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What do I need to teach ‘about’ GIS?

The NC Orders for Geography say that students should learn about   GIS. As GIS becomes increasingly pervasive in everyday use, they need to understand the different ways it is being used. These notes present some of the issues that can arise through its use.   

Checking sources

Base maps for use in GIS programs can come from a variety of sources. They can be as maps, vertical air photos or satellite images. The dates of these sources need to be known for their accuracy to be appreciated. Some online maps, for example, consist of images that have been ‘stitched’ together from different dates and sources in order to provide full coverage. Sources of data and their dates also need to be checked for accuracy and possible bias.    

Map conventions
The use of maps for ‘political’ reasons is nothing new. The ease with which maps can be created with data selected from the database makes them both valuable as tools to inform, but also to mislead. Patterns, for example, can depend on the boundary lines taken on which to base the data. They can also depend on the selection of categories for the data. Students could use query tools or select different category boundaries for the data to show the same data in different ways. Even changes in colours can give visually different impressions. 

Users of GIS

GIS is used in many ‘real world’ contexts, such as in mapping patterns of crime, for military reasons, managing emergency services, analysing shopping habits and in planning land use. Students can engage in decision-taking activities that use GIS to solve problems in these and other contexts. House insurance against flooding is an example of how GIS data is now being used. 

Maps affect behaviour

The availability of maps online can bring many benefits to people, but students could also think more deeply about how some present uses of GIS can not only show, but also change what people do. Crime maps, for example, are now available online in some parts of the UK. People are encouraged to look at them and to make their own contributions to the map data. This, however, can bring an increase in the level of reported crime. Access to the maps may also help criminals if they know where police targeting is to be greatest.    

Civil liberties
GIS is often linked to other technologies such as the GPS and to remote sensing and taking vertical air photos. This can raise questions about individual privacy, about who might use the information and the purposes to which it might be used. Students can think about these issues by looking at news reports, for example, on views about how the Google StreetView project.  
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Google 'burglar's charter' street cameras given the all clear by privacy watchdog








Spy-in-the-sky cameras are being used to identify householders who are wasting the most energy and to shame them into turning the central heating down. 


Thermal images of homes have been taken by a light aircraft fitted with military spy technology to record the heat escaping from people’s houses. 


Maps identifying individual homes have now been placed on the internet to encourage occupiers to reduce their wastage and carbon emissions by fitting insulation and turning the thermostat down. 
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