Chapter One: Introduction, Context and Rationale 

Introduction

The subject of this dissertation is an investigation of the nature and impact of national and local initiatives for Information and Communication Technology (ICT) on geography teaching in secondary schools. In particular the focus is on the significant factors that influence and facilitate teachers’ ability to embrace ICT and incorporate it in their geography teaching by using it with pupils. I am interested in discovering what the main barriers are to teachers who do not integrate ICT in the geography curriculum. This is a current and topical issue and is a problem in some schools but not in others and I have set out to attempt to discover why discrepancies in practice exist between schools and individual teachers. This study draws upon experiences in my professional career and interests within education, and builds on and brings together some of the facets of education which I have studied during my MA studies over the past two years. It focuses on a topical issue and I hope that the findings will be of practical use to geography teachers in secondary schools who wish to develop their use of ICT.

During my career, first as a teacher and subsequently as an LEA Advisory Teacher for Information Technology (IT) and latterly as Adviser for Geography, I have become increasingly interested in the development and use of ICT as a tool for teaching and learning geography. As a member of the Geographical Association’s ICT Working Group for eight years, I have been able to keep in touch with developments and trends. A particular interest has been the difference in approach to integrating ICT with geography between schools, departments and teachers set in the context of many initiatives, both local and national, which have been established to encourage and support the development of the use of ICT in teaching. These initiatives have provided computer hardware, software development and training for teachers. While some geography departments have embraced new technologies successfully showing innovation and enterprise, often overcoming substantial barriers, others have avoided ICT for more than a decade.

Examination of school Ofsted reports have produced wide ranging references to the use of ICT by geography departments. Some comments are very negative and are typically of the nature “the use of IT …. is poor”, “IT is not really implemented to National Curriculum requirements in geography”, and “the use of IT in the subject is neglected.” Where the comments are more positive they often imply that further developed is required. Examples of such include “the application of IT skills in geography is developing well”, “IT capability is developed although lack of appropriate resources limits what pupils might achieve” and “the use of IT is encouraged but both pupils and staff would benefit from further development of more consistent approaches to the use of IT in the department.”

A significant focus of research for this dissertation has been the way in which teachers have reacted to the current New Opportunities Fund (NOF) ICT training scheme for teachers. Through my role as Adviser for Geography in Staffordshire, I am actively involved as an editor, trainer and mentor for Staffordshire ICT for Teachers (SIfT), which is a national provider of NOF training for geography teachers, and also with another, albeit in a less significant way. SIfT is a collaboration between officers of Quality Learning Services (QLS) and the School of Computing at Staffordshire University.

Specific mention needs to be made of the terminology used throughout this dissertation. I have decided to use the term Information and Communications Technology (ICT) almost entirely throughout this work, rather than Information Technology (IT) except where the latter is specifically referred to in texts and in the name of initiatives and job specifications. From September 2000 the National Curriculum adopted the term ICT. The two terms are often confusing and it is useful to consider a definition of them. King (2000) and Jackson (in Kent 2000) have adopted the following definitions by Pickford and Hassell (1999):

Information and communications technology refers to the computing and communications that support teaching and learning, where the focus is on the curriculum subject being taught, not on the technology skills. ICT is not just about computers: it also covers the use of faxes, tape recorders and cameras.

Information Technology refers to the pupils’ knowledge and understanding of the technology and their ability to apply it, as stated in the IT National Curriculum. Here the focus is on the technology skills.

(Pickford and Hassell, 1999, p.3)

Context

The use of ICT in school geography is not a new feature or requirement of the curriculum. Since the National Curriculum was introduced for geography in 1991, the use of IT has been statutory for pupils of all ages, “Pupils should be given opportunities to use information technology (IT)” (DES, 1991, p. 41). By the second National Curriculum 1995 the requirement had changed to …”Pupils should be given opportunities, where appropriate, to develop and apply their information technology (IT) capability in their study of geography” (DFE, 1995, p.1 ). The current requirement (statutorily implemented from September 2000) is that “Pupils should be given opportunities to apply and develop their ICT capability through the use of ICT tools to support their learning in all subjects with the exception of physical education at key stages 1 and 2” (DfEE, 1999a, p. 40). The specific references to ICT in the current statutory orders for the Programme of Study for geography at Key Stage 3 are:

In developing geographical skills, pupils should be taught ….:

· to select and use secondary sources of evidence, including photographs (including vertical and oblique aerial photographs), satellite images and evidence from ICT-based sources

· to select and use appropriate graphical techniques to present evidence on maps and diagrams, including using ICT

· to communicate in different ways, including using ICT

· decision making skills, including using ICT

(Department for Education and Employment, 1999a, p.22)

However for a variety of reasons not all geography departments have made use of ICT in the past and the use of new technologies has not been fully embraced by the majority of geography teachers. In Ofsted’s annual report on geography for 1999 – 2000 one of the main findings was “the use of ICT is underdeveloped. New technology is used effectively in geography in only three schools in ten.” (Ofsted, 2001a, p.1)

With a strengthened statutory requirement to use ICT, increased funding for training teachers, an improvement in the quantity and reliability of hardware in schools and more appropriate curriculum resources for teachers and pupils, I would like to examine the following:-

· The barriers and pitfalls which geography departments have overcome in order to use ICT

· Strategies which have been deployed successfully in schools to facilitate successful integration of ICT into teaching geography.

The focus for this study is on teaching geography with ICT. An original plan was going to be to investigate pupils’ learning with ICT too, but this emerged as being too broad in scope and not possible to achieve effectively within the time. This study does not aim to investigate the quality or otherwise of specific NOF training providers, which is within the remit of Ofsted and the Teacher Training Agency (TTA) through their Quality Assurance procedures.

Rationale

ICT is a major focus of current government strategies and initiatives and subject to considerable funding. Targets for teachers, based on a set of “expected outcomes”, have been set by the TTA. “A key part of the Government’s education strategy is that all teachers should be able to exploit the potential of ICT to raise further pupils’ standards of achievement.” (TTA, 1999a p.1). These targets are intended to be met by teaching, undertaking and completing NOF ICT training run in parallel with Government investment in additional computer equipment for schools through the National Grid for Learning (NGfL). These initiatives complement the National Curriculum requirement to use ICT in geography and inclusion by examination boards of the use of ICT in GCSE coursework. ICT is often a focus for teachers’ Performance Management targets. The integration of the use of ICT across the curriculum is a whole school issue as it involves a systematic and cohesive strategy of hardware provision and access and professional development for teachers.
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