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Introduction - Getting started is the hard bit!

Just over a year ago, I have to admit, my knowledge of GIS (Geographic Information Systems) and the use of this within both my classroom and the geography department was very limited. However, during the last year and being part of the spatially speaking project rapidly changed this. Whilst I vaguely knew what the letters GIS stood for, I really didn’t know the point and purpose of GIS and how it could potentially make learning more effective and engaging. I had briefly touched upon GIS over 10 years ago with a package called AEGIS, whilst I was a student teacher, however, after finding this rather complex to work with, and with this being an additional cost to a department at a time when the pace of ICT was changing rapidly whilst funds were short, GIS fell by the wayside. Some 4 years later, still ‘pre-Google earth,’ whilst I was teaching in the Cayman Islands, I met with the local hurricane advisor one day who gave me some wonderful aerial maps/photos of the islands to use in the student’s IGCSE coursework. In a sense of wonderment and awe I wondered how these amazing images had actually been produced. Through my enthusiasm and desire to produce my own maps/images, he managed to get me involved with a workshop provided by ESRI based on their software package ARCVIEW and I attended an introductory launch session, where I gained a ‘teach yourself’ manual and software to download to my laptop. For a relative novice, the manual was rather complicated and the software all consuming on the computer’s capabilities, hence GIS fell by the wayside yet again. 

Up until this time last year, there seemed to be a recurring theme, GIS would start on a ‘tidal wave’ of enthusiasm but would then fall at the first hurdle when problems and difficulties started occurring, hence being put to the side at a later date due to the other demands of the teaching profession. However, this all changed when I attended a session run by David Mitchell at the IoE as part of a module for the MA in Geographical Education. David presented some findings as to how GIS can be used in schools relatively cheaply and easily. Again, I was amazed by the fantastic map imagery, but this time it all seemed very possible through David’s explanations. I finally started to see the purpose and relevance of GIS and I felt confident that this time I could actually integrate this successfully into my teaching. After chatting to David after the session, he invited me to hear more about and learn about the Spatially Speaking group! Within a matter of days he contacted me and invited me to their next meeting. It was this invitation that really started the ball rolling.

School context and supporting factors involved in change.

Vyners is an 11-18 mixed, comprehensive school in West London with approximately 1000 students on roll. After 3 years as a Head of Year, I was now Head of Geography at Vyners school and therefore had somewhat control over the curriculum development at all key stages, the budget and INSET. These factors was crucial as I was able to make decisions that I felt were important and where, as a department, we could develop and prioritise. My fellow departmental colleagues were varied in experience, ages and teaching approaches, however a common thread of enthusiasm and a willingness ‘to give things a go’ ran through us, despite a lack of knowledge about GIS, which was a vital factor in integrating GIS into the department. Vyners School has a Maths and Computing Specialist Status and as a result we were fortunate to have been given a suite of laptops (20) solely for the department that could be booked out for a lesson, which would then enable the students to undertake paired work or solo work depending on class size. As I would discover later, after talking to other teachers, having a ‘crack’ team of IT technicians also was a supportive factor. Having an enthusiastic and supportive IT technician team (who were interested in Geography too) makes exploratory work simple as they often would go away and work on anything required and would report back afterwards and often very speedily. At the touch of a button, a technician would appear during lesson time to offer support with any applications or would be on hand to help fix any technical problems. 

My aims and achievements for the first year:

In Nov 2006, I put together my own action plan and action steps to achieve these targets (as detailed below). 

