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Models for GIS User Tools
By Shawn Rounds, Minnesota Historical Society

As we play our parts through history and look to the

future, we are, for better or worse, inextricably tied to our

physical environment. Maps provide the visual means of

understanding those connections, and they are valuable

to a variety of audiences for wide-ranging uses. The

digital age has not only expanded our ability to share

and access traditional map forms, it has provided us with

the means of gathering and analyzing vast amounts of
data through geographical information systems (GIS).
This bounty, however, carries with it the challenge of

making it meaningful to researchers, to provide context

for understanding.

In their basic form, GIS data sets have great potential,
but are very difficult to access and use. At the very least,

they require specialized, often expensive, software, such

as ArcView from ESRI, to make them intelligible. While
an amateur may be able to open a map layer in a viewer,

a GIS specialist will see connections to other data sets,

options for layering and presentation, and possibilities for

analysis that will bring true value out of the exercise. For

example, a visitor to the Web site of the Minnesota Land

Management Information Center (LMIC) can download
a file titled "2000 Minnesota Counties."' Inspection of the

associated metadata reveals, however, that the file is not as

friendly as the name implies—"a polygon dataset for Min
nesota counties" in "shapefile" format. Someone skilled

with a GIS application, however, could combine this data
set with others, such as "2000 Minor Civil Divisions" and
"2000 Minnesota Precincts" to create a map identifying

precincts by county and city for the entire state.

Maps, of course, represent GIS data in a usable, readily
accessible format. Once created, they can be used in a

variety of ways by different user groups. In fact, they
are often among the first items created or digitized
by organizations for promotion on-line as a resource.

LMIC, for example, recognizes that a certain percentage
(albeit probably a small percentage) of visitors to its GIS

clearinghouse will have neither the time nor skills to build
their own maps. Therefore, LMIC offers an on-line "Map
Gallery" stocked with ready-to-go map files in a variety of

popular categories, such as "Administrative and Political

Boundaries" and "Transportation."2 Maps such as these

are appealing because they require no significant ongoing

support and they are completely self-service. On the flip
side, they do not necessarily encourage repeat visits because

there is no enhanced functionality, only a static item that

can be downloaded once and used indefinitely.

To get visitors to return again and again to an on-line
resource, you need to offer them a productive, unique

service or experience. With a little forethought as to what
users want and some technological investment, you can

package your resource as a tool, something with utility
that may become a routine part of your visitors' research

processes. Simple analysis of your audiences will help
you understand why people visit your site or tool, what

search capabilities may be the most popular, and which

file formats to offer as viewing and downloading options,

etc. If technological skill and/or your budget are a limiting
factor, partnering or collaborating with another organiza

tion may be the answer.

Turning again to Minnesota for an example, LMIC offers
on-line access to a digital collection of the state's original
plat maps, which were created by the U.S. Surveyor
General's Office between 1848 and 1907, as well as more
recent ones from surveys by the General Land Office
and the Bureau of Land Management.3 Visitors to the
site can find plats for specific areas three ways through

a map-based search engine: they can click on the state

map from county down to township and range, they can

search by geographic feature name, or they can type in

township and range numbers directly. Maps can be viewed

on-line as low-resolution PDFs or downloaded in a higher
resolution, along with map collection metadata, as zipped

files. Plans are in the works to offer additional file formats

and preprinted maps for mail order. The plat maps were

digitized through a project that brought together LMIC,
the Minnesota Historical Society (MHS), the Minnesota

Secretary of State's office, the Minnesota Association of

County Surveyors, and the Minnesota Department of

Transportation, in a partnership that combined technical

GIS skills, historical expertise, content, and funding.

While visitors to LMIC's plat map Web site can click
on links to learn about the history and origin of the plat

maps, there is no systematic or organized wrapping of
historical context around the plat maps; users must seek
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out the additional information, which is limited in scope,

and make an effort to draw disparate sources together. The

next step would be to offer content, tools, and context in

one package.

To set a model for just such an offering, MHS is under
taking a project with one particular audience in mind:

Minnesota teachers.4 With a grant from the Institute of

Museum and Library Services (IMLS), MHS is partner
ing with LMIC to develop a resource Web site with
user-friendly GIS tools, products illustrating how stories

can be told with geographic information, a curriculum

package and workshop offering guidance on the tools and

content, and an on-line repository for voluntarily submit

ted user-generated content. The last item is of particular
note, as it will encourage members of the user community
to share knowledge with one another, giving vitality and

dynamism to the site so that it will remain relevant over

time. As it moves forward, the project will explore the roles
of museums and archives as contributors and facilitators
in a collaborative environment with technology experts,

while demonstrating a "cost-effective and practical means"

of managing and delivering digital content. Beyond the

tangible benefit to the initial audience, the project will

deliver a proven "template" that can be expanded byMHS
to provide content and content services to additional user

groups, and which can be adapted by other organizations

around the country to meet their own specific needs.

For examples ofGIS data sets, visit the Minnesota Geo

graphic Data Clearinghouse, a service of the Minnesota

Land Management Information Center, http://www
.lmic. state.mn.us/chouse/metalong.html (1 February

2006). Each data set is meticulously described using

the Minnesota Geographic Metadata Guidelines, a

subset of the federal GIS metadata standard.

Minnesota Land Management Information Center,

"MGDC: Map Gallery," http://www.lmic. state
.mn.us/chouse/mapgallery.html (1 February 2006).

Minnesota Land Management Information Center,

"Original Public Land Survey Plats of Minnesota,"

http://www.lmic.state.mn.us/chouse/GLO/index.html

(1 February 2006).

Minnesota Historical Society, "Geography and History

Online: Integrating Digital Geographic Resources
for Use in Schools," http://www.mnhs.org/preserve/

records/ (1 February 2006).
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