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Abstract 

 

Google Tour Builder is a free digital storytelling tool originally created by Google. Using 

Google Earth as a platform, creators are able to pinpoint an exact location on the map, add text, 

and link photos, videos, and online resources to help tell their stories. In this article, I outline 

how I used Google Tour Builder to create a virtual field trip during a recent trip to Europe in an 

effort to enhance my students’ (preservice teachers) knowledge of the Holocaust. I provide 

feedback from my students and recommendations for the use of Google Tour Builder to create 

virtual field trips in any level classroom.  
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Google Tour Builder as a Platform for Social Studies Engagement 

The Challenge 

Teaching a social studies methods course with first semester student teachers involves a 

unique set of challenges. At our university, teacher candidates are typically admitted into the 

educator preparation program (EPP) during the first semester of their junior year. Leading up to 

admission into our EPP, social studies-related coursework for our preservice teachers (PSTs) 

includes history, sociology, culture, and social science classes as part of their core coursework. 

At our regional university, our students complete this core coursework in a variety of ways: 

during freshman and sophomore years at our university; as part of an associate’s degree at a 

community college; and/or through dual credit coursework during their high school years. 

Because of these variations, we (teacher educators) find that our PSTs’ social studies content 

knowledge can fall along a wide continuum. An additional challenge is the placement of the 

social studies teaching methods course during the final year of our program. While this field-

based course is designed to integrate social studies pedagogy learned in our intern seminar with 

their twice weekly days of teaching in the field, we have found that many of our PSTs lack both 

content knowledge and experiences seeing social studies integrated meaningfully in real world 

contexts. Oftentimes, preservice teachers have a surface level knowledge of social studies 

content, even of historical figures commonly found in K-12 curriculum (Sanchez, 2010), and 

lack confidence in their content knowledge and perceived ability to teach inquiry-based social 

studies lessons (Fragnoli, 2006). Additionally, the lessons they observe in their field experiences 

are often textbook-based and decontextualized (Zhao & Hoge, 2005).  

As a teacher educator whose work primarily focuses on literacy, but who also has a 

passion for critical literacy within a social studies context, I actively seek out opportunities to 
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help my PSTs build their social studies content knowledge while developing their pedagogical 

skills. I sought out a technology tool that would enable me to apply a framework of inquiry-

based experiential learning to increase critical consciousness—the awareness of inequities in 

various systems (Freire, 1970; 1973)—among PSTs. Moreover, I sought out a tool that would aid 

in transformative practices among PSTs from a textbook-based pedagogy toward a more 

critically conscious pedagogy. One way I recently integrated social studies, critical literacy, and 

digital literacy was through the use of Google Tour Builder to create virtual field trips (VFTs). 

The Opportunity 

I had the opportunity to travel to Amsterdam, Netherlands, and Prague, Czech Republic 

during the fall 2018 semester. I saw my trip to Europe as an opportunity to not only expand my 

own knowledge and experiences, but my students’ as well, even if in a secondhand way. The 

literature on VFTs has highlighted the benefits of such experiences, including empowering those 

who are financially or physically unable to travel (Stainfield, Fisher, Ford, & Solem, 2000), 

enhancing students’ in-school academic performance (Greene, Kisida, & Bowen, 2014), and 

connecting students with experts in a variety of fields (Adedokun, Liu, Parker, & Burgess, 2015). 

After some research into technology tools for creating VFTs, I settled on Google Tour Builder 

for a variety of reasons that I will detail in the next section. My goals for sharing my experience 

by creating a VFT using Google Tour Builder were: 

• to build on my students’ prior knowledge of the Holocaust by providing additional 

information, stories, and resources; and 

• to introduce them to a digital platform that they can utilize in their future classrooms 

to enhance their own students’ learning. 
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What is Google Tour Builder? 

