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Abstract

Promoting non-traditional library resources to the academic community can be a chal-
lenging and sometimes ineffective process if not coordinated and planned thoroughly.
The University of Waterloo Map Library (UML), specializing in cartographic and geospa-
tial data resources, diligently visits dozens of classrooms yearly, promoting its resources
and services. The nature of the content is often intimidating to the students however,
because Geographical Information System (GIS) technology is unfamiliar to them. In
September 2007, the Map Library instigated a new indirect outreach approach of con-
necting with students and introducing them to geospatial information literacy concepts.
Instead of leaving students confused about the technology and the library’s vast amount
of resources, the new approach encourages students to learn at their own pace and
leaves them responsible for seeking more information when they need it. This ap-
proach has resulted in establishing relationships with many more students, and thus in-
creasing the number of GIS users in the library and on campus.
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Introduction

The University of Waterloo Map Library
(UML) specializes in cartographic and
geospatial data resources. With a grow-
ing collection of over one terabyte of
geospatial data available for the local,
provincial and national levels of geogra-
phy, the library serves as the campus’
geospatial resource hub. Four staff
members run the daily operations of the
library, with two of them offering geospa-
tial reference and instruction services.
Over 2,500 students and faculty use the
library’s geospatial data collection every
year, with the majority of the users en-
rolled in geography and planning
courses. Although the number of stu-
dents and faculty using Geographic In-
formation System (GIS) resources cer-
tainly warrants a large data collection
and reference staff to assist with the re-
trieval and technical assistance, the li-
brary continues to promote its services
to university members across all facul-
ties, with additional effort to attract
members from the sciences, engineer-
ing and social sciences.

A difficult challenge has been to demon-
strate to non-GIS users in non-GIS
courses how geospatial resources can
be incorporated into their course work
and research. Establishing contact with
these students and faculty is best ac-
complished with classroom visits. In
most cases, when the course instructors
are not familiar with GIS concepts, they
are not receptive to the library giving
talks during lecture time about a topic
that is seen as irrelevant to the course.
Efforts to demonstrate to faculty mem-
bers how GIS can be incorporated into
their research often fail because more
often than not, they are not interested in
learning new technology that they know
very little about.
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With a low success rate of actually get-
ting into the classrooms to present geo-
spatial library instruction sessions in
non-GIS courses, the library imple-
mented a geospatial workshop program
that offers GIS-related presentations
and hands-on workshops outside of
classroom time. The program, imple-
mented in the fall of 2006, offers one to
two hour courses in geospatial informa-
tion literacy, GIS data collections, and
an introduction to a number of GIS soft-
ware programs. The courses are pro-
moted in library and campus-wide news-
letters and to this day are very success-
ful. There is an obvious interest in GIS
across campus, and with these work-
shops, the library is able to outreach to
interested members who are somewhat
familiar with the concept of GIS.

Although these workshops have in-
creased overall exposure of the library’s
resources, they are still not capturing
those individuals who do not know
enough about GIS to sign up for the
workshops. This includes all the stu-
dents and faculty who are not familiar
with the notion of geospatial technology,
and may not be well versed even in
popular online geographical tools such
as Google Maps. The library had to
consider yet another outreach ap-
proach—one that targets the most nov-
ice users. How can GIS attract the in-
terest of individuals who have never
heard the acronym before? Since these
individuals most certainly will not show
up at a workshop, or a GIS event, they
will need to be exposed to the technol-
ogy and the library’s resources in an in-
direct way. The UML had therefore ex-
panded its outreach program to include
a completely different approach of pro-
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moting library geospatial resources to
non-GIS users.

