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Spatially Speaking Project 2006-2007

Kathryn Morrell – PGCE, University of Nottingham

Aim

My aim of using GIS within the geography classroom was to transfer my own skills in using GIS acquired through a masters degree, to something that would enhance geographical learning, and would also support the development of geographical skills.

Software

Because I was completing a PGCE course during the 2006-2007 academic year I was restricted by the resources at my placement schools. Neither of my placement schools possessed GIS software, therefore I used web-based applications that utilised elements of GIS software. 

Web-based GIS applications such as Google maps, windows live local, and multimap, and more advanced applications, such as Nottingham City Council’s NOMAD online GIS application, were used within ICT and classroom based lessons.

Activities

The web-based GIS applications were used primarily in two ways.

Firstly pupils used windows live local and Google maps to explore the local area, and to develop knowledge of physical features in the area around the school. Pupils used maps, satellite imagery, and aerial photography to develop a spatial awareness of the local area, and a sense of place. The majority of pupils were not from the village where the school was situated; therefore this activity enabled them to develop knowledge of the school area, to compare the village with their own town or village, and to see how the physical landscape can influence the development of settlements. 

Secondly, thematic maps from the NOMAD online GIS application were used as stimuli for discussion relating to the relationship between the spatial distribution of crime and the distribution of social factors (such as levels of education, deprivation, income) in the Nottingham area. 
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Figure 1 – NOMAD map of crime in Nottingham

Source: Nottingham City Council Online

NOMAD not only provided up to date and specific data for the topic, it also provided pupils with a visual representation of spatial relationships and the opportunity to overlay data sets to discover correlations and trends that pupils may not have done as easily if the lesson was conducted using different learning strategies.

Learning Outcomes

By using GIS pupils developed their ICT and map skills further. They also developed their understanding, and sense of scale, which some pupils struggled to do using paper based maps. The ease of switching between different scaled maps using web-based GIS applications helped pupils to understand the notion of scale how this influences maps and what they represent. 

Using the web-based GIS applications also enabled pupils to develop their spatial literacy and their spatial awareness of the local area.

Lessons Learned

Using web-based GIS applications in my lessons turned out to be more successful than I was expecting it to be. After conducting research last year on the use of GIS in geography education and discovering the experiences of teachers throughout England, I found out for myself how hard it is to integrate this technology in to lessons, purely because of the difficulty accessing ICT facilities. However, the progress made by all of my pupils, and the skills and level of understanding developed through using GIS, has motivated me to continue to develop resources utilising GIS and its analytical and visual representation capabilities. 

I would encourage teachers to try using web-based GIS applications at least once just to see the potential of web-based and actual GIS software packages. 
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