USING GIS AT WOODLAND

When I arrived at my new school (Woodland Middle School) in January of 2007, I did not exactly know what would be waiting for me. Having previously taught in a secondary environment, I was unsure what the middle school “vibe” was like.

Having had a look at the materials left by my predecessor I noticed that the use of GIS was, unsurprisingly, non-existent.  However, to her credit, she had begun researching the subject and seemed to have some knowledge of what GIS is and what it can do for us in the teaching profession.

When I started with Louise (at Icknield), we had little knowledge ourselves about GIS – although I had slightly more given my prior background in spatial planning. During my time at Icknield we developed some materials and tried to overcome the challenges posed by technical difficulties and a lack of data.  We quickly realized that what should have been a very simple process would in practice involve a series of protracted exchanges with the local authority in order to receive the correct sets of data.  And now, having been through the process once, I had to start again from scratch.  Of course, based on my previous experience, hopefully past mistakes would not be repeated.

To be honest, my progress this year has been limited.  Unfortunately, it has been a case of “too little time and too much to do”.

In lessons, whenever possible we have begun using Google Earth. I find it so much easier and so much faster than having to pull out an Atlas and search through its pages. I took the kids to the computer room a couple of times and just let them explore a bit by themselves and see what they would come up with.

Interestingly, one of the best experiences was when I was left with an aggregated year 8 class.  Most pupils had gone to a school trip and the ones that were not going were joined in an 8XX class and so I had about 20 children and a lesson plan covering geographical skills and how they can be applied.  Soon enough the subject of using maps and how to read them was mentioned and I pulled up Google Earth on screen. One student said “that’s Google Earth, isn’t it. It’s wicked!”

The next inevitable question was: “can you find my house sir?” to which I replied that, “no”, I wouldn’t do it, “you will have to come up here and do it yourself”.  The next 30 minutes or so were spent watching the student take control of the lesson and show us, through the use of Google Earth, where she had been born, what schools she had attended, where her best friend lived, and so on. 

Over the year, Google Earth has become a vital tool.  Since around April/May, I have also been using Digital Worlds.  After Jason Swale provided us with the software I loaded it onto my school laptop and started using it with classes.

Digital Worlds proved to be an easier program to use than ArcView.  Even the computer seemed to cooperate more, as it did not crash as often, although it still operated fairly slowly. With the information from the 2001 census provided to us during the last “Spatially Speaking” meeting, we were able to find out that the population in Flitwick was overwhelmingly white (over 99%) and this was very different from neighbouring towns such as Luton or Bedford. While it did not surprise anyone that Luton had a high concentration of Asian residents, it did surprise the pupils that there were areas in the town where that population was concentrated and that led us to have a rather heated discussion on migration and patterns of population distribution. 

As previously mentioned, I do not believe that a great deal of progress has been made this year.  However, next year will hopefully be somewhat different and more productive. Having familiarised myself with the school environment and resources, I began rewriting the Schemes of Work. A perfect opportunity to include GIS within the curriculum and, this way, be ahead of the pack.  Briefly here is an outline of what I am intending to do:

· Formalise the use of Google Earth and Multimap (or other similar sites) right from the start in year 5 (introducing basic notions of GIS in the year 5 scheme of work called “Maps and GIS”);

· Have Digital Worlds running in one of our ICT Suites. The person in charge of ICT has been provided with the relevant contacts and she has already endorsed efforts to get the program up and running.

· Use Digital Worlds across the curriculum (topics like Settlements, Crime or Natural Hazards have shown to be good topics in which to use this tool).

· Move away from typical Atlases and enhance the spatial awareness of the pupils through the use of web based GIS tools and DW.

· Test DW and GIS tools with focus groups (namely Gifted and Talented and lower ability children). This is something that I have began trialling at the end of this year with Gifted and Talented pupils, but given the end of the school year we only managed to have one session. 

· Add to the year 5 and year 7 SoW on Map Skills, basic notions, purposes and examples of GIS software(s).

As stated previously, I do believe that GIS is a fantastic tool and one that the pupils will be keen to embrace.  However, it is just a tool, and as such, should not be overused.  

I feel that a middle school environment is a great time to introduce GIS, as the children that we will educate here, will then be able to move on to Secondary School and be familiar with GIS and its advantages and this way be capable of utilizing it when it comes time for them to produce coursework.

GIS is extremely helpful for the teaching of Geography.  It is visual and, as is often said, a picture is worth a thousand words. It is a superb tool to display patterns and trends.  It facilitates decision making and it is out there in our everyday life, even if we don’t realize it.  One of my main goals for the future is to demonstrate to pupils that we are constantly using GIS.  We must prepare children for the future; making them GIS (not just IT) literate is an important part of this process. Geography is about being able to make informed decisions and GIS provides the tools to make those informed decisions.
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