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What is Geotagging?

Geotagging is the process of attaching geographical information as metadata to media such as blog posts, RSS feeds or, most commonly, photographs. Digital photographs come with a whole range of metadata attached to them including the make and model of the camera, shutter speed, aperture, and the time the photo was taken. Geotagging takes this a stage further and adds in, typically, the latitude and longitude of the place the photo was taken from. The usual format on Flickr is as a set of three tags:

· geotagged

· geo:lat=latitude

· geo:lon=longitude

with the latitude and longitude given as decimals according to the WGS84 system that’s standard in GPS (Global Positioning System). There’s also a way of tagging the photos directly through the EXIF or IPTC data embedded inside the JPEG file – but this gets fairly technical so I’ll just concentrate on the Flickr tags here.
How do you geotag photos?

If you know the latitude and longitude of where the photo was taken, it’s as simple as adding the above three tags to the photo’s tags in Flickr by just typing them into the space provided on the right hand side! 

If, and this is more commonly the case, you don’t have this information, then you can use one of a number of tools to locate the photo on a map and add the tag information directly:

maps.yuan.cc is a rather nice GoogleMaps ‘mash-up’ that presents a scrollable and zoomable map from Google alongside your Flickr photo stream, letting you find a spot on the surface of the earth and then add that location information straight into the photo’s tags over on Flickr.

Flickr themselves have now built in a geotagging tool – it’s on the map tab in the organizr interface, this uses Yahoo’s mapping, and has a nice drag and drop interface, but the tagging happens inside Flickr’s database rather than as part of the user level tags at the moment.
Google’s splendid photo album software Picasa2 has a geotagging tool that integrates into Google Earth, with the additional advantage that your personal (or school) photo collection can be browsed directly from Google Earth. Unfortunately, and unsurprisingly, Picasa2’s geotagging system (via EXIF data) isn’t directly compatible with Flickr’s tag import (which works via IPTC data) – there’s a way round this using ITag (free from http://itagsoftware.awswa.com/ but needs .Net). ITag’s fairly useful anyhow for editing the tags on a group of photos all at once before they’re uploaded to Flickr.
The process of finding the place where a photo was taken on a map or satellite photograph is quite a fun one, and would certainly make a great follow-up activitiy to many a school field trip – imagine a class each with their own digital camera or, heaven forbid, camera phone, recording the field trip and then locating each picture on a large scale satellite photo of the place back in the school computer room – lots of geographical skills involved in interpreting different images of the same location.
The advent of GPS takes lots of this fun out of the process, but makes the whole thing a lot quicker. I’m sure it’ll only be a matter of time before we see digital cameras with integrated GPS receivers capable of automatically adding geotags to photos as they’re taken, indeed my IPaq can do this already, but the camera on this is fairly low resolution by today’s standards. In the meantime, with a standard handheld GPS receiver (or Sony’s tiny GPS-CS1 which is designed just for this job) it’s fairly straightforward to export the ‘tracklog’ to the PC in GMX format and then match up this location information with the time stamps embedded in the photos – Microsoft make available a rather nice ‘Location Stamper’ (http://wwmx.org/Download.aspx) which will do this automatically, as long as the clock on the camera is synchronised with the one on the GPS receiver. Again the Location Stamper saves information into the EXIF data, so you’d need to use ITag to convert this into IPTC tags for Flickr. 
Can I see the photos on a map?

Oh yes. Again there are a number of ways to go about this. Flickr provides its own (Yahoo based) map, but at the moment this will only show the photos tagged using Flickr’s own interface – I’m sure they’ll fix this before too long. maps.yuan.cc can be browsed for photos, but I think this is again limited to just those tagged this way. A number of folk are now providing map interfaces to the whole of Flickr’s geotagged collection, usually as GoogleMaps ‘mash-ups’, my personal favourite is mylocalguru.com which also will provide geographical aggregation for blogs and news. Again, a number of folk, including mylocalguru, are providing dynamic ‘network layers’ for Google Earth, allowing photos to be browsed through a desktop rather than web-based map interface. 
There’s an interesting project at www.geograph.org.uk which works from the UK Ordnance Survey grid, with the idea of having geographically representative photos for each 1km grid square – lots of potential use in schools.

With enough accurately geotagged photos and sufficient processing power, a whole host of virtual reality possibilities open up – to get a flavour of what we might be able to do in a few years time, check out labs.live.com/photosynth/default.html .
What can you do with geotagged photos in school?

Firstly, you can see on a map or satellite photo where the photo was taken. Moving from a ground level picture to a map or satellite view is an interesting process, and an important part of learning how maps and satellite photos ‘work’. The change from an individual’s own perspective to an overview of the surrounding landscape is a powerful metaphor for lots of what education’s about too.

More interestingly, being able to browse a whole collection of photos via a map interface opens up lots of possibilities:
· Helping with global location – the reverse of the geotagging process described above, getting children to find photos of the Eiffel Tower or Taj Mahal by browsing the map rather than going to Google Images can only help with their sense of place and can take on something of the feel of a world wide treasure hunt.

· Exploring features of a landscape – moving from satellite photos of a glacier for example to those taken on or around it really does have the potential to bring the world into the classroom. There’s the potential to use this for human as well as physical geography, although it’s fair to say that most of Flickr’s geotagged collection are taken by tourists, of the things tourists take photos of, which might not always be representative.
· “Where I went on my holiday” – the digital equivalent of attaching postcards with string to a world map, but with the option to add plenty more photos to a drag and zoom map.

· Compare and contrast: take two, carefully chosen, photos on a map and explain similarities and differences through reference to the location of the photos.

· Learning more about the location of fieldtrip before you set out – helpful for the risk assessments, but also a good preparation for the students – identifying key features, comparing conditions in the past with those on the visit, perhaps even getting in touch with people who live there or have visited there previously.

· Recording the fieldtrip – again by situating everyone’s photos of the visit on a map, the opportunity to see the same features from different perspectives or at different points in time becomes much easier, and a holistic overview of the whole group’s visit becomes more accessible for all the participants. Social constructionism and Web 2.0 at their best!
I’m sure there are plenty more activities, and I certainly don’t think this need be limited to geography either – plenty of scope for languages work, as well as history, art and bits of maths at the very least.

