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GIS Instruction Designed for Geography Majors:
Theme Materials for Land Use Analysis

Yuji MURAYAMA, Takehiro MORIMOTO and Koichi TANAKA *

GIS has long been part of the university curriculum in North America and Europe, but it was not
until the mid-1990s that GIS-related courses were introduced into Japanese university curricula
under the course titles of “Geographic Information Theory”, “Geographic Information Systems”,
and “Spatial Information Science”. In the beginning, “courses” were little more than lectures, but in
recent years most courses have become a mix of lectures and hand-on study. With the installation of
computer labs which are equipped not only with computers but also peripherals such as digitizers and
plotters, as well as the declining prices of GIS software and improvements in digital space data, it is
now possible for students to engage in hands-on learning (experimentation) with GIS.

For several years, the authors have been teaching hands-on classes to geography majors at the
University of Tsukuba. More than merely writing explanations of GIS theory and composition on the
blackboard, the instructors have allowed students to actually practice with GIS in computer labs,
greatly enhancing the effectiveness of the classes. However, students were not very active in classes
that covered only spatial analysis functions (overlay, buffering, network analysis, etc.). In order to
stimulate their interest and help their progress, lessons included case studies from foreign countries,
analyses of local (familiar) areas, and trial and error experimentation. As a result, the authors
concluded that “subject material” is the most important element for motivating students. From the
approach of “What can GIS do?” rather than “What can be done using GIS?”, it is essential that we
let the students themselves determine what “what” should be.

Geograi)hy can also be called the science of field work. The discipline investigates various spatial
phenomena occurring on the earth's surface, then uses field work to acquire primary data. From these
data geographers inductively extract spatial regularities and rules. It is important that we instill in
geography majors that by understanding the nature of geography and by conducting verification
research, GIS can become a powerful tool.

To establish geographical topics and achieve our goals, we visit the site of the study. The
collecting of materials, observing, listening, conducting surveys, etc., provides us with our primary
data. These data are made into a database that 1s loaded into GIS. Then, as the spatial analysis
progresses, the results are ultimately used to interpret regional structure and changes. Such
experiences in establishing the necessary series of procedures are very important for geography
majors.

Key words:  GIS, GIS instruction, land use analysis, urban area

%  Graduate Student, Doctral Program in Geoscience, University of Tsukuba
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