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Explore Your World 
 

Imagine taking your students on a field trip to the pyramids at Gaza, with a side trip to the Greek Parthenon and 
the Roman Coliseum with no field trip permission slips, collection of lunch bags, and (best of all) you don’t 
have to sit in the back seat of a school bus for hours as kids sing another chorus of 99 bottles… With a simple 
download, you can send students out to research the real world and have them back in time for lunch. Don’t you 
just love technology?  
 
Google Earth  is a free download for Mac and PC that can be found at http://earth.google.com. Once you click 
the Download Google Earth FREE button, check that your computer is up to the task of hosting Google Earth’s 
massive file. Older computers may not be able to run it. 
 
Using the menu tabs on the left 

Search will fly you to a zip code, address, country, or national monument. When introducing to students, 
the first place they want to ‘fly to’ is their own home (of course!). Hint: Let them explore. If they don’t get a 
chance to play when first introduced to Google Earth, they’ll be exploring the program when you want them to 
be focused on a particular activity later.   

Places are an accumulation of locations and tours that students can follow, add to, or create. Click on 
Sightseeing to watch the default tour.  

Layers allow you to ‘turn on’ or off various mapping levels such as roads, mountains, earthquakes, etc. 
Start by clicking all layers off, and then add one at a time for more mapping information. 

 
Leaving your footsteps on the Earth  
Google Earth gives you to ability to add images, text, web links, video and audio to the maps you see. Here’s an 
example of just how to add an Image Overlay: Find the location in Google Earth, for example, the Mackinac 
Bridge. Locate and save the url of an image that you’d like to put on the map in this location. In this case, we 
have an image of the Old Mackinac Point Lighthouse near the south end of the bridge which we found at 
Pics4Learning. To add the image on the map (called overlay): click on the Add menu and Image Overlay. Title 
this image (Mackinac Lighthouse) and paste the url in the Link box. At this point, your image will appear on the 
map, probably VERY large. Click on a corner and resize. Click in the center of the image to re-position to the 
exact location on your map.  
 
Next, add a Placemark so you can add information to this location. Click on the Add menu and Placemark. 
Give the location a name (e.g. Old Mackinac Point Lighthouse). In the Description box, add the text you want 
displayed. You can also copy and paste a link for more information in this box. If you want to add an image in 
this pop-up box, you’ll have to do a little coding: <img 
src="http://pics.tech4learning.com/catalog/m/mackinaclighthouse.jpg"/>  
Click OK. When you mouse click the yellow tack, a callout will pop up with 
the name of your placemark, your information, web address, and image. To 
make changes, right click on the Placemark and select Properties. Slick!  
At this time, Google Earth is not able to embed video in a Placemark, but I’m 
sure this is on the To Do list at Google headquarters! You can add a link to an 
online video, podcast, or primary documents. Locate the media, right click on it, select Properties, select and 
highlight the link to this media, then paste in the Placemark Description box. When the viewer clicks on the 
link, it will open a new window with the video, audio, web site, etc.  

 



 
Tours 
Suppose you want groups of students to create a series of placemarks illustrating cities 
of Michigan. Start by creating a folder in My Places - right click on the My Places 
folder, select Add and Folder. If you already have Placemarks set up, click and drag 
Placemarks into the folder – you can also click and drag to re-order the placemarks – 
and you have created a Tour that you can copy to other computers, email, or upload to 
the Internet. To play the Tour, click once to select the folder in Places and then click 
the play button at the bottom of the Places section. You will be magically whisked 
from the first Placemark to the second, etc.  
 
When you are ready to save this Tour, highlight the folder, then File and Save and Save Place as… This file will 
have a .kmz (zipped file) which makes the file small enough to be easily emailed. When someone opens the 
.kmz file, Google Earth will automatically open the file. What a great way to publish student work!  
 
For more good things, explore these layers: Featured Content (Discovery Networks World Tour – tour cities, 
landmarks, and natural wonders) National Geographic (articles, webcams, images from around the world) 
Rumsey Historical Maps (download and print original maps) Geographic Features (bodies of water, mountains) 
US Government (US Senators, Congressional Districts, city boundaries) 
 
Want more? Visit Google Earth Community at http://bbs.keyhole.com and do a search for your topic (e.g. 
ancient Greece or major league baseball stadiums). You’ll find tours set up by other educators that you can 
view, download, and edit if you wish.  
 
Across the curriculum suggestions  
Here are a few suggestions for using Google Earth to support your curriculum. In Language Arts, Google Lit 
Trips  http://www.googlelittrips.org will give you a start to mapping out locations of great literature. As an 
introduction to a new book, take a ‘field trip’ to the setting of the story. Or better yet, have students locate the 
story setting.  
Google Earth is a natural for Geography studies - State capitals, major Michigan cities, European landmarks - 
but consider historical journeys also – Lewis and Clark expedition, Roman boundaries over time.  
In Math: pose math problems at various sites: e.g. research the height of the Eiffel Tower, distance from Athens 
to Troy, the largest capacity football stadium in the state.  
Google Earth will also map out the locations of volcanoes and earthquakes (can students see a correlation 
here?). To create your own Science tour, map out the route of monarch butterflies or migrating geese.     
 
But wait! There’s more… 
Are you familiar with TerraClues http://terraclues.com which uses Google Maps and Google Search? There 
are free scavenger hunts available for K-12. Click on Schools and either Teachers or Students. Start with the 
Tutorial Hunt for a good intro. 
  
If you are searching for various thematic maps, 
you’ll love Map Maker  from the National Atlas 
web site at 
http://nationalatlas.gov/natlas/Natlasstart.asp. 
There are interactive maps, maps you can 
download and print, and maps to explore with 
various layers. A nicely interactive site. 
 
  
 
 



Additional  links: 
Google Earth Lessons http://www.gelessons.com/lessons/#HowTo 
Google Earth Gallery http://earth.google.com/gallery/ New files listed every week 
Google Earth Blog http://www.gearthblog.com/blog/archives/2006/08/back_to_school.html  
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