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What might a student 
notice in this image?



Things that 
might be 
noticed in 
the image

• Sign made of wood and metal (chemical 
sciences)

•Rot and rust (chemical sciences)

• Lichen (Biological Sciences)

•Eucalypts (Biological Sciences)

•Natural and built environments (Geography)

•The words ‘Smith’s Monument’ (History)



Things that might be 
noticed on a field trip



Do students look at what you ask them to 
observe?
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What were 
they 
actually 
looking at?
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What 
were they 
asked to 
look at?
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What were 
they 
actually 
looking at?



Do students 
notice things 
that many 
adults don’t?



What had 
they noticed 
two minutes 
before?



Even 
five-year-olds 
notice things 
most adults 
don’t



Saroo 
BrierleyGoogle Earth: 

The 25-Year 
Search



Google Earth: The 25-Year Search



Google Earth: The 25-Year Search

• Saroo noticed features he encountered on his daily journeys
•He didn’t think at the time what they looked like from above
•He recalled the details of regularly travelled routes
•As an adult he had the skills to connect Google Earth images to his 

childhood memories. 
•The adult Saroo connected aerial views to his journeys through that 

environment as a five-year old.



How do 
modern 
teenagers 
navigate their 
world?

Old people’s home for teenagers 



Start looking 
at the world 
like a young 
child



What does research say?

•By 8 ½ - 9 years of age the spatial sense seemed well 
developed although in terms of the speed with which 
features were picked out on maps there was a significant 
difference between those children who are often seen to be 
roaming around the village and those who tend to spend 
much of their free time at home of with a neighbour
•It was also significant that those children who appeared to 
have the clearest mental maps and went beyond the 
questions asked to point out other features in the village, 
were those who spent much of their time roaming around

Dale, P. F. “Children's Reactions to Maps and Aerial Photographs.” Area, vol. 3, no. 3, 1971, pp. 
170–177. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/20000571



Start looking at 
the world like an 
eight-year-old

•Get them out in their local 
environment 

•Get them to note what they are 
looking at

•Take note of what they notice

•Give them opportunities to notice 
where features are in the 
environment and to recall the journey 
between those features













Maps: What 
does the 
research say?

Ages 3-6: Young children can begin identifying 
places on maps, landscape features on maps and 
aerial photographs, and can locate familiar 
places on maps. Children this age also use 
landmarks as a way to identify where places or 
items are located on a map

Ages 7-9: Children at this age are much more 
accurate at locating places and landscape 
features on a map, but still perform better with 
familiar locales as opposed to foreign locales. 
Map alignment issues improve, but students 
inconsistently use landmarks to verify locations.

Mohan, A. & Mohan L. 2013, Spatial Thinking About Maps – 
Development of Concepts and Skills Across the Early Years, National 
Geographic Education Programs, 
https://media.nationalgeographic.org/assets/file/SpatialThinkingK-5
FullReport.pdf 



What does research say?

•An investigation of the accuracy with which children recognized images on 
a map as against an aerial photograph showed that more features were 
correctly identified on the latter. Children's responses were strongly 
influenced by the picture of the area formed from their past experience.

Dale, P. F. “Children's Reactions to Maps and Aerial Photographs.” Area, vol. 3, no. 3, 1971, pp. 
170–177. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/20000571



Finding features in aerial photos

•Start with the familiar like the playground

•Start with aerial photos before maps

•Locate features found in the playground walk





What about 
students who 
can’t find 
features in 
aerial photos?



Start with 
oblique aerial 
photographs



Those familiar with an area: What does 
research say?

• Furthermore, the roaming group without exception considered that 
the map was most useful for identifying places and were able to fill in 
from memory all of the blank areas on the map while others using the 
aerial photos relied upon for clues to the location of features

•The roaming  group was also unconcerned with the orientation of the 
map and were able to read it from any angle.

Dale, P. F. “Children's Reactions to Maps and Aerial Photographs.” Area, vol. 3, no. 3, 1971, 
pp. 170–177. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/20000571



Aerial photos: Illawarra Primary School

1984



1990



2016



Finding 
features 
on maps



Finding 
features 
on maps



Extending 
students 
with maps



Extending 
students 
with maps



Put student thinking on 
your map!