Google Tour Builder is a free digital storytelling tool originally created by Google to 

provide military personnel with a way to document and share their experiences and stories with 

others (Google Tour Builder, 2018). Using Google Earth as a platform, creators are able to 

pinpoint an exact location on the map, add text, and link photos, videos, and online resources to 

help tell their stories. Creators can select a sequence of locations on the map to take the user 

through a journey and add up to 25 images and videos for each pinpointed location. Google Tour 

Builder contains a search feature that allows creators to find free use and stock photos, as well as 

YouTube videos. Creators need a Google account to create a Google Tour and a completed tour 

can be shared via a link or by making the tour public since all tours are private by default.  

How We Used Google Tour Builder 

Prior to my travel, my students and I had participated in an in-depth analysis of the state 

social studies objectives that included a look at vertical alignment, possibilities for integration 

with English language arts and reading objectives, and an introductory critical look at the state 

curriculum. This introductory critical examination of the current state curriculum and textbooks 

followed a seminar session during which the PSTs watched novelist Chimimanda Ngozi 

Adichie’s (2009) TED Talk entitled, “The Danger of a Single Story.” Ms. Adichie points to the 

perpetuation of a single narrative to describe a people or place and how that limited view can 

lead to critical misunderstandings and incomplete stories. After viewing the TED Talk, the PSTs 

participated in a small group critical examination of the current state curriculum and textbooks 

and discussions prompted by the following questions:  

• Who is included? Who is left out? 

• How are those included portrayed? Who are the “winners” and who are the “losers”? 
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• What version of the story is included, and what is left out? 

My Trip to Amsterdam and Prague 

 In the weeks leading up to my trip, I made a tentative plan for places I wanted to visit and 

how I might document various aspects of my trip for later use in creating my VFT. During my 

two-day stay in Amsterdam, I took photos and videos with my iPhone. When I visited the Anne 

Frank House, I noticed that taking photos and videos inside the museum was prohibited, so I 

collected information about the museum website and purchased the museum guidebook to serve 

as supplemental resources to my Google Tour (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Google tour interface. 

 Upon my arrival in Prague, I booked a day-long tour to the Terezin concentration camp, 

Jewish Ghetto Museum, and crematorium. During my tour, I was intentional in capturing images 

and videos that would allow my students to see and experience virtually what I experienced in 

person. For example, I took photographs of the train station where deported Jews disembarked, 

the entrance to the fortress that was used as a concentration camp, and the office where prisoners 

were registered upon arrival at the camp. I captured videos of individual barracks that first 
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housed dozens, and later, hundreds of deported and imprisoned Jews to give my students a sense 

of the conditions in which they were forced to live. I also took notes in order to accompany the 

images and videos with text based on information provided by the tour guide.  

 Once I returned home, I made an outline of the locations I would like to mark on the map 

and selected images and videos that corresponded well with each specific location. I wanted to 

take my students on a journey, so I embedded resources that provided background and contextual 

information. For instance, I wrote a brief explanation of how and why the Frank family moved to 

Amsterdam and then linked a page from the Anne Frank Foundation website that provided a 

more extensive history (see Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Google tour with photographs and information about the Anne Frank House. 

I included images (non-copyright protected) of what Amsterdam looked like at the time of Nazi 

occupation. Because I was unable to capture images and videos of the secret annex, I added a 

link to a virtual tour provided by the Anne Frank Foundation. Footage from an interview with 

Otto Frank, Anne’s father and the sole Frank family survivor of the Holocaust, was also linked to 

the Google Tour. These supplemental resources greatly enhanced the VFT, especially where I 
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could not include my own photographs and videos. While the Terezin portion of the Google Tour 

mostly contained my own images and videos, there were places within the virtual field trip where 

I was able to provide links to additional historical information and to books I had purchased at 

the museum in case any of my students wished to purchase those texts (see Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3. Google tour with photographs and videos captured at Terezin concentration camp. 