Download: Action Plan 

Whilst I realised that the above plans may have been rather ambitious, I decided that I would set myself some challenging targets and see what I ended up with. Joining the ‘Spatially Speaking’ group proved informative, supportive, inspiring, confidence boosting and was an excellent way of networking GIS ideas with other teachers. Many ideas that I gained from the Spatially speaking group were taken away, tested and developed for my own teaching – the benefits of collaborative and reciprocal learning! At first I started to use GIS in my own classes to see how it would work. My ultimate goal was to integrate GIS into my teaching seamlessly so that it became a natural feature of my lessons. Whether this was just to enhance visual or spatial learning (easier!), or whether it was used to work out problems and solutions depended on the context of the lesson (harder!). Having the IT technicians download ‘Google earth’ onto my stand alone PC in the classroom and then onto the laptops for the students to use was an important first step. I realised that using the ‘Free Google earth’ viewer would be enough and that whilst obviously ‘Google earth’ were trying to make some money, the ‘Google Earth plus’ feature was not necessary. It was very much a ‘Do, review, learn and apply’ approach that I adopted in my learning, where I started to use the free ‘Google Earth’ website to locate places and then draw features and write annotation on top of these images on the Interactive Whiteboard. There was very much a ‘wow’ factor with all my classes and much excitement and engagement was obtained through seeing these images on a large ‘Interactive Whiteboard’. I was interested to note that on average, in a class of approximately 30 students, only about 5 had actually downloaded ‘Google earth’ and had played with it, prior to my introduction in lessons. The majority were oblivious to its existence. Hence the first task with all my classes was to set a homework activity of downloading ‘Google earth’ and encouraging the students to explore and produce a map relevant to the current topic of work. I started introducing this with my A-level groups, then GCSE and then finally KS3 and found this a helpful way of getting the students started. Confidence in the use of ‘Google earth’ grew quickly both with myself and among the students and it wasn’t long before we had collectively advance our own learning. On occasions, the students would teach me more features of ‘Google earth’ and a good ‘loop’ dialogue was built up in utilising this application. It didn’t end with ‘Google earth’ though, through our learning, ‘Virtual Earth’, Census statistics and various other local authority maps were also explored too (all being completely free to use!)   

After developing my own confidence in GIS, a month later, I planned to move on to disseminating this information to the rest of the Geography department in a Departmental INSET session over a whole day. Due to the ‘Computing’ nature of this project, I was fortunate to be supported by the Assistant Head teacher, who had responsibility for this area, in terms of hardware, software and most importantly time (where funding was provided for a whole day off timetable – once a term).

Below is a plan of the INSET day that I led with my department

Download: Plan of Inset One
Below is a card sorting activity that I used as a ‘starter’ activity.

Download: Card Sorting Activity
Below is a template that we used to analyse some student work that I had conducted over the previous month with my students.

Download: Analysis of Student Work
The department INSET session went very well and although much was used to identify the purpose and context of GIS, it was great to have the department on board with the plans. Over the course of the year, the second INSET session was used to review our current teaching in GIS and to share good practice. It was also a further chance to properly cement some utilisations of GIS into the scheme of work. Being available for advice, supportive and encouraging on a daily and weekly basis was another important feature and, the use of emailing ideas and reference to in department meetings helped maintain the focus and motivation.

Year 7 
– A Journey across the UK

Teaching Task: 
What gives a fair view of Britain? (unable to provide as download for copyright reasons)

Student work: 
My Tour of the UK 

Year 9
 – Linking Development and Ghana

Teaching Task: 
Ghana and Development
Student Work:
GIS Work
Year 10  – Plotting and representing routes in GCSE coursework

Teaching Task:
Geography Fieldwork Uxbridge
Student Work: n/a

Targets for the future:

1) to continue the integration of GIS into the Sow at all key stages 

2) to start to use GIS to create more maps and interpret the data

3) to continue to develop the training of the department in the use of GIS

4) to develop the use of PDAs and Geography Fieldwork *

 * PDAs – the utilisation of a PDA with GIS capabilities was an enticing idea to integrate into fieldwork. Perhaps a lot had to do with the ‘boys and their toys’ aspect, however, this must not be dismissed as this could well provide a useful way of engaging and motivating boys into geographic learning. Through specialist schools funding, I have purchased a PDA for myself with the target of purchasing a set for the department in the future. As with GIS, I have to work out what I am doing with the PDA first!
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