Literature Review

The majority of the literature available
on promotional efforts of geographic or
GIS literacy in academic libraries fo-
cuses on teaching GIS through formal
instruction.  Abresch, Hanson, Heron,
and Reehling (2008), for example, sug-
gest that geographic literacy is best
promoted by offering a combination of
background information with GIS hands-
on exercises. In order to address every
participant’s skill level, there should be
three different levels of GIS instruction
provided. Martindale (2004) also sup-
ports instruction initiatives. He believes
that the goal of the GIS librarian is to in-
troduce the technology to as many peo-
ple on campus as possible, and that the
best way to do this is to offer different
levels of GIS courses. Martindale sug-
gests promoting the workshops with
posters and on websites, as well as em-
bedding geospatial information into the
course lecture. Weimer (2005) had a
number of suggestions for outreaching
to potential users. Offering both tradi-
tional instruction sessions as well as
specialized Map/GIS sessions will intro-
duce users to geospatial literacy. When
offering traditional instruction sessions,
the instructor can take the time to intro-
duce some geospatial concepts. The
more specialized sessions will then fo-
cus on demonstrating the use of GIS in
research and the resources available to
users across many subject areas.
Weimer also recommends the librarian
to mingle with potential users outside of
the library—at departmental open
houses, career fairs, and student meet-
ings, for example.
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Macfarlane and Rodgers (2008) have
discovered that utilizing accessible soft-
ware such as Google Earth can spark
the interests and meet the needs of us-
ers whom otherwise may not been inter-
ested in GIS-related resources. Google
Earth software provided the library with
the opportunity to improve geospatial
skills of researchers by having them ex-
periment with geographic information.
Services were promoted with posters,
on library websites, online newsletters,
as well as face-to-face discussions.
With the word out, GIS requests started
to pick up. Sessions were offered that
included both in-class and walk-in work-
shops, and all resulted in high interest in
Google Earth software from students
and faculty across many subject areas.

Regardless of the type of promotional
tactic used, the ultimate goal of the
above case studies is to attract users to
GIS workshops in order to introduce GIS
concepts and highlight a variety of appli-
cations. The end result is to teach geo-
graphical or geospatial information liter-
acy. Unfortunately, the literature does
not include information on outreach to
those who do not yet realize they may
benefit from GIS resources. Indirect
outreach has not been documented in
the literature, but that is not to say that
some institutions have not successfully
applied it in their programs. A quick
Internet search revealed several inter-
esting workshops and events that might
spark interest in the general academic
community. Some examples include
University of New Hampshire’s Pictures,
Points and Places workshop, which
teaches participants how to link digital
pictures with GPS points (University of
New Hampshire. Cooperative Extension,
2007), Dalhousie University’s Treasure
Hunt/Geocaching workshop (Dalhousie
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University Libraries, 2008); and dozens
of institutions offering Google Earth and
Google Map workshops.

Indirect Outreach

The UML took its existing instruction
outreach program and modified it to in-
clude additional special classroom visits,
workshops and events that would attract
individuals with no prior GIS knowledge.
The past dilemma of failing to attract the
interest of non-GIS users with GIS was
resolved with the launch of this new indi-
rect outreach program in September
2007.

With the realization that students and
faculty with no previous GIS experi-
ences will not be interested in wordy
GIS presentations and hands-on work-
shops, the library discovered that a less
academic and a slower-paced introduc-
tion to geospatial technology attracted
the users to GIS and geospatial re-
sources at the library. The indirect out-
reach approach is in fact only adding an
additional stage to the outreach pro-
gram. When the students are comfort-
able enough with the concept of GIS
(i.e. they understand the acronym and
the gist of what the technology can do),
we call this the tier one approach. When
they can then participate in the rest of
the outreach program, such as taking
workshops or attending presentations,
we call this the tier two approach.

The tier one approach is a very basic
exposure to the technology. It does not
directly promote any GIS software, GIS
data or library service. If it were more
complex than this, the students would
not be interested in it. The students will
take away with them a general knowl-
edge of what GIS technology can do.
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By knowing that it exists, they will dis-
cern when GIS is mentioned in their field
or around campus. If they hear of a GIS
event on campus, they may attend. In
contrast, the tier two approach, which
includes the in-depth classroom presen-
tations, advanced workshops and library
visits, is an academic effort to promote
the library’s resources. By demonstrat-
ing how GIS can be used in specific
fields, users will have enough of an in-
troduction to warrant the technology as
an option for research, analysis or as a
map-making tool.

Library clients who want to use geospa-
tial data require a large range of skills,
from determining the nature and extent
of information needed, to using the in-
formation effectively to accomplish spe-
cific purposes. These types of informa-
tion literacy skills are certainly much
more focused and not useful yet to the
novice GIS users.

Indirect Outreach—Tier One Ap-
proach: Workshops

To successfully attract non-GIS users to
a library-sponsored workshop, the
theme has to be non-GIS related (at
least not directly), and it has to be pro-
moted in a way that would attract cam-
pus members of all study areas. The
workshop should be related to GIS and
the library in some way—otherwise the
activity defeats the purpose of the out-
reach program and the mandate of the
library—but this should not be the focus
of the workshop, nor should it be pro-
moted as such. Since the fall of 2007,
the UML has offered a number of work-
shops entitled: “Google Earth: More
Than Imagery,” “Google Earth: Creating
KML,” "Mapping your House,” “Keeping
Track of Your Records: Turning Lists
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into Maps,” and “Introduction to Map
Making.” Other workshops have also
been offered, but they are considered to
be more advanced and geared towards
the tier two individuals.

