Tackling GIS from Scratch at Oaks Park High School!
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We began introducing GIS at Oaks Park early in 2005, through two small-scale projects involving links made with those using GIS in the transport industry. A consultant from a company that was using GIS to produce maps for London’s Olympic bid was able to visit our school and work with a small group of gifted and talented pupils to produce maps from fieldwork data that they had collected. In December of 2005 Oaks Park joined the Spatially Speaking project, with the aim of rolling out GIS to a wider audience and planning for its use in the curriculum. At the start of this project we purchased ArcView through e-learning credits and installed it on a suite of PCs. We hoped that GIS would bring a new, contemporary element to studying geography at our school and enhance its relevance to business and the ‘outside’ world, in which developments in technology are happening so fast.

Introducing GIS at Oaks Park High School: Some Barriers

Introducing GIS to our geography curriculum has not been easy and in many ways we are still in the very, very early stages of doing this. Several key issues have presented themselves since we began work on the Spatially Speaking project:

- Understanding the terminology associated with GIS. ArcView and the wider ‘world of GIS’ has a great deal of subject specific terminology and getting to grips with this and beginning to use engage with is was probably one of the biggest barriers for us at the start of this work (e.g. What is a shape file? What is a raster map?) Such questions often held us up and in the fast paced schedule of daily school life; time was not on our side.

- Finding the time to actually develop, plan for and use GIS. Oaks Park is a new school with a very small geography team. This means that there is a lot of work being done, by just a few people e.g. setting up new curriculums and course at GCSE and now A Level. Finding the time for staff to learn how to use GIS and then plan activities for its use was a great problem. A particular opportunity for using GIS had often passed before we were able to get the wheels in motion.

- Loading the software on to the system. We were very fortunate to have the support of a very good IT team at Oaks Park however, there were issues about the size/capacity of the school network and explaining exactly what we needed to the IT team, when we were unsure ourselves was not easy. We did discuss the idea of using a bank of laptops but this was seen as problematic as it was thought they would be too slow to be of any use.

- Learning how to use the software ourselves – accessing the ArcView software is actually relatively simple once you get used to it, as it makes use of a similar interface to commonly used Microsoft programs. However, the sheer scale and scope of the software is vast. Furthermore, the quality of the manuals on offer to help learn about ArcView varied greatly and often used very USA based examples and tutorials.

- Finding data - having begun to ‘get to grips’ with some of the basics of the GIS software we were able to identify opportunities for it’s use in our schemes of work. In particular we were keen to use it to support some coursework mapping. However, getting the data (e.g. census data) needed for this proved very difficult and is currently a sticking point for us. 

 

Some suggestions for beginning to work with GIS

- Start small. We began working with the concepts associated with GIS by using PowerPoint to trace maps and add information using symbols and hyperlinks. The pupils really engaged with these PowerPoint maps and it was a valuable introduction to the ideas and concepts behind GIS. We also used some of the GIS based activities on the Ordnance Survey website. We also developed a short series of lessons based around local flood risk maps found on the Internet. These simple maps introduced the pupils to some of the basic skills of GIS, including zooming in and out of a map by drawing a square around specific areas of interest.

- Select a target group of pupils to work with you to learn about GIS. Our main focus in the initial stages of our work with ArcView has been to work with gifted and talented pupils. These pupils were able to gain a great deal from the work and also helped us to learn more about the program. The pupils involved in these ‘pilot groups’ enjoyed using the software and were very pleased (proud) with the maps that they were able to create, however it was frustrating for them at first as it took a long time to set the maps up and get to know about GIS (what it was, what it could do etc).

- Develop links with those in the know. Wherever possible we have tried to work with those familiar with and skilled at using GIS. For example, our visiting consultant was able to work with pupils to produce maps using ArcView very quickly and this helped them to access the software and gain something tangible from it. We also worked with a teacher from another school who had successfully worked with GIS for a long period of time. He was able to help us plan for our use of GIS and see how we could move forward.

 

Looking to the Future

We remain committed to using GIS at Oaks Park and excited (yet often overwhelmed) by its potential. Yet several key questions face us both at the current time and in the future:

· Where can we find pre-planned and easily available GIS activities that do not require us to spend a lot of extra time planning for their use? Furthermore, how can these be introduced quickly and effectively to the students (most of whom will not have used GIS before)?

· How can we successfully gain access to the data that we need to begin using GIS for projects within our existing curriculum and schemes of work?

· How can we continue to develop our knowledge and understanding of GIS whilst also continuing to develop the other elements of a successful geography department at Oaks Park?

· How can we work GIS into the curriculum as a regular element, a geographical skill and language that is known and recognized by the pupils, not just a one-off piece of work they do every know and then?

· How can we get pupils to understand the concepts behind GIS (when we are new to the field too) and encourage them to develop their own ideas for it’s use, rather than simply following a set of instructions on a sheet?

We are currently planning to use GIS in a number of areas of our curriculum: work on mapping hazards (particularly tectonic hazards), mapping flood risk areas in London, getting AS students to use it in their Environmental Investigations for their coursework and looking to integrate GIS into our forthcoming field visit to New York City.
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