several activities:

· A card sort requiring the grouping of cards into GIS terms, definitions and the uses of GIS;

· A dominoes game linking key terms and definitions.

CARDSORT ACTIVITY
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Durham County Council website is a fantastic way to start with GIS for a beginner. There is a load of information there, it is easy to use and it is appealing. 

“The activities developed around this Durham County Council website were so stimulating that we even had several learners asking insistently if we could actually go on a fieldtrip to Durham itself (might be something to seriously consider in the future). At the same time, tough, we were being questioned why we weren’t doing the same about Luton and why Luton did not have such resources available yet” (Sérgio).
On completion of Mr Blue/Mr Red task we then worked on developing a second task. This task also involved planning and decision-making based around the theme of getting to a football match on time. 

Meanwhile we were and still are considering the introduction of the GIS Option Module. Hence, using information from the RGS web site we started to produce a PowerPoint Presentation indicating the basics of GIS.

With the ICT problems that we have encountered it increased our need for access to our own department computers. An opportunity arose whereby we were offered a laptop from the Project if we in turn purchased a set of laptops. The Department linked up with the PE Department to purchase eight laptops making a contribution of £800 from each budget. Funding was found to purchase a further laptop and trolley. Now with the support of ESRI the Network Manager is going to set the laptops up with ArcView. 

Have we moved forward with reference to GIS? The answer must be yes! How?

· We have acquired the use of ten laptops;

· ArcView is being installed on the laptops;

· We have designed and trialled GIS based activities with Year 7, which can be used with other Year groups as well;

· Our personal knowledge has been extended;

· We have developed a range of skills associated with GIS;

· We have developed activities to support the understanding of GIS, e.g. a card sort task.

So what does the future hold for us?

· The further development of activities using web sites such as the Durham site.

· Consideration of data required for use with ArcView.

· Attendance on GIS courses to develop our personal skills.

Is GIS helpful for the teaching of Geography? Without shadow of a doubt. It is visual and as it’s often said, a picture is worth 1000 words. 


GIS is a superb tool to display patterns/trends. It facilitates decision-making and it is out there in our everyday life, even if we don’t realise it. We must prepare children for the future, making the GIS (not just IT) literate is an important part of this process.

For the future, rather than just using the activities that are around and been kindly provided by others, it would be fantastic to be able to develop my own ones and be able to share them with others. 

“GIS brings maps back to Geography and isn’t Geography about maps anyway?” (Sérgio). 

Geography is about being able to make informed decisions and GIS provides the tools to make those informed decisions.
Downloaded from www.geography.org.uk