Some of the workshops have been of-
fered in the UML in order to introduce
the visitors to the small library. Library
staff mention impressive statistics about
the collection and point out the quiet
study spaces in hopes of having the
students return, at the very least, to take
advantage of the study space. All work-
shops, regardless of the theme, have
library handouts consisting of a brochure
about services and another handout with
a list of upcoming workshops. All work-
shop attendees are also informed of the
Map Library’s website, its blog, and li-
brarian contact information.

The workshops themselves provide the
attendees with a fun one to two hours
filled with impressive demonstrations of
software and a hands-on component
that actually have students mapping.
The Google Earth workshops are the
most popular with high attendance that
warrants additional sessions. The
workshop attracts students across all
faculties—most commonly in engineer-
ing, and is most likely so popular be-
cause Google Earth is currently consid-
ered by many to be one of the latest and
greatest online tools.

After showing students all the innovative
tools available in the program (the roots
of their interest and therefore atten-
dance), the workshop has students us-
ing Google Earth as a mapping pro-
gram; they learn how to bring library
data into the globe and are taught the
fundamentals of GIS. Students create
their own place marks, measure dis-
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tances, draw lines and learn about the
value of aerial photography as a re-
search tool. The introduction of Google
Earth interests many in the spatial rep-
resentation of data—in fact many stu-
dents who sign up for Google Earth also
sign up for other workshops offered by
the UML. Google Earth workshops at-
tract roughly 100 students every term.
Those are 100 students who have be-
come familiar with the Map Library and
at least one map library reference staff
member they can contact with ques-
tions.

The other workshops introduce atten-
dees to GIS in other ways. The “Map-
ping Your House” workshop, for exam-
ple, is a short, one-hour demonstration
on using georeferenced historical maps
and air photos to find specific properties.
A GIS software program is used with
both historical and modern imagery.
The Map Library’s air photo collection
includes high-resolution digital air pho-
tos that impress many attendees. In
many cases, the photos owned by the
library are much sharper than those
available in Google Earth—and when
those images include the attendees’
homes, they get very excited. The Ili-
brary has found that offering workshops
that have a personal connection to the
campus community increases interest.
In this case, the workshop was pro-
moted as an exercise in researching
property and finding your home on a
map.

The workshop entitled “Keeping Track of
your Records: Turning Lists into Maps”
is a presentation and hands-on work-
shop that demonstrates how converting
a textual file into a non-textual format,
such as map, provides a different per-
spective on the information. Online
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tools are used to convert Excel files with
points of interest (address book, favorite
restaurants, etc.—participants were
asked to bring in their own list) into geo-
coded points that display on an online
map. Participants see the value of spa-
tial reference, while observing proximity
and relationships.

At the end of all workshops, students
are exposed to the concepts of spatial
mapping, GIS, geospatial data and the
Map Library. They are now ready to join
other interested members of campus for
the more advanced workshops that
demonstrate how GIS can be used in
their coursework—a more serious and
academic series of workshops. All the
attendees are also left with an open invi-
tation to stop by the library to learn more
about the projects they have just com-
pleted and how they can do something
similar in their courses.

Indirect Outreach—Tier One Ap-
proach: Classroom Visits

As mentioned earlier, being invited into
classrooms where the instructor and
students are anything but savvy GIS us-
ers is extremely difficult. However, ask-
ing instructors for five minutes of their
classroom time to introduce the staff
members and the library is rarely ever
refused. It does not take up much time
and it demonstrates to the students that
the instructor supports the library.

The UML has been increasingly visiting
classrooms for a “quick intro” to make
the relationship between maps, GIS and
the Map Library clear to the students.
Nothing substantial is taught during this
time, as the goal is to simply make an
impression. Although there is not
enough time to demonstrate to the stu-
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dents why they would want to make a
map, they will at the very least know that
the option exists and where to get help.
The library staff member goes over
some of the services offered, including
mentions of all the tier one workshops
that are being offered and encourages
everybody to sign up for them. The
most important message left with the
students is “My name is --please
ask for me at the desk, and | can help
you with all your mapping needs.” This
provides the students with an estab-
lished contact—the comfort of a familiar
face with a name to go to when they
need assistance. Too many times, the
Map Library sees students walking in
and waiting to be asked if they need as-
sistance. It appears as though students
are shy to ask questions or ashamed
that they do not know the answers. This
“quick intro” approach is aimed at allevi-
ating this situation, and it encourages
students to ask questions at the library.

Indirect Outreach—Tier One Ap-
proach: Events

In the last two years, the Map Library
hosted two special events that were indi-
rectly related to GIS. In September
2007, the Map Library curated a week-
long historical map exhibit that consisted
of approximately 100 historical maps,
atlases, directories and air photos of the
local area. The exhibit also included
displays of historical maps created using
a GIS. Maps of historical railroads, ge-
ology and aerial photography were dis-
played along with information on GIS
technology and the library’s collection.
A large display of the campus in aerial
photography throughout the years was
also created, using historical paper pho-
tographs and more recent images avail-
able in geospatial format. By hosting
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the exhibit in the library, many first time
visitors came through and saw not only
what was on display, but the rest of the
maps available. Similarly as in the
workshops, guides and brochures were
handed out that educated visitors on the
Map Library’s collection and services.
The exhibit was promoted to the campus
and local communities and had ap-
proximately 250 individuals walk
through. The exhibit was promoted as a
historical map exhibit, so presumably it
attracted individuals with an interest in
maps or history. There were also prize
drawings and refreshments advertised
and made available to encourage more
visitors.

In September 2008, the Map Library
hosted an art show entitled “Geo-
Abstract”
(http://lwww.lib.uwaterloo.ca/locations/u
md/digital/art.html). This weeklong show
was an attempt to offer the campus
community geospatial information in a
fun way. It consisted of 14 art pieces
created by Map Library staff, using GIS
technology and library datasets such as
satellite imagery, aerial photography,
census data, and 3-D modelling. The
show was designed to display the
beauty of the earth as an art form. Each
piece represented a real geographical
location, and was created using GIS
tools and techniques. The event was
promoted to the campus community as
a collection of artwork showcasing
maps, the earth and its people. Posters
were hung in most buildings on campus,
invitations were sent to each depart-
ment, and articles were written in cam-
pus and library newsletters.

The Department of Fine Arts offered the

Map Library its Gallery for the duration
of the show. All pieces of art had ac-
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companying text that described the GIS
datasets and explained how each piece
was created using GIS technology. In-
formation about the Map Library and its
services were also made available in
poster and brochure form. Two library
reference personnel who offer the GIS
library services staffed the event at all
times. They were available to answer
any questions and educate the campus
community on GIS literacy and library
services.

The show attracted over 100 individuals
with varying backgrounds. Many were
interested in seeing artwork created with
technology. Visitors appeared interested
in learning about GIS and how the
pieces were created. Some saw the
displays as artwork and commented on
the vivid colors and abstract form. Oth-
ers saw them as attractive maps, and
recognized their locations—some had a
personal connection with what they
found, such as vacation spots and
hometowns. Library staff took advantage
of the one-on-one time with the visitors,
and explained the technology, the geo-
spatial collection and some of the ser-
vices offered at the Map Library. The
event exposed the library to individuals
from many disciplines and offered each
individual personal contact with a library
staff member. Geospatial literacy pro-
motion and outreach has continued
since with the art pieces circulating for
display in other library locations on
campus.

Other Indirect Outreach Initiatives
Visiting the Library

Library outreach is about getting users
into the library. If the library offers users
information about its resources and ser-
vices, then the outreach efforts can be
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as easy as promoting a visit to the li-
brary. The Map Library continues to
promote itself as a quiet study place;
many students simply want to study in a
smaller, quieter library that does not see
the kind of traffic as the larger libraries
do. Less chatter at the information
desk, less phone calls, and less food in
the library makes the library an attractive
study location. Some of the students
may not be interested in any other ser-
vices offered, but by spending time in
the library, they are aware of their sur-
roundings and may observe library pub-
licity around them (posters, bookmarks,
interactions with other library users).
They will know where to go if they need
more from the library than study space.

The Map Library also offers other unre-
lated services that encourage library
traffic: public printing, scanning, com-
puter access, wireless internet, and a
photocopier. The library is currently
working on a redesign for a fresher look
and will possibly acquire a flat screen to
display library-related messages. For all
those visiting the library for non-
research purposes, the digital messages
may help in promoting GIS or other li-
brary-related services.

The Map Library also encourages fac-
ulty to bring their students into the library
for a library-related class lecture. In-
stead of the library staff member being
invited to speak in the classroom, the
library invites the class into the library.
Depending on the size of the class,
sometimes it is feasible to offer the stu-
dents a quick tour of the library as well.

