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Cartography in UK Education
The Geographical Association handed me a bag of goodies 
at last year’s SAGT (Scottish Association of Geography 
Teachers) conference and in it I found – ‘Without 
Geography – we are lost’. Well, I nearly was, as it was 
in Coatbridge – far from home, but luckily the taxi driver 
had done his ‘knowledge’ test and drove me straight to the 
location, without satnav, and with only a paper map book 
open on the passenger seat. “Do you still use the paper 
version?” I asked. A gruff Glaswegian accent replied 
politely – “Yes, of Course – none of that digital rubbish 
– chucked mine outta the windee last week”. I know how 
he felt! 

Why am I a cartographer? Why do I want to instil 
the children of today with love of maps? A simple answer 
is that I am a mother, to a little boy who loves dinosaurs, 
maps, fossils, and colouring. Young children want to learn, 
and once they get a hold of an idea, they want to explore it 
as much as possible. I come from a background of teachers 
– my grandfather, my grandmother and my own mother 
were all part of the teaching profession. I saw the results 
my mother got from teaching History A-level to foreign 
students – (usually Russians, French and Germans) and 
what would earn them higher grades.

In late 2015, I was asked by the BCS’s outgoing 
President Peter Jones to take on the Restless Earth 
Coordinator Role. He was stepping down from the role 
and the workshop needed to be grown and developed. And 
that I did. 

I took over the role as coordinator with all the 
resources associated with that position. I hadn’t been 
prepared for the tsunami of materials, so I got myself an 
office in town. There were boxes of pens, paper, printers, 
personal computers, map rolls, stickers, files, maps in bags. 
Over Christmas that year I organized to get the resources 
in order. I spent 10 days organizing pens and pencils, 

sharpening over 1000 – yes, I bought an electric sharpener 
(one of my first purchases). I had attended Restless Earth 
Workshops previously but never imagined this is what 
went in to the preparation of the event.

The Restless Earth idea was bore from the disasters 
referred to above that occurred in 2010 and 2011, including 
the Haitian Earthquake and the Japanese Tsunami. Both 
would feature in the exams and textbooks of Geography 
GCSE and A-level. So, what do the exam boards require 
from cartography? Below is a table showing the UK exam 
boards and how cartography fits in.

This was my first task, to examine the exam boards, 
have a look at examples of past exam papers and assess 
whether Restless Earth was in line with the UK curriculum 
and exam board requirements. There was a little work to 
do on the presentation and the resources to get them in 
line.

2015-16 saw the highest number of Restless Earths 
taken to the UK Schools in a year. Over 42 Schools hosted 
a workshop, with over 3300 pupils, resulting in over 1100 
maps. This year the BCS introduced awards and prizes for 
best and commendable maps. 

Restless Earth Workshop – what happens 
on the day
Prior to the schools visit, I organize a diary/spreadsheet 
with the details of the school and numbers of pupils. We 
also rely on BCS/SoC volunteers to help on the day. The 
pupils are divided into teams of 5. With a maximum of 15 
groups per session (2.5 hours), there are 5 roles in a team: 
Coordinator, Medical, Military, Humanitarian and Search 
& Rescue. These roles reflect structures of the real-life aid 
organizations present at a disaster. 

The aim is to produce 2 A3 Maps (given maps with 
base information) with pens and pencils and stickers that 
show where the humanitarian camps are to be placed, 
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Abstract
Restless Earth Workshops* started in 2011 after the 2010 Haiti earthquake and the 2011 Japanese 
Earthquake, Tsunami, and Nuclear Disaster. The workshops are Geography GCSE-related – aimed 
towards the Geographic Skills of the Curriculum – Cartographic Skills element: a quarter of the skills 
set, which in turn makes up approximately 12% of a Geography GCSE (based on last 5 years UK Exam 
Papers). The workshops have been taught in over 200 UK Schools and over 14,000 pupils have partici-
pated, with over 5000 unique maps produced, demonstrating the importance of cartography beyond the 
academic and professional cartographer.

* Organised by the British Cartographic Society (BCS), our sister society
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where the nuclear exclusion zone is from Fukushima, 
where the search & rescue teams can fly and land safely, 
where the flood waters have come into, where the hospital 
resources can come from, and routes for aid into the city 
of Sendai. Each team member has specific information to 
add to the map, with potential impacts on other members, 
stressing the need for communication, and especially 
talking. The workshop is designed for children to listen to 
the information given to them, assess the resources, read 
the instructions, and deliver a product, much like in real 
life, with 2.5 hours to produce results.

Usually at the 30-minute mark they are still in 
discussion. Things start to appear on the maps and suddenly 
the penny drops, if the water came in this far we must put 
the camps here, the helicopters can perform search and 
rescue here, the hospital can supply this, the roads must be 
clear, the airport is damaged, the port is full of cars. The 
result is a lot of points, lines, areas, and text.

The packs contain a leaflet about cartography to help 
students, which the teachers receive in pdf format.

Results
From blank base maps, we get a good idea of how the 
children have understood the task, with 95% achieving 
satisfactory results. Many claim not to like geography but 

have decided to give it a go anyway. I have never had a 
blank map returned. 

The maps are assessed and based on criteria, awarded 
1st and 2nd places, with winning team members receiving 
a wall map from the sponsors at Global Mapping. The 
school also receives wall maps and books from the BCS 
and SoC for their libraries. These finalists are entered 
in to the BCS Annual Awards announced at the Autumn 
Symposium.

New for Restless Earth 2017
From 2015-16 Annual Survey, I asked the teachers about 
aspects of the workshop and one answer was pretty 
popular –they would like different scenarios, especially 
one on flooding. 

I contacted the Royal School of Military Survey 
(RSMS) in Hermitage. Warrant Officer Jase Harrop 
helped produce the scenario for floods in Cockermouth 
and Workington in 2009. He created a set of 5 tasks based 
on curriculum requirements and I contacted the OS and 
SterlingGeo for mapping and imagery. We took the trial 
up to Kirkbie Kendal School in February 2017 – a school 
that has been a member since 2011. I took a small field trip 
to the area, which was flooded around Derwent water and 
the river Cocker in Cockermouth was very high. I saw how 

A session in action
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high the flood waters reached in the high street – I couldn’t 
even reach the level indicated on a plaque on the Bull Inn. 

The school also invited Queen Katherine School 
to attend with 20 pupils. There were 2 sessions with 60 
pupils in each, with five to a table but no such roles this 
time. After a short presentation from WO Harrop, each 
pupil received their own workbook and they worked on 
an OS map and transparency to plot the road closures, 
watercourses, and other aspects. Other tasks involved 
identifying areas of danger – schools that were in peril, 
drawing a cross-section and measuring routes. The pupils 
also had to stand up and explain to Major Chris Underhill 
(RSMS) about the differences in the two scale map areas. 

The feedback from the teachers and pupils was 
overall very positive with only a few teething issues, 
resulting in a good base to start.

I also run small workshops in primary schools, 
teaching children as young as four map-comprehension 
skills, starting with their local area and school, moving 
to their country and the world. It should be clear by now 
that I like to make a difference for the next generation. 
If I can explain to them the great experiences I have had 
in geography, geology, and cartography, it may inspire 
them to take geography, geology, or cartography forward 
in the next generation. I spoke at the UK skills show in 
Birmingham at the end of last year and got a lot of questions 
about the subject from pupils, parents, and teachers, who 
are very interested in helping to move things forward in 
ways described in this short article.

Alice Gadney is Restless Earth Workshop Coordinator 
and Director at Silver7 Mapping Limited

The Workshops produce varied unique mapping styles – all of which have their own merit.
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