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 GIS helped a seventh grade class 
in Canada better understand 

both the benefits and drawbacks of the 
Northern Gateway Pipeline (NGP). The pro-
posed 1,177-kilometer route for twin pipe-
lines that would run between the provinces 
of Alberta and British Columbia has drawn 
opposition for environmental reasons, and 
support for its economic benefits.
 Greg Neil, a teacher at Connect Charter 
School in Calgary, Alberta, wanted to help his 
seventh grade science class develop informed 
opinions about the project. Before starting 
the class project, Neil looked for technology 
that would give his students tools to visual-
ize and map the NGP and the land that would 
be impacted by its pipelines and help them 
organize information and present project 
findings in a visually meaningful way.
 “ArcGIS Online was a powerful tool to help 
my students understand what questions 
they needed to ask before conducting their 
research because, in the end, it was their re-
search that informed their opinions,” Neil said.
 Neil applied for and received Esri Canada’s 
GIS in Education Grant on behalf of the 
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school in 2013. The grant, which is awarded 
to five Canadian schools each year, provides 
both desktop and online ArcGIS software 
and services for all computers in a school, as 
well as maintenance for two years and edu-
cation resources.
 As part of Esri Canada’s GIS in Education 
Grant, Connect Charter School was given a 
school-wide subscription to ArcGIS Online at 
no cost. Each student received an individual 
login to the school’s subscription to create, 
save, and share maps using personal laptops. 
Since ArcGIS Online is a hosted solution in 
Esri’s secure cloud, installing software on 
each student’s machine was not necessary. 
 Neil had no previous formal training 
using ArcGIS Online, so he contacted Esri 
Canada’s Education and Research group to 
take advantage of its training resources and 
integrated the platform’s features into his 
lesson plan. 
 The students used Esri’s ArcGIS Online as 
a mapping, research, design, and informa-
tion management tool to study the project 
so they could then decide whether or not to 
approve of the pipeline’s construction. After 

formulating questions about the NGP to 
frame their research, Neil’s students worked 
in groups to learn how to plot the pipeline’s 
proposed route using ArcGIS Online. The 
students worked independently to deline-
ate their own study areas. Each student was 
responsible for studying the potential social 
and environmental impacts of the NGP 
within their study area.
 To do this, the students added layers to 
their study areas from ArcGIS Online, includ-
ing ecology, population density, forest cover, 
endangered species, seismic activity, hydrol-
ogy, First Nations treaties, and land claims.
 Students organized themselves into groups, 
summarized their findings, and decided 
whether or not they would approve construc-
tion of the NGP in their specific study area.
 Using the Esri Story Map template, the 
class created Northern Gateway Ecoregion 
Summaries, an interactive Story Map that 
summarized each group’s final decision. 
Students said the online GIS technology 
made learning the project’s subject matter 
more interesting and authentic. 
 The students’ opinions about the pipeline 
shifted quite a bit during the course of the 
mapping project, according to Neil. Many 
started out favoring the pipeline but ended 
up opposing it. But many others who had 
started out against it supported it in the end. 
 “It really depended a lot on the specific 
regions they researched and the impacts the 
pipeline might have in those regions,” Neil said. 
 The innovative class project won a City 
of Calgary Mayor’s Environmental Expo 
award in 2014. In a postproject survey, the 
30 students unanimously agreed that 
ArcGIS Online was a useful learning tool.
 Since the project was so successful, Neil 
hopes to help the school expand the use of 
ArcGIS Online to other subjects. Neil said 
his class has continued to use ArcGIS this 
year to study topics related to physical geog-
raphy, geology, and ecology. 
 For more information, contact Greg Neil 
at greg.n@connectcharter.ca. Follow him on 
Twitter, @CGEDNeil.
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