My Students’ Experiences Using Google Tour Builder 

 During our seminar, I placed the PSTs in groups of four so that they could go through the 

VFT together and discuss what they saw and read. As they went through the Google Tour, I 

traveled from group to group to listen in on their conversations and to answer questions. I also 

provided hardcopies of the books I had purchased at the Anne Frank House and the Jewish 

Ghetto Museum. Many of the PSTs asked me to elaborate on parts of my trip and to describe 

how I felt at various points throughout my tours. It is important to note that as these 

conversations occurred, I found myself reiterating to the PSTs that my Google Tour is still one 

story and based on decisions I made regarding what to include and what to exclude, as well as 



Dixon  GOOGLE TOUR BUILDER 

 

16 

 

my own interpretation of what I experienced. Although my Google Tour may contribute to the 

PSTs’ overall knowledge of the Holocaust, this “single story” is still incomplete (Adichie, 2009).  

One PST told me that she is planning a trip with her family to Poland to visit 

concentration camps, and the VFT provided her with some background knowledge that she 

anticipates will enhance her upcoming trip and learning experience. She also commented that she 

would like to create her own Google Tour after her trip. Several PSTs commented that they were 

ashamed at how little they knew about the Holocaust and were eager to read and learn more as a 

result of participating in the VFT. 

After my students had the opportunity to explore the Google Tour, ask questions, and 

peruse the hardcopy resources, I gave them time to learn how to create their own Google Tour. I 

provided a link to a YouTube video (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ODyp0aUEEBQ1) 

demonstrating some of the basic features of Google Tour Builder. We then talked about how 

they might create virtual field trips for their own students. One PST immediately began 

searching for photos on her laptop to use for a Google Tour about her trip to the Grand Canyon. 

Another PST commented that she could create a Google Tour about a place she has not visited 

by searching out resources online. This sparked a conversation about information and digital 

literacies. We discussed how to determine if resources we find online are reliable and discussed 

strategies for helping their future students to makes these determinations. 

Circling back to our previous session and discussion of narrow textbook-based social 

studies curricula and the concept of a “single story,” I challenged the PSTs to consider ways in 

which they could use Google Tour Builder as a tool for moving toward a more inquiry-based 

approach to learning that allows for their students to virtually experience a place previously 

unfamiliar to them. One PST commented that participating in the Google Tour I created helped 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ODyp0aUEEBQ
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her to connect more to the history of the Holocaust by seeing the actual places where those 

atrocities took place. Another PST admitted that she was not aware of concentration camps in the 

Czech Republic because her knowledge of the camps was limited to Poland and Germany, and 

her participation in the Google Tour added to her overall knowledge base of world history. As a 

group, the PSTs concluded that the use of Google Tour Builder had the potential to facilitate 

their ability to provide learning experiences for their students otherwise unavailable through 

traditional social studies curricula. 

Recommendations 

For teachers of students at any level who are interested in utilizing Google Tour Builder 

for supplementing and enhancing their social studies instruction, there are four basic steps to 

follow: 

Step 1: Determine objectives. 

Set the learning outcomes for participation in your VFT. 

Step 2: Create an outline that takes users through a journey. 

Mapping out the virtual field trip through a sequence of locations will facilitate 

the process of creating the Google Tour. Include an introduction, background 

information, and extension opportunities. 

Step 3: Link photos and videos and provide contextual information. 

Photos and videos linked to each pinpointed location in the sequence of locations 

add to the multimodal experience and contextual information in text boxes helps 

students make connections. 

Step 4: Determine which supplemental resources are needed. 
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Supplemental resources such as links to videos, other websites, and books serve to 

fill in the gaps or enhance the content of the VFT.  

Google Tour Builder works best on laptops because the Google Earth application is not always 

compatible. Google Tour Builder is still in beta, as designers are in communication with 

educators and other users to determine how best to meet the needs of the general public in telling 

their stories and sharing their experiences. Google Tour Builder is a supplemental resource that 

showcases the interrelationship between social studies and technology to engage students in 

meaningful virtual learning. 

