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It’s A Whiz
Contrary to belief among those who have been on (the somewhat blunt end of) one of my courses/workshops, I’m not a computer whiz.  Indeed, one doesn’t need to be a whiz to use computers but one does need to remember two things:  (1) The only real way to ‘break’ a computer (as in “I’m always afraid I will break it”) is to hit it with a sledge hammer (computers have been known to survive coffee spills), so don’t be afraid of using computers; (2) significant amounts of learning is the result of a process of trial and error.  If you’re not afraid to experiment, anyone can be a ‘whiz’.  Of course after that you need just two things, a computer and time. 
A Computer
I would like to believe I am not alone in thinking that the history of ICT integration in Irish schools has been somewhat disappointing.  I fear that I am.  The IT 2000 campaign, the Broadband initiative, NCTE (http://www.ncte.ie) and Scoilnet (http://www.scoilnet.ie) are all welcome elements to successive government attempts to increase ICT usage in school.  And they have had some success.  However, the obvious seems to have been missed.  Despite various initiatives ICT still hasn’t penetrated the every day teaching and learning environment.  In England, as late as 3 years ago, practitioners were talking about ‘embedding’ ICT in the curriculum, having had years of debate about whether ICT skills should be taught as a separate subject (http://www.becta.org.uk for the latest on ICT in education in England).  In Ireland, we can’t even begin to ‘embed’ ICT in the curriculum because the people whose job it would be to do so do not have sufficient access to the existing ICT resources available in schools.  In most schools there is one computer lab of 24 (usually aging) PCs.  This has to be booked in advance. But unless one has the skills and confidence to not only use the computers, but to use them in front of children, with children, for children, one doesn’t book them.  And so a Catch-22 situation prevails. One can’t get the experience without using them; and can not use them without experience.
There is a solution to this.  The British government’s ‘Computer for Teachers’ scheme was arguably the single biggest contributor to increasing the use of ICT in the classroom in England.  It was so successful, they’re having another one.  Despite all of the initiatives, all of the money spent on research, materials and labs with custom made desks the biggest factor in exposing children to ICT and encouraging its use, was a tax break to teachers.  Not a full tax break, but a partial one.  Teachers were expected to pay some of the cost themselves.  They didn’t have to contribute much however because competition between laptop manufacturers resulted in the marketing to teachers of high end laptops for the value of the tax break.  The availability of CPD credit for attending ‘ICT and education’ conferences and courses helped enormously too (http://www.bettshow.com). 
If the experience of England is anything to go by, then the answer to promoting ICT use among children lies in promoting it among school teachers.  I’m bordering on election politics here so I’ll say no more.  Geography by its nature lends itself so well to embedding ICT that a computer should be as much a part of the teachers’ toolkit as a stick of chalk or a white board marker.   
Technically Speaking1
In an ideal world a geography teacher would have access to, at a minimum, 
· a laptop computer with 

2Ghz Processor (give or take a few Mhz), 

1Gb of RAM (if running Windows XP) or 2 Ghz (running Windows Vista); 

A sizeable Hard Drive (60 Gb or more)

Dedicated graphics card with it’s own RAM (128Mb is ok but 256Mb is nicer)

5.1 sound card

DVD rewriter

A good selection of ports (modem, network, usb, card reader, s-video)

Built-in wireless capability

Microsoft Office (there are cheaper and even free Office programs but MS Office is the best available)

· A data projector with a sizeable number of lumens (controls projection brightness). 2000 lumens is expensive but will allow usage without having to sit in total darkness.  

· A set of speakers

· A Broadband Connection

· A really nice addition would be an interactive white board but bear in mind that this tool is only as good as the programs and files you possess to run on it. 

· A digital camera with a minimum of 4 mega pixels for good quality photography.  It doesn’t need to be an SLR digital camera unless you’re ‘into’ photography.  Some digital cameras have a video facility (some with sound, some without).  Alternatively, a video camera for recording the landscape of visits to various places is useful. Make sure the camera can take an external memory card.
· An A4 colour printer (A3 is very nice but very expensive).  If you can afford a laser printer, get one.  If you are getting an ink jet, I have found top feeding printers to be less troublesome than bottom feeding printers.  Most middle range ink jets (€80+) have build in card readers than can print straight from a camera memory card. My €80 printer is a ‘3-in-1’, meaning that it is a printer, a fax copier, and a scanner.  Printers come with the software they need to run them.  3-in-1 printers usually have OCR software for scanning editable documents.
· If you are artistic, it can be useful to be able to produce your own graphics.  For this, a usb tablet, which works a little like a sketch pad, is useful.  An A5 size tablet is fine for most needs.  

