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GeoDIL

The geosciences are visually based. Geoscience
instructors have found that students are excited by,
and learn well from, fieldtrips, movies, and slides—be-
cause they allow them to see, and maybe to feel, a
science in a way special to geology. Without imagery,
geoscience topics are abstract. With imagery, geology
comes alive, reflecting the world we live in. Volcanoes,
minerals, fossils, planets, and many other subjects are
especially photogenic. The best-selling college-level
introductory geology text contains more than 500
beautiful color images (not counting diagrams and line
drawings). Authors and text book publishers know that
“cool” pictures interest students.

We have for many years used slides and overheads in
our geology classes. Recently, we have prepared Power
Point presentations and tried putting slide collections on
the Web, and we have prepared Power Point presenta-
tions. These approaches have been valuable, but they are
limited. They are laborious to prepare, and once
prepared they are not easily modified. The Web offers
many new opportunities for bringing technology to the
classroom, and we have thought about developing a
Web-based geoscience photographs collection for some
time. Our idea is to have a collection that covers all the
main topics in introductory geoscience courses, that is
easily accessible, and that can be mined to produce
virtual carousels for instructional use. The technical
problems are many, but after much dithering, we have
begun work on GeoDIL, the Geoscience Digital Image
Library.

The Internet and Web-based teaching resources may
soon become integral parts of teaching and learning.
Today, there seems to be a rush to develop high-tech
replacements for traditional teaching approaches, some
of which have been successful. Yet, we still have much to
work out and some widespread problems persist. One
problem is that finding resources can be difficult because
there are no comprehensive digital libraries (although
some pioneering efforts have been begun). There are,
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however, two other problems that are specific to specific
Web sites. First, developing good digital resources is
time consuming and complicated. Consequently, much
of what is available is superficial or limited. Second,
some web resources are too specialized, or too compli-
cated to use. They lack necessary “front ends” to make
them accessible, and they are too much for most
students (and faculty) to figure out and use.

Our concerns about inadequate coverage and ease of
use guided us as we developed our plans for GeoDIL.
We have, on the one hand, tried to keep our
comprehensive focus and on the