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Google Earth: Visualizing the Possibilities for Geoscience Education and Research 

Introduction  
One of my goals as an educator is to try to help students invest in their own learning.   This is challenging 
in a university where a large percentage of the students are non-traditional.  Many take full course loads 
while raising families and working full- or part-time jobs.  Google Earth is one of the tools that I have used 
to address some of the issues related to overextended students.  Its usability and availability allow for 
convenient time scheduling, and its contents and tools capture the student’s attention.  Here I present 
three exercises that will be a part of a larger Google Earth Portfolio project in my Spring 2011 
Geomorphology course.   

Students review their topographic map reading skills using paper maps.  They are 
given PLSS descriptions of several features.  They must locate these features, and then 
use their problem-solving skills to develop scales in order to extract the Latitude – 
Longitude coordinates.  To test their accuracy, they create kml files and see if their 
features align with Google Earth imagery.   

Students can also practice 
conversions and Excel formula 
creation in this exercise 

Success!! 

Success!! 

OOPS!! 



Exercise 2 - Geomorphology and Place 
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Google Earth as a way to improve the educational 
outcomes of non-traditional students 

Students learn how to create content for their Google Earth Portfolio.  I provide them 
with figures, weblinks, and photos related to the intersection of geomorphology and 
society in the story of how Little Rock, AR got its name.  Students must create a kml/kmz 
file of at least four sites incorporating the files provided with their own content.  This 
exercise provides an opportunity for flexible work hours. 

Additional content 
could be overlays, 
summaries, videos... 
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Exercise 3 – Block Field Project 
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Students practice field methods, analyze original data, develop and test hypotheses, and 
communicate their results in this Geomorphology end of course project.  The products include 
figures, photos, graphs, rose diagrams and a written report, all of which can be linked to Google 
Earth.  I introduce the project on a field trip.  However, students are expected to re-visit the site 
on their own to collect enough data to complete the project.  I intend to use Google Earth as a 
way to guide and update students as they progress beyond the instructor-led field trip.   

The Google Earth portfolio will enable students to 
effectively present fundamental geologic concepts using 
technology.  If they can become proficient in merging 
traditional communication methods with spatial 
information, then they will have a skill set that will 
prepare them for a multidisciplinary future.  