· Having your own website is a useful way of providing material and links for your students.  It’s a little fussier than having a page on a school website but you have more control over uploading, look, appearance, and if you wish, access.  A web presence (having a site) is a good way of storing files that you can access from anywhere – you can leave the briefcase at home! Costs vary from €40 (for a dot com website) to €180 pa or more (for a dot ie website) (http://www.geography.ie for a sample)

· And finally, software.  The software you need depends largely on what you want to do.  I mention a few examples below but if you are buying software, remember to check the packaging for the ‘minimum specifications’ stated as necessary to run the software.

A Cautionary Word.
I have to confess that I love gadgets. When I see a new one, my long suffering wife sighs.  But she doesn’t understand.  Those who are afflicted with this terrible curse (for that is what it is, no, really, it is!) understand perfectly.  I don’t have an iPod - my Sony Ericsson phone does everything except make tea.  I’ve even used it as a scanner when copying images for worksheets. It’s very hard for me to pass by a new gadget (you never know when it could come in handy for teaching!).  Despite this affliction, I always remind myself that ICT is just another methodology. It is very easy to feel, and to be made feel by those whose jobs depend upon it, that the use of ICT in education is the only way forward.  It’s not.  ICT is just one tool out of many available to geography teachers. Teachers should avoid falling into the many traps that await those goggle-eyed by the mention of ICT usage, ‘Death by PowerPoint’ being one of them (http://www.tes.co.uk/search/story/?story_id=2276562).
Time

Assuming you have access to a computer, the only issue is finding time to use it.  It can be very difficult to feel any sense of achievement from sitting at a PC for a period of time and not walk away with something concrete like a printout. However, remember that learning to use a computer is a little like learning to run.  You’ve got to walk first and that usually involves many small steps and a lot of falling over.  Ten minutes a day on a PC many not seem like a lot of time to learn a new skill but find that time in the day, ring fence it and in a month there’ll be very little you can’t do.
Essential Programs

There are a number of essential programs every geography teacher should have installed on their computer.  They’re free.  Firstly, Adobe Acrobat Reader will allow you to view ‘PDF’ files.  Much of the Central Statistics Office (CSO) material is in PDF format.  Secondly, Flash Player and Shockwave Player will allow you to view animations and certain websites made with Macromedia’s (now Adobe’s) Flash software. Go to http://www.adobe.com/downloads/ to get Flash, Shockwave and Adobe Reader.  Once you downloaded Flash player, visit http://www.brainpop.com for some interesting material.  It is subscription based but there are samples. Finally, download an install QuickTime Player (http://www.apple.com/quicktime/download/win.html) (you don’t need to download iTunes unless you really want it). Once you’ve got QuickTime installed go on over to http://www.panoramas.dk where you will find 360 degree panoramas such as Sydney Harbour (http://www.panoramas.dk/fullscreen7/f11-sydney-harbour-bridge.html).  Click on the image, hold and drag the mouse to move around the image.  These really are very cool! I can’t demonstrate here how to make these images.  You will find instructions on the internet or alternatively I’m happy to visit to teach a group of teachers.

File Extensions

It looks scary but it’s only a name.  On a computer running Windows (I use Windows XP Professional) file extensions are usually hidden2.  File extensions are useful to know when searching the internet using Google.  By typing in the file extension, you can limit the search to only those types of files.  For example type this in the Google search box :-
Volcanoes filetype:ppt

Note the space after the search query (volcanoes) and the command (filetype:). The extension ‘ppt’ indicates Microsoft PowerPoint files.  When you click search, Google will return PowerPoint presentations only on volcanoes. Other file extensions worth knowing are:-
	File Extension
	Document type

	.doc/.rtf
	MS Word document

	.xls
	MS Excel spreadsheets

	.pdf
	Portable Document Format (Adobe Acrobat Reader file)

	.swf
	Shockwave Flash Animation

	.jpeg/.png/.gif/.bmp
	Image files - gif files may also be animated

	.htm/.html/.asf/.php
	Various internet documents html being the most common

	.mpeg/.wmv/.avi/
	Video files

	.mov
	Quicktime movie files


You can have a lot of fun with this feature.  Some of the PowerPoint files returned are often for third level however they can be as good source of images.  Save a PowerPoint file and open it. Right click on an image you want and select Copy. Open Microsoft Picture Manager (Start – All Programs – Microsoft Office – Microsoft Office Tools – Microsoft Picture Manger) and click Paste.  The image will be saved in your ‘My Pictures’ folder for later use.  
If you decide to embark on collecting images this way, or even by searching using the ‘jpeg’ extension, set up a folder structure on your computer first.  For example, create a folder called  ‘geog images’ containing other folders such as ‘rocks’, ‘rivers’, ‘maps’ etc.  To save images directly from a web page, right click and select ‘Save Picture As’.  When the dialog box opens, type in a suitable name for the file and a suitable location so that you can find it easily later.  The best way of course to find images is to use Google’s image search feature.  Click on the ‘images’ link above the Google search box, type in a topic, e.g. rivers, and see what is returned. Navigate until you find the original image, right click and save the image.
If you plan to use images in worksheets, emails, PowerPoint presentations and other documents, check the file size of the images beforehand, especially if the document file is to have several images.  In the window containing the images, click View – Details to see information relating to the file including the file size.  Try to keep the image no more than 100Kb so that the final document file size is not too big.  Bigger files take longer to open and can freeze a computer.  In Microsoft Picture Manager, click ‘Edit Pictures’ on the toolbar above the image.  On the right hand pane there will be an option to ‘Resize’ the image. You can save the image or alternatively you will be prompted to save the changes when exiting the program.  Select a different name for the image so that you keep the original in its full quality.
A Moving Experience
It’s is always easier to understand that which can be visualised. But even the most artistic geography teachers can be challenged trying to help students visualise complex processes at work.  This need not be the case now.  The internet has several sources of animations which will produce many an ‘aha’ moment in class.  Animations and/or movie files will most commonly fall under one of two sorts - Flash animations (but also Flash encoded movies) and QuickTime movies.  There are some really nice animations to be found by searching using the Google ‘filetype:’ command.  Try 