Conclusion 

 This, my first experience using Google Tour Builder as a pedagogical tool, was an 

opportunity for me to learn and reflect on how this tool can benefit my students and how I can 

continue to learn and improve on my use of this tool to effectively meet the learning outcomes I 

initially set for my students. Based on my students’ feedback, I realized the importance of tools 

like Google Tour Builder to provide opportunities to learn about people, places, and events with 

which they were previously unfamiliar or had limited knowledge. These virtual experiences have 

the potential to make social studies “come to life” for the PSTs I teach and can have a ripple 

effect by reaching their future students as well if the PSTs choose to utilize this tool in their 

future classrooms. This is a relatively easy tool to use and due to the multimodal capabilities of 

Google Tour Builder to incorporate a variety of sources (photos, videos, links, text, etc.), this 

tool can provide information, perspectives, and stories often excluded from traditional social 

studies curricula.  

 My reflection on this project also helped me to consider ways in which I can approach 

my use of Google Tour Builder in the future. In my future tours, I plan to include questions for 
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my students to consider as they view the photos, videos, and other resources as a way to promote 

deeper thinking and discussions. I also continue to consider how best to include and amplify the 

voices of those who have historically been omitted or undervalued in U.S. social studies 

curricula. Taking the time to research and locate videos and/or audio of interviews with people 

from a particular place or those who have been directly affected by an historical event or era is of 

great importance to the authenticity of this type of project. Although I did include an interview of 

Otto Frank in my Google Tour, I will be more purposeful in seeking out multiple voices and 

experiences for my next Google Tour project. In the end, the experience of using Google Tour 

Builder with PSTs not only proved beneficial to them in expanding their knowledge base of 

history and exposing them to a technology tool they can utilize in their own future classrooms, it 

was also a professional development opportunity for me as I continue to explore ways in which I 

can better engage my students in meaningful learning. 

  

  

  



Dixon  GOOGLE TOUR BUILDER 

 

20 

 

References 

Adedokun, O., Liu, J., Parker, L., & Burgess, W. (2015). Meta-analytic evaluation of a virtual 

field trip to connect middle school students with university scientists. Journal of Science 

Education & Technology, 24(1), 91-102. 

Adichie, C. N. (2009, July). Chimimanda Ngozi Adichie: The danger of a single story [Video 

file]. Retrieved from 

https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story2 

Fragnoli, K. (2006). Historical inquiry in a methods classroom: Examining our beliefs and 

shedding out old ways. The Social Studies, 96(6), 247-251. 

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed (M.B. Ramos, Trans.). New York, NY: Continuum. 

Freire, P. (1973). Education for critical consciousness. New York, NY: Continuum. 

Google Tour Builder: About Tour Builder. (2018). Retrieved from 

https://tourbuilder.withgoogle.com/about/faq. 

Greene, J.P., Kisida, B., & Bowen, D.H. (2014). The educational value of field trips. Education 

Next, 14(1), 78-86. 

Sanchez, R.M. (2010). The six remaining facts: Social studies content knowledge and elementary 

preservice teachers. Action in Teacher Education, 32(3), 66-78. 

Stainfield, J., Fisher, P., Ford, B., & Solem, M. (2000). International virtual field trips: A new 

direction? Journal of Geography in Higher Education, 24(2), 255-262. 

Zhao, Y., & Hoge, J.D. (2005). What elementary students and teachers say about social studies, 

The Social Studies, 96(5), 216-221. 

 

 

https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story


Dixon  GOOGLE TOUR BUILDER 

 

21 

 

Author Bio: Dr. Kathryn Dixon is an Assistant Professor of Curriculum and Instruction, 

specializing in Literacy at Texas A&M University - Commerce. She teaches undergraduate and 

graduate courses in literacy education and serves as a center co-coordinator for which she 

facilitates internship seminar and supervises student teachers in the field. Her research interests 

include education and language policy and preservice teacher development of culturally 

responsive teaching mindsets. 


