Using Google Earth to introduce GIS into Primary School classrooms
Introduction
Google Earth is an extremely powerful online tool for getting to grips with map manipulation and data.
And best of all it’s free!  Visit  http://earth.google.com/  to download the program.
The latest version can be slightly off-putting due to the sheer amount of options available to you but we will concentrate on just a few and you can explore once you are more confident.
For more detailed help guides, visit the official online support area: http://earth.google.com/support/
A good starting point for introducing GIS into the classroom with Google Earth is your local area as pupils will know this area quite well and feel more confident about tackling the activities.

Once pupils are confident users, why not explore the rest of the World (as part of locality studies or a country focus… you can even explore the stars!)
Getting Started…
We will try the following:

· Flying to ‘your area’

You can search for any location by using the FLY TO tab near the top left of the screen:
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Most schools will be found if you type the name straight in and click on the MAGNFIYING GLASS.  If not, type in the name of your area, town, etc. and you’ll then be able to locate the school on your satellite image.
To quickly zoom into an image, double click with your left mouse button.  To quickly zoom out, double click with your right mouse button.  Using the + / - gauge on the right of your screen will tilt the view giving you a more side on view.
· Adding place marks to your map

Once you have your area onscreen, you and your pupils can start adding PLACEMARKS on the satellite image.  You can add a place mark for absolutely anything so feel free to be creative or set a focused list for the pupils to concentrate on.

To add a placemark click on the [image: image2.png]


 icon near the top of your screen.
This will place a pin onto your map which can be dragged and dropped to the desired location.
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You will also see a tabbed appear on the left that allows you to add details to your place mark.  Many of them don’t need to be changed at the moment apart from the name and / or colour and you can also type in a description that will pop up in a box whenever a user clicks on the place mark.

YOU CAN CHANGE THE LOOK / STYLE OF THE PIN by clicking on the button next to where you typed the name in.  There are over 150 different icon choices for your mark, from house to service to a simple lettered or numbered arrow.
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Once you have clicked ‘OK’, you can return to the properties window (which will let you amend your info and allow you to move the mark) by right clicking on the mark and selecting ‘properties’.

To delete a place mark, right click on it and select ‘delete’.

Things you should know…
Any place marks you add can also be viewed in the ‘places’ window on the left hand side of the screen under ‘My Places’.  Even if you navigate away from your place mark, you can return to it by double clicking on its title in this window.

Place marks you enter can only be seen on the computer you are using.  If you wanted to share your posts with other users you have to register with the Google Earth community and more can be found out about this on the Google Earth Help and Support site.

· Ruler / measure your path
You can measure the distance between any points by using the ruler icon - [image: image5.png]


, you’ll find it up near the place mark icon.
When you select it, you will see a small window pop up and you can decide what unit of measurement you want to use.  At the moment, we will use the ‘line’ tab.
Left click on your starting point.  By moving your mouse around you will see that the measurement in the box changes.  You can now click again on the end point to get the final measurement.  You can pick up either end of the line drawn to choose a new end / start point if you wish.

If you return to the small pop up window and this time click on the ‘path’ tab, you can repeat the above activity but this time keep adding new points to build up a path (perhaps a route to school).  Remember, you can return to the window and change the unit of measurement at any time to see the distance in different ways.
· Adding photos

If you have photos of an area on your hard drive you can add them at specific points on your map.  They can be left at high resolution as you will get a thumbnail on your map to show its position.  It doesn’t work superbly well but is a good way of ‘snapshotting’ places with descriptions.
To save time, make sure the point at which you’d like the photo to be positioned at is roughly at the centre of your viewer before starting.

Then go to the top menu bar and select ‘add’.  Choose ‘photo’.

A window will appear allowing you to name and describe the photo you are adding.  You can then click ‘browse’ to find the photo file on your computer.

The photos ‘hang’ in the air over your map so it is a good idea to go to the ‘photo’ tab in the window and reduce the altitude shown.

After you select ‘ok, a camera icon and thumbnail will appear on your map.  Double clicking on this in future will zoom you into a full size version of the image (this view can be closed using the ‘x’ in the top right of the VIEWER (not the top right of your screen).

· Get routes

Getting routes from one place to the other is simple.  In the ‘search’ box (where you used the ‘fly to’ feature earlier), select the ‘directions’ tab and enter a ‘from’ and ‘to’ (post codes work best).
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You will then get a list of directions and a view of the route in the 3D viewer.  You can also request directions from any place marks on the map you are looking at by clicking on the mark to open the description box.
By clicking on the ‘play’ button underneath the directions (it’s the sideways triangle), Google Earth will even ‘fly’ you along the route! Children could then record services, schools, etc. that they pass along the way.
· Searching for locations / businesses

This is a great tool for comparing services within your area and with another area.  Again, using the ‘search’ window, select the ‘find businesses’ tab.  Now type in what you are looking for e.g. schools in the first box and where you are looking in the second box (again, a post code works well).
You will then get a view of the area chosen with any found schools pinpointed on the map.  Be creative… It worked when I typed ‘historical’ and I even got a positive result by adding ‘fish and chip shops’ to my search!
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· Using layers

By adding places to your image, you are creating your own GIS.  However, 

Google Earth also provides layers for you to use.

The Layers feature in Google Earth provides a variety of data points of geographic interest that you can select to display over your viewing area. This includes points of interest as well as map, road, terrain, and even building data. The full list of layers is available in the Layers panel - the most immediately useful one would be the ‘roads’ layer which adds the names and types of roads to your satellite image.
Any place marks that you find whilst using layers can be saved to your ‘My Places’ area for future use by right clicking and selecting ‘save to My Places’.  This might be a lot quicker than having to enter all this data as a class!

Examples of layers already used in Google Earth 

There are loads of examples that can be found on the site, mainly for secondary education use but they would definitely spark discussion in a primary classroom.  Below are the sort of things you’ll find if you explore further…
Night Lights of the World – Looking at light pollution

Rising sea levels – predicted level changes and their impact on our land

Additional notes

It is a good idea to check your PC / system needs the following requirements to run Google Earth. The minimum / recommended requirements are:

· Operating System: Windows XP 

· CPU: Pentium 4 2.4GHz+ or AMD 2400xp+ 

· System Memory (RAM): 512MB 

· Hard Disk: 2GB free space 

· Network Speed: 768 Kbits/sec 

· Graphics Card: 3D-capable with 32MB of VRAM 

· Screen: 1280x1024, "32-bit True Color" 
Some of these things are easier to check than others but, if you are using a fairly new PC, you should be fine.
Ideas for activities…
Traffic survey – Once data has been collected, can pupils mark areas on a map where traffic is heavy / light?  Can we find a quieter way to drive to school/ town / etc?

Recycling facilities – What have we got in the area? Can we add them? Are there areas that are missing these services?  Are they placed well?

Challenge the route! – Get Google Earth to decide the best route from A to B. Can pupils find a quicker way by walking / cycling using the ruler tool to measure the distance and prove it? (to promote exercise and a healthier lifestyle!).
Spotter’s Badge – What sort of wildlife do we have living in our area?  Who has spotted what and where?  Add sightings as place marks onto Google Earth, using different colours to denote different animals / birds.  What have we seen a lot of?  Where do we tend to see them?  Does that tell us something about their preferred habitat?  Why are seeing less of a certain animal?

DID YOU KNOW? You can also use Microsoft’s ‘Virtual Earth’ to complete these sorts of activities as it behaves in similar way to Google Earth.
