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Relative inexperience

Twelve months ago the only experience I had of GIS was using ArcView to create a few maps at university in 2001. At the time I would never have envisaged GIS being used in schools, as the technology seemed overly complicated and not very user friendly. I did not use (or even see or hear of) GIS again for almost four years until I attended an INSET promoting GIS in secondary schools organised by Mark Smith and Steve Dunn of Leeds Grammar School. After seeing how relevant GIS could be in schools I was determined to introduce GIS to my own department’s curriculum and in November 2006 Wortley High joined the Spatially Speaking project. My first challenge was deciding where to start.   
Speaking to other members of the project helped a lot, as did reading participant reports from 2005-2006. One school suggested it was best for novice users to start small and develop GIS gradually. Other schools were already using ArcView successfully in their departments but the prospect of finding the time to learn and understand the software was daunting. Ideally I wanted GIS software that was easy to use and intuitive so the free-online viewer Google Earth seemed a logical choice. It contains thousands of aerial photographs and satellite images in the UK and around the world and I could imagine this technology easily adding extra interest to many lessons already taught in my department.
“Where’s my house?” and technical hitches

Installing the software on the school network was straightforward and it didn’t take long to grasp the basics of using Google Earth thanks to help from various guides found on the internet. The next step was to recruit a small group of Gifted and Talented pupils to test if everything was working as it should. Most of the pupils hadn’t used Google Earth before and interest was generated immediately, especially in their local area. Questions such as “where’s my house?” and “how far is it to school?” were soon forthcoming and everything seemed to be going well.

A few minutes into the test came the first real setback - an error message from Google Earth was displayed on most of the computers stating that an ‘operation completed successfully’. The program then failed to respond to any further action. Restarting Google Earth worked only for a short time before the message reappeared and trying different computer rooms in the school was also unsuccessful. The IT technicians couldn’t find an immediate solution and it appeared that other members in the Spatially Speaking group had not encountered the same problem. 
The technical aspects of Google Earth were put to one side for a few weeks while I concentrated on marking coursework and preparing pupils for exams. I also thought back to how my pupils initially used Google Earth – it was good to see they enjoyed using it but I wanted them to learn something too! I created a worksheet (see the downloads section) to guide pupils through using the basic functions. The tasks start with studying the local area surrounding the school, measuring distance and creating/saving placemarks (inserting a virtual drawing pin on a map so you can return to a place quickly). Once these simple skills have been mastered at a local scale, the guide encourages pupils to find cities and landmarks around the UK and the world.

After my GCSE and AS classes had finished their exams I had more time to look into the Google Earth problem. The IT technicians suggested I contacted Leeds Learning Network, the group who provide internet access for schools in Leeds. After exchanging a few emails it turned out that the solution was simple so I got my small group of Gifted and Talented pupils back into the computer room to make sure that it worked. 

The problem related to a cookie, a small file that stores information which is sent over the internet between Google Earth and the school computers. When the ‘operation completed successfully’ message was displayed all I needed to do was click on any link in the browser, for example on a news story on the BBC website. It was then possible, albeit irritating, to continue using Google Earth as normal. The problem did reoccur every few minutes but the same solution worked each time. 

Advice to others starting with GIS

I realise this report is more of a troubleshooting guide/descriptive account rather than an analysis of how pupils have learnt to think more spatially, but I hope my experiences are useful for other schools who may be considering introducing GIS to their department. I believe Google Earth is a very good starting point if, like myself, you consider yourself a GIS novice. It is easy to use for both teachers and pupils and there are plenty of online resources out there for lesson ideas. 

Joining the Spatially Speaking group has been a very worthwhile experience despite the problems and frustrations encountered. My aims for the next academic year are to develop further lessons using Google Earth and to integrate them into my school’s changing Key Stage 3 curriculum. This will not be an easy task because pupils in Year 7 and Year 8 no longer study Geography as a self-contained subject but as part of a larger project incorporating other subjects. This new type of learning, coupled with Wortley High merging with a nearby school in 2009, will make for some interesting times ahead for my department and how we progress with GIS. 
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