Chapter Six: Conclusion

This aim of study was to investigate the nature and impact of national and local initiatives for Information and Communications Technology (ICT) on geography teaching in secondary schools. It was conducted at the time when the use of ICT had recently been made compulsory in the National Curriculum and when significant national funding and efforts were being utilised to encourage and facilitate the use of ICT as a cross-curricular tool. 

Through analysis of questionnaires and from talking to teachers, I have found that they do recognise and value the potential of ICT. Findings from the initial questionnaire show that the benefits of ICT are perceived as interest, motivation (especially for boys), stimulating enthusiasm and as “a novelty”. Grimwade (2000) notes that “using ICT appropriately in our subject will also make an invaluable contribution to the wider curriculum and to preparing our pupils for life in an ICT-rich world.” Ofsted have recently found that “where ICT use is planned with clear and progressive geographical objectives, its subsequent use often adds an extra positive dimension to the curriculum, motivates pupils and promotes higher standards” (Ofsted, 2001a, p.4).

However, there is “a substantial gap between the rhetoric of IT use, advocated by both the government and the GA, and the reality of classroom use” (Watson, in Kent, 2000, p. 226). This is backed up by other findings in the same Ofsted report that “often when ICT is used in geography, pupils work at insufficiently high levels” (Ofsted, 2001a, p.4).

Ofsted have also found that “training in the use of ICT under the New Opportunities Fund (NOF) has yet to make a significant impact on classroom practice" (Ofsted, 2001a, p.3). I would suggest that this is mainly in those schools were there is still lack of access to suitable resources and that whole-school support from senior managers for the teachers to utilise their new skills and pedagogical thinking is under-developed. It must also be acknowledged that “the impact of the training in supporting teachers’ use of ICT in their subject teaching is more pronounced in the latter stages of most NOF training programmes” (TTA, 2001a, p. 7) which is to be expected.

Using computer technology in teaching takes time and “any teacher looking to the computer to reduce his work-load is in for a surprise” (Shepherd, et al. 1980, p. 20) although this is an old view it is still valid. The teachers who have contributed to this research support this, as 38% mentioned “lack of time” as a barrier to using ICT and suggested that one way their schools could have supported them was by providing more time. Ofsted acknowledge that the “requirement for teachers to train in their own time meant that progress in developing their professional skills in using was slow” (Ofsted, 2001b, p.4) although they do not admit that this makes some teachers rather resentful of the whole process. 

Although they were talking about the use of CAL in the 1980 geography classroom, the observation made by Shepherd et. al. that the “use of CAL in our discipline is still uneven and patchy” and “Its use at particular institutions can usually be attributed to the presence of an enthusiastic member of staff, to the provision of computer resources by relevant funding authorities, or to a combination of both” (Shepherd et. al, 1980, p. 21) to a certain extent remain true.

Current strategies for ICT are beginning to have an impact on teaching as there is “joined up thinking” enabling the initiatives to co-exist, which was previously lacking. Previous strategies were piecemeal and there was localised impact, restricted to “innovators”. Training in skills and pedagogical integration of ICT into the curriculum is taking place alongside provision of new hardware and software and NC requirements to integrate ICT into geography. The schools in this study exemplify this point as previous initiatives had minimal impact on geography departments. The costs of good ICT provision are considerable, in order to provide hardware, software and other peripherals, maintenance and technical support and a well-trained and confident staff and this will be an on-going concern for senior managers. 

Teachers with self-motivation and a real desire to embrace new technologies will often find the time and overcome many barriers in order to use ICT and Teachers 1, 5 and 8 are good examples. Such “teachers with particular interests and expertise too often operate in isolation and lack the stimulus of professional dialogue” (Ofsted, 2001b, p.21) which compare with Watson’s view of the “mavericks” and “isolated innovators” (Watson, 1997). Donnelly identifies a key factor in the ICT Learning Revolution is to have an “ICT ‘Champion’ at Senior Management level” (Donnelly, 2000, p. 9). Recently TTA have found “training has been most effective where it has the support of senior management in schools and is integrated into the school’s overall development strategy as well as its ICT strategy” (TTA, 2001a, p. 9).

Lessons must be learnt from experience of NOF training and there are messages for government, training providers, teachers and senior managers about ICT and e-learning. Donnelly (2000) observes “if experience has taught us anything, it is that ICT training needs are likely to be permanent and not temporary ... there are always going to be new technologies and, in particular, new teaching and learning materials” (Donnelly, 2000, p.41).

The future is likely to involve ICT even more, not just as a teaching and learning tool, but for professional use, as teachers will increasingly be expected to use ICT for administration. Tasks such as record keeping, data analysis, gathering information and accessing official documents are aided by the use of ICT if individuals know how. The future of professional development is likely to increasingly involve e-learning too, so that teachers will need ICT skills in order to access and make best use of training materials and networking opportunities for other aspects of their work.

It was my intention from the outset that this investigation would have an impact on some geography departments. Consequently the suggestions in Chapter Six of ways for departments to take maximum advantage of initiatives in order to move forward and to make progress with teaching geography using ICT are significant. Most of these practical strategies are being successfully implemented in the case study schools. 

ICT is here to stay, although it is hard to predict what developments will take place in the future, as the pace of change is rapid. There is a view that “the vision for the future of an ICT-enabled learning revolution is there for the taking. Ultimately it is the vision which will matter, not the tools of the technology” (Donnelly, 2000, p. 95).
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