Earthquakes filetype:swf

The ‘swf’ extension stands for ‘shockwave flash’.  One source represents an informational swf file (http://www.bbc.co.uk/science/hottopics/naturaldisasters/earthquakes.swf).  Another type, such as at http://durota.ru/games/0/512/index.swf, allows you to drag and drop items on the page.  Another type is actually animations such as those found on the Wycombe High School Page (http://www.school-portal.co.uk/GroupDownloadFile.asp?file=21393). This animation of river transport is very useful for illustrating the different transport processes (http://www.school-portal.co.uk/GroupDownloadFile.asp?file=21393).
Clearly there needs to be a good degree of planning to satisfactorily work the viewing of these animations into a lesson.  I don’t think taking students to a computer lab to view all of them in one go has much value.  It is possible to capture these animations and incorporate them into PowerPoint presentations so that you can more easily control your use of them.  I don’t have space here to tell you how to do this but if you email me with the name of your branch, I will email instruction to you on how to do this (along with AGTI updates)3.  It’s a little tricky but very worthwhile.  I used some in 2006 and 2007 AGTI Annual Leaving Certificate Lecture so you may be familiar with the effect already.

Favourites

Just when you’re getting used to using the web, you find out there’s two of them!  ‘Web 2’ refers to a new generation of web technologies that focus on providing a more interactive and participative internet experience for users.  Blogging in one such technology where users can self publish (http://www.blogger.com).  Flickr, the online photo storage and sharing site, and Bebo and My Space, the (in)famous social networking sites, give an idea of how the internet is developing to cater to a more discerning user.  There is plenty for the geographer too. Two of my favourites are Google Earth and Gapminder.  Google Earth (http://earth.google.com/) is a free and really fantastic GIS resource. ‘Visit’ Dublin and then ‘fly’ to Almere in Holland to see radically different approaches to planning! You can turn on 3D terrain and fly inside the crater of Mount St. Helens or turn on 3D buildings and travel up and down New York City without the bad temper!
Gapminder (http://wwww.gapminder.org) is a fantastic site related to the UN HDI. Go straight to the graph (http://tools.google.com/gapminder/) and experiment changing the attributes of each axis.  The ‘play’ button in the bottom left hand corner will show changes over time.

Finally, two websites that you must add to your favourites.  The website of the AGTI (http://www.agti.ie ) is where you can keep up to date with developments in geography teaching in Ireland  and the AGTI’s activities.  And http://www.scoilnet.ie/geography is the website of the Geography Support Service which is brimful of resources.  I’ve listed some other useful sites below:
	Central Statistics Office

For census data
	http://www.cso.ie

	Geological Survey of Ireland

For information relating to the geology of Ireland
	http://www.gsi.ie

	State Examinations Commission

For past papers and relevant circulars
	http://www.examinations.ie

	National Council for Curriculum and Assessment

To keep up to date with syllabus changes
	http://www.ncca.ie

	TeachNet

For resources and links
	http://www.teachnet.ie

	Geographical Society of Ireland
	http://www.geographical-society-ireland.org/


The opinions expressed here are my own and not necessarily those of the AGTI. 

Thanks to my colleagues in Wesley College Dublin.

1.  You shouldn’t rush out and buy a laptop with this specification.  Issues such as your exact needs, brand of laptop and brand of components are important considerations too.
2. To view file extensions (under Windows XP), open any window. On the menu bar at the top, click Tools - Folder Options.  You will see 4 tabs on the dialog box. Click View.  Untick the 10th item ‘hide extensions for known file types’. Click Ok.  Now when you open a window, you should be able to see the file extensions e.g ‘myfile.doc’.  The extension ‘.doc’ indicates a word document.  Be careful when saving files that you do not add a file extension to the file name.  Windows does this automatically.  For example, don’t type ‘myfile.doc’ as this will be saved as ‘myfile.doc.doc’.
3.  peterlydon@iol.ie

