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Foreword

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) are in use worldwide – over 400,000 insti-
tutions in over 125 countries use them on a daily basis (based on the actual licenses
sold by major GIS software manufacturers). Millions of people work in the geospa-
tial industry, estimated at $64 billion per year by the US Department of Labor, and
growing at 20% per year. However, in my estimate, the current production of GIS
trained students from all educational institutions, secondary and tertiary, does not
keep up with the growing demand. In fact, the global uptake of this productive and
exciting technology is determined by the supply of trained people able to use it
effectively.

Geographic Information Systems are contributing to every imaginable activity
across the administrative, military, and scientific spectrum. The technology has
demonstrated significant benefit to those organizations, countries, and cultures that
use it. Clearly education is a critical component in the future of the nations involved.
GIS education in secondary schools is the foundation of this progress.

This book tells stories from many countries describing their experience with
bringing GIS education into the high school. It is a description of real-world expe-
rience from which lessons can be extracted. It brings the realization that GIS
education is far more than developing skills needed in the workforce. It shines a
light on the importance of inquiry-based teaching, where GIS is the enabling tool
that allows students to engage in meaningful issues about their environment, time,
and place. GIS education leads to critical thinking in a wide range of disciplines,
and is fundamental to the creation of decision-makers. This emerges as a persistent
theme in the experiences that are related from widely different institutional settings
and cultural backgrounds.

This is an important book, of value not only to students, parents, and teachers, but
also to the leaders in pedagogy, curriculum, and organizational policy in the world
of education.

Tomlinson Associates Ltd, Ottawa, Canada Roger Tomlinson
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Chapter 1

The World at Their Fingertips: A New Age
for Spatial Thinking

Andrew J. Milson, Joseph J. Kerski, and Ali Demirci

1.1 Introduction

As the first decade of the twenty-first century comes to a close, it is clear that
young people around the world have opportunities to learn in ways that are quite
different from those of their parents and grandparents. The New York Times colum-
nist Thomas Friedman has famously described this technologically interconnected
world as flat (Friedman, 2005). Yet, geographer Harm de Blij cautions us to pay
close attention to the differences that exist between places despite the forces of
globalization (de Blij, 2008). Both authors, along with many others, have captured
the numerous ways in which the Internet and personal computers have altered the
acquisition and diffusion of information, along with patterns of commerce and cul-
ture. New terms have been coined in an attempt to describe this altered landscape.
Young people who were born since the rise of personal computers, the Internet, and
handheld digital devices are referred to as the “net generation” (Tapscott, 1998) or
“digital natives” (e.g., Palfrey & Gasser, 2008), while the gap between the techno-
logical haves and the technological have-nots is summed up as the “digital divide”
(e.g., Norris, 2001). One important question that has arisen for educators and cit-
izens around the world is, “How do we effectively educate digital natives, while
also working to narrow or eliminate the digital divide, in an era of globalization?”
Any attempt to respond to that question requires an acknowledgment of the spatial
relationships at play. “Where?” and “Why there?” become fundamental questions
for understanding the twenty-first century world. These questions are the essence
of the study of geography, and the importance of these questions in the twenty-first
century has brought renewed attention to the geographer’s primary tool: the map.

Maps have always been the most powerful tool in human history for understand-
ing, analyzing, and managing the physical and human characteristics of the Earth’s
surface. Early maps drawn on paper were primarily used to locate features such
as rivers, resources, roads, and settlements across the world. These maps helped
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