
Taking Learning to Another Dimension

Using Google Sketchup to Develop Creativity

Imagine a FREE software package that engages all learners aged 7-14, can put the WOW into ICT teaching, and also has many cross-curricular applications. Read on and all will be revealed. I’ll explain how Sketchup can be used to make everything from simple 3-D models to very sophisticated mock-ups and how these can be shared instantly on the World Wide Web. Sketchup is an intuitive, easy to use 3-D modelling programme that encourages collaborative work, stimulates creativity and develops children’s ICT skills very quickly so that before long they will be teaching you more advanced uses of the software!
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I gave a presentation at the West of England Schools ICT Conference recently. It had the above title and was well received by the audience, many of whom said they could see a real benefit for its use in a variety of classroom settings.
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So what is Sketchup? It’s a 3-D graphical modelling application that can be used to create anything from simple 3-D shapes to complex models. One of the real strengths of Sketchup is that it has no content-just a set of very powerful, yet easy to use, tools. This means that it is accessible to all children from Key Stage 2 upwards and places no limits on what the children can achieve. Another huge plus is that Sketchup is not language based, making it an ideal vehicle to stimulate children with EAL and SEN. Interestingly, although not language based, it stimulates very language rich outcomes, both peer to peer and peer to adult. The children love talking about their creations to adults and peers, and also enjoy peer teaching as they find new tools to enhance their models.
I came across the software by chance last summer, and instantly wanted to use it with my class-a mixed ability Year 6 with a 30% BME and 15% SEN make-up and serving a very mixed city community.

Sketchup is completely free to down load, and does not require licensing of any kind. It comes with an excellent set of step by step tutorials. I worked through these myself (about 30 minutes) then gave the class input on the basic tools using the IWB. I then set the class a challenge-design a new/futuristic Ashley Down Junior School.

The outcomes were staggering-the children were creating models that before they could only have dreamed of making. This in turn fuelled an even greater sense of creativity and empowerment for the children. This was my idea of teacher heaven-giving children some basic tools and a basic idea and letting them talk, create and flourish with no barriers or boundaries to the end product.
The rich language I have already mentioned was evident as the children explained not only the how of how they had created their models-but importantly the why. This higher level thinking cut across all abilities:

· An EAL girl expressed clearly to me and the class why she had made her school so colourful

· A SEN boy described in detail the air conditioning unit that he had fitted to the roof of his school!

· A more able group articulated the many benefits of the large glass walled classrooms-including the idea that they would work harder and not misbehave if they were visible to their parents from outside the school!
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The children discovered that they could quickly upload their models to the Sketchup ‘Warehouse’ where they could showcase their work to the whole world! (A brilliant spin-off use of the warehouse is that it has thousands of models of famous buildings created by other people that can be downloaded-great for History and Geography projects)
I e-mailed Keith Ansell, ICT Advisory Teacher in Bristol, who I knew was very keen to encourage new and exciting uses of software. He came to see the next lesson that I had planned.  I had discovered that you can easily import a Google Earth snapshot as a base for your model, enabling my class to create a new design of our school on a real image of our old one. This meant that the children had to work to specific measurements to overlay their model without building on the neighbours houses! This demanded a more focussed creativity, and had me glowing with delight as I listened to the children talking maths as they designed a luxury caretaker’s house!
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Then came the highlight of my career! A group of boys accidentally pressed the ‘Place Model’ button that I had not yet talked about.  When this happens Sketchup and Google Earth automatically communicate and the model is placed in Google Earth. The boys watched in jaw-open amazement as Google Earth popped up-then flew from its USA default around the world and down into Ashley Down Junior School-with the boys new model placed there! It was an astonishing moment and further convinced me of the power of ICT. You can see this moment of discovery at http://ictadvisory.bristol-cyps.org.uk/showcase.htm in a film of the lesson.
Our last project has been to create a sports stadium. These have evolved into sports complexes rivalling the Olympic regeneration of East London! The children are still hooked after a year-with no end to their enthusiasm for Sketchup in sight. Their ICT skills have developed incredibly-with only the most basic of input from me. They have written instructions for Sketchup, persuasion for Sketchup, reviews for Sketchup, adverts for their models and proudly showed their work to the rest of the school and parents.

In conclusion I would say-have a go! Don’t look for a unit of work that it fits into- just give it to the children and the creativity and love of learning will unfold before you. Enjoy!
Some comments from children in my class:

· “..it has helped me become more creative.”

· “You could never finish, there was always something to add.”

· “..you could do almost anything, make houses, towers, schools, villages and loads more.”

· “…I have had an amazing experience using Sketchup.”

· “…has expanded my imagination.”
· “You start with a few circles and rectangles and end up with amazing creations.”

· “I liked putting our ideas together and building something great.”

· Sketchup has been a very rewarding experience for me.”

· “..really challenging..really good..”
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