Networking

Some of the most successful ways to
promote library services include sharing
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the information one-on-one with indi-
viduals. This can be at a formal or in-
formal event or meeting, on or off cam-
pus. This can be during a social or
business event. Always take the oppor-
tunity to share information with inter-
ested people. One person may know
ten others who will find the library ser-
vices useful in their research or for gen-
eral interest.

Results

The library measures the success of its
outreach program based on GIS user
statistics. The UML tracks all GIS-
related activity in the library. Every per-
son who inquires about GIS data is
asked the course number where their
research will be used. Knowing which
courses have a need for data helps fu-
ture direct outreach initiatives. The ef-
forts dedicated to classroom visits,
events, and workshops are ultimately to
educate and promote library services so
that students across all faculties are in-
formation literate. Some efforts are very
easy to measure because library staff
can identify the users—for example, af-
ter speaking to a classroom, those same
students visit the library for GIS data, or
they attend workshops. It is difficult to
track users who have heard about the
data from one classroom visit, but need
the data for another. The library sees
students using the data for dozens of
different courses that have never had a
library representative outreach to them,
so it is only speculation that students
have heard about the library from other
courses or from classmates.

The UML started recording user statis-
tics in the Fall of 2004 when it was be-
coming clear that the library was cater-
ing to more than just students in GIS
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courses. Prior to 2004, the library was
not promoting its services to courses
other than the core GIS classes. The
students who were using the collection
for non-GIS courses may have had
knowledge of the library’s resources
from their GIS courses. The reason the
division between GIS and non-GIS
courses is so important and relevant is
that GIS courses automatically use the
library’s collection without any effort
spent on library promotion. Since the
library is the geospatial resource hub for
the entire campus and not just for GIS
courses, the library would like all stu-
dents to have the opportunity to use the
services. Unlike in the GIS courses
though, using GIS data is optional, not
mandatory, so without an outreach pro-
gram, the number of users in these
other courses would always be much
less.

There are approximately 500 to 600 stu-
dents enrolled in GIS courses every
year. These courses do not always en-
courage students to use the library for
data access, as that would be extremely
overwhelming for library reference staff.
Instead, the course instructors place the
data on a course drive. For statistical
purposes though, the library takes the
number of students enrolled in each GIS
course and records it as a user statistic
even though most of the students do not
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have contact with library staff—it is the
number of students that use the data
that is important. Once the students
have copies of the data, it is not known
whether they use that data for other
courses. Although this is against data
licensing policy to do so, policing stu-
dents’ data usage is not possible. In
non-GIS courses though, instructors do
not upload data to a course drive, so
students are on their own for data ac-
quisition. Without a doubt, the efforts
involved in working with students in non-
GIS courses do not compare with those
in GIS courses. The efforts begin with
outreach, and continue with library in-
struction, training and ongoing technical
support.

For the 2004/2005 calendar year, of all
the patrons who used the library’s GIS
collection, 42% were using it for non-
GIS coursework. In 2006, the library
implemented the new geospatial infor-
mation literacy program and started of-
fering workshops outside of classroom
time. The number of students using GIS
data for non-GIS courses increased to
48%. For the 2007/2008 calendar year,
when the indirect outreach approach
was introduced, the number of students
using GIS data for non-GIS courses ac-
tually surpassed those using it for GIS
courses, at 67%.
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Figure 1. The number of users utilizing GIS resources for non-GIS courses has increased since 2007.

Conclusion

GIS is an interdisciplinary field where
many academic courses find value. As
the geospatial resource hub for the
campus, the library will always play the
challenging and oftentimes consuming
role of demonstrating to students and
faculty the value of geospatial mapping
and analysis.

All libraries struggle with the need to
publicize their services to patrons. A lot
of preliminary research is required by
the library to determine who the library
users are, where they are, which ser-
vices to offer, how to offer them suc-
cessfully, and how to encourage their
continuing use. The library’s role is to
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regularly anticipate users’ information
needs, and build relationships so that
when users are ready, they will know
how to use available services. Since
every library user has a different way of
learning, researching and utilizing library
resources, the approach the library
takes to promote and teach the informa-
tion needs to vary as well. Offering a
well-balanced library instruction program
that includes both generalized and spe-
cific information sessions provides users
with the flexibility to learn at their own
pace and only when they want to and
are ready to. Students will always find
their way into the library when they
themselves realize the value of the re-
sources available to them. The library’s
promotional program simply helps them
by leading the way.
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