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Focus of Project


The focus of this project is to develop a prototype, a web based mapping service for Wisconsin population data for online geographic education, and to analyze differences in the comprehension levels between students using this new prototype and a second group of students using an existing web-based system (the automated American FactFinder GIS mapping service of the Bureau of the Census).
 
The existing, American FactFinder system has visual and contextual limitations which the new system can overcome.  The new prototype mapping service will blend the “art” of cartography with the robustness of GIS technology to produce digital maps that are suitable for teaching basic geographic concepts in online courses.  
 
The comparative study between the two groups of students will be conducted in the author’s online Introduction to Geographic Information Sciences course.  
Background Information 


Maps are an integral part of the study of geography.  The automated web based mapping services used by federal, state, and local governments to distribute mapped information over the web often produce poor quality products that are difficult to interpret.  Government map servers are currently used in web based instruction out of necessity due to the lack of alternatives.

In the world of online learning, the quality of mapped information delivered as virtual maps by web based geographic information systems (GISs) is degraded visually and contextually as compared to cartographic (paper) maps.  The degradation of mapped information is the result of the automated processes associated with web based GISs.  Maps are degraded visually by a priori choices of color palettes and symbolization as well as by the physical constraints in the transfer of high resolution graphic digital information via the Internet.   Maps are degraded contextually by the arbitrary selection of the statistical criteria used by automated mapping systems to formulate the map legends used in their interpretation. 
Proposed Methodology

The methodology for the proposed study will include the following steps:

· Assembling pertinent population data from Bureau of the Census 
· Compiling approximately fifty quality, “hand crafted” maps using ESRI’s ArcView GIS software product where the visual and contextual content of the maps are designed by the author;

· Converting computer generated maps into digital images;

· Compiling  a web based Wisconsin map service for population data to be housed on UW-MTH servers;

· Developing an assessment tool to be used in the comparative study of the use of prototype map service and the American FactFinder services maintained by the Bureau of the Census.  
· Implementing the assessment tool in the fall and spring semesters of academic year 2004 - 2005 in the author’s online Geographic Information Sciences course.

· Analyzing the data of the between-group results of the assessment tool using appropriate nonparametric statistics.

· Making prototype mapping service available and disseminating the results of the assessment tool to colleagues of the Department of Geography and Geology for UW-Colleges and Department of Geography at UW-Stevens Point as well as other colleagues across the State through the Wisconsin Geographic Alliance and the Wisconsin Geographical Society.
Anticipated Outcomes

Anticipated outcomes of the proposed study include:

· Development of a prototype map service that can be used as a model for other content specific map services in online and hybrid geography courses;

· An understanding of the learning differences by groups of students associated with the use of the prototype map service to a similar automated GIS mapping service.

Projected Timeline

The projected time line for this study is May 15th to August 15th, primarily during the summer of 2004 is as follows:

· Compilation of required data from the Bureau of the Census  – May 15th  to May 31st  2004;

·  Map compilation and design – June 1st to June 30th 2004;

·  Design and implementation of prototype map server – July 1st through July 31st 2004;

· Formulation of assessment tool – August 1st to August 15th 2004;

· Administration assessment tool – Academic Year 2004-2005

· Dissemination of results of study – Academic Year 2004-2005

