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Extending GIS Education up, out, and beyond the Classroom 
 
By Esther Worker, Esri Youth Community Manager 

 

We are one-third of the way through the second decade of the twenty-first 

century! Very soon, the majority of students will have lived only in a 

digital-enabled environment. My youngest granddaughter knew how to 

make FaceTime calls with her LaoLao and YaYe (grandparents) in China 

when she was just 18 months old. My high school grandsons are writing 

software programs, thereby causing their interested up-stream colleges to 

rethink their freshman computer science course content. Today's children 

are tech savvy before they enter kindergarten, and there will be no turning 

back. 

Educators find that in order to engage their students in twenty-first 

century learning, we must all rethink how students learn and are taught. Not only are the 15-year-old 

textbooks gone, but the old stationary desks are disappearing, most likely to be replaced by charging 

stations for all the technology the students will carry. The talking-head teacher will be replaced by 

educators who engage students with relevant technology, active learning, real-life complex problem 

solving, team learning, and communication opportunities. You can already find this type of robust learning 

environment in informal or nonformal education learning environments and in a few noisy classrooms. 

Success stories from local and national youth and student-serving programs continue to come in 

about the successful incorporation of GIS technology in after-school or informal education settings while 

promoting science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM); complex problem solving; 

analytical thinking; and communication and leadership skills for youth. Organizations such as 4-H, Girl 

Scouts, Boy Scouts, Boys and Girls Clubs, MESA, YMCA, library and science programs, science camps, 

and others, offer programs that engage youth in experiential learning while integrating GIS technology. 

I've noticed that learning models tend to cycle back around through education: project-based 

learning, service learning, community-based education, just-in-time learning, place-based learning, and 

inquiry-based learning. I just learned about ZBL—zombie-based learning! It doesn't matter the 

educational model—GIS technology fits well in engaging students in community research, complex 

problem solving, spatial and analytical analysis, and critical thinking. 

Through out-of-school or after-school programs, GIS technology is expanding the learning of the 

school day and applying geographic inquiry while providing opportunities for community engagement and 

partnerships, relevant and robust learning, and career exploration. Youth are learning team skills as they 

map their historical downtown districts, with the final product being a historical flyer for the community. 

Scouts are going outdoors and using GIS technology to enhance not only their but others' outdoor 

experience by mapping trails for a state park map. Tech-savvy youth are working with adult professionals 



and tribal elders on community issues where GIS technology is used as the investigative tool. In all these 

ventures, the youth have experienced their community, engaged in community development discussions, 

and been empowered to become an active part of the community. And they've learned about many 

different careers along the way. Using GIS technology in after-school situations is a win-win partnership 

for both youth and their community. Youth who may struggle in a traditional classroom setting may 

discover their calling and passion as a result of their success in an after-school program. Out-of-school 

programs often have fewer hurdles that teachers have to navigate through when trying to access 

technology or field trips. 

Esri's GIS technology has been used in standard classroom or lab settings in both K–12 and 

postsecondary schools for over two decades, but the out-of-school experiences aren't just for K–12 

students and youth. Postsecondary students can expand and extend their in-school GIS education and 

apply what they've learned through internships; community partnerships; local community projects; and 

mentoring through service learning opportunities such as the GIS Corps, Student Conservation 

Association, AmeriCorps VISTA, or other nonprofit organizations. After postsecondary education and an 

entry job after college, I see the GIS-savvy students often returning to their home communities to raise 

their own families, grow their careers, and become contributing community members. 

The twenty-first century is off and running. The youth of today will not wait for education to figure 

it out and catch up with their quest for learning. It is time to put your running shoes on, unplug, keep your 

knees bent, and move forward! I encourage you to think and act outside the box; integrate Esri GIS 

technology in innovative ways in education; and make a personal difference in the way you teach by 

embracing change and adopting community outreach and engagement to encourage innovation and 

creativity while building partnerships with youth, business, and education. Our future and your life will be 

enriched. Let the Esri education team know what you've found works well in your educational setting. 

 

"We cannot always build the future for our youth, but we can build our youth for the future." 

—Franklin Delano Roosevelt 

 

 


