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ArcGIS I: Map Making for the Social Sciences 

 

Tutorial Goal:  Introduction to the fundamentals of map making and spatial analysis for the Social Sciences.  

Participants learn how to import, manipulate, analyze, display and evaluate spatial and numeric data.  Different 

data formats are discussed.  The focus is on federal and state data.   

 

This is our final product for today:  a variable map of Rhode Island displaying the high concentrations of the 

poor population according the U.S. Census in 2000.   
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GIS (Geographic Information Systems) 

 
        In this lesson, we will learn how to use a GIS (Geographic Information System).  This is a software 

package that allows you store, manipulate, analyze and display geographic data.  We will be using 

ArcGIS 9.3, which is produced by ESRI (http://www.esri.com/).  This software is available in many labs 

throughout Brown, including the CIS computers in the Rockefeller Library.   

 

 

 

 

Layers Tables 

 

 GIS in a nutshell: layers and tables.  Layers and tables are the building blocks in your use of a GIS, and 

everything you do will extend from these two things.   

 

 A layer is an overlay that represents a feature.  A feature is a group of similar objects.  For example, 

towns can be one feature and roads can be another feature. So, one layer contains towns.  Another 

contains roads.  Yet another represents vegetation.  Each one is laid one atop another to make the final 

map.   

 

 A table is the information that is attached to each layer.  The information is data in the form of a 

spreadsheet, where rows represent the cases and the columns represent the variables.  So, for the towns 

layer, we have a table and each row is a town.  The columns are the variables for the towns.  They could 

be size, location, population, etc.  These data about the feature are called an attribute . 

 

With these two elements we can make maps and do calculations.  For example, we can select towns that have 

over 200,000 people and make a new layer.  Or, we can find best suited locations for an upscale store by 

locating areas with certain demographics.  Or, we can map out poor areas of urban areas in attempt to allocate 

services.  All this is done through layers and tables.   

 

 

 

 

http://www.esri.com/
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First, be very careful with your files.   You can have dozens upon dozens of files and you need to keep them all 

organized.  So, before you download, go to your storage device and create a folder.  Name it GISData and save 

all files there. 

 

 
 

Now, letôs get our data that weôll be working with in this tutorial. We want to get data about some interesting 

features of R.I.  The gis.brown.edu is a great place to start.  Built as the main GIS portal for Brown, it contains 

a lot of free data.  We want layers for roads, census data, and medical facilities.   

 

1.  Here you can find a wealth of information about GIS.  We are particularly interested in downloading data 

about Rhode Island.  Go to Data in the menu options on the top, and left click WWW Data Links .   
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2.  In the State & Local Data on the left, click on the Rhode Island GIS data link.   

 

 
 

3. This takes you to the Environmental Data Center page, where you want the RIGIS  link.   
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4.  The Rhode Island Geographic Information Systems Data page opens up.  You can close out of the 

Environmental Data Center page.  Click on the Browse for Geospatial Data link.   

 

 
 

5.  You are taken to The RIGIS Geospatial Data Catalog.  Here data is cataloged into different categories.  We 

are interested in Transportation .  

 

 
 

 

 

 


