Geospatial Technology Program teaches course in GIS 
and GPS for the public

By Kim Colavito Markesich

The Geospatial Technology Program, part of CLEAR (Center for Land Use Education and Research), is designed to promote the use of geospatial information technologies—geographic information systems (GIS), global positioning systems (GPS), and remote sensing (RS).

As part of this program, two hands-on courses are offered to the public: “Introduction to GPS” and “Introduction to GIS.”

The courses are designed and taught by a team that includes extension educators Sandy Prisloe and Joel Stocker and research assistants Emily Wilson and Michael Altshul. 

The courses were designed primarily for municipal land use officials, but are valuable for other state and town officials, as well as professionals working in public health, emergency preparedness, natural resource management, land conservation, utility operations—in fact for any application that involves geographic locations.

Today, geospatial technologies are being used for a wide variety of applications. Examples include development of watershed management plans; analysis of municipal storm drainage systems; development of water and sewer utility plans; trail mapping; location of property easements and boundaries; collection and management of emergency response data such as building layouts and hazardous material storage; and assisting with rescue operations by identifying precise locations.


“Introduction to GPS” covers the effective use of GPS hardware and software to collect and use spatial data. Students spend time outside learning to use GPS equipment.

“Introduction to GIS” introduces students to basic GIS concepts, data types, and spatial analysis using ArcGIS software. 

Altshul is a GIS specialist at the Storrs campus. During class time he assists students with learning the technical aspects of the software. “The courses are very hands on,” Altshul says. “They help people understand geospatial technology and to get started using the software.”

These courses are unique in that they use Connecticut public domain data, rather than generic training materials. “The courses are tailored for municipalities,” Wilson says. “Anyone with basic computer skills can learn this material and be comfortable working with it.”

Remote sensing is introduced as part of the GIS course.  Remote sensing uses special sensors on satellites and aircraft to capture images of the land’s surface.  Imagery can be used as a visual backdrop to GIS data, but more importantly it can be analyzed with image processing software to extract new data such as forest types, impervious surfaces, locations where land use has changed, and other landscape characteristics.

Both courses are taught in Storrs and Haddam and are available throughout the year. The GIS course runs five days, while the GPS course takes two days. Class size is limited, and most classes fill to capacity. 

“I really enjoy that each class we teach has its own personality,” says Prisloe. “As instructors, we learn a lot each time we teach the class … why the students are in the class and how they plan to use the technology. It helps us become more effective teachers.”

After each session, the team compiles comments and suggestions from the students. “We constantly change the material, trying to make it better and more applicable for our students,” Prisloe notes.

The 2006 course schedule is available online at: http://clear.uconn.edu/geospatial/training_schedule.htm

When GIS technology first became available in the late 1980s the technology was, at several hundred thousand dollars, prohibitively expensive, and data was scarce.


Today GIS software capable of running on a typical desktop computer is available for a $1,000 or less. GIS data is available at no charge from public sites such as the Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) at http://dep.state.ct.us/gis/ and the University of Connecticut libraries at http://magic.lib.uconn.edu/.

The team also has designed a specialized one-day GIS course for the survey section of the Connecticut Department of Transportation. The course, which is offered on a by-request basis, is a hands-on seminar/workshop that introduces surveyors to core elements of GIS technology.

Prisloe has been involved in GIS technology since working with DEP more than 15 years ago. “He’s really made it what it is in Connecticut,” says Wilson. “Everyone that does GIS in Connecticut is somehow connected to Sandy. He’s been instrumental in promoting GIS in this state. He’s very well respected.”

For more information about the courses visit the Geospatial Web site at http://clear.uconn.edu/geospatial/  or call Sandy Prisloe at (860) 345-5229. The UConn Geospatial technology program is a member of the National Geospatial Technology Extension Network, which can be found on the Web at http://geospatialextension.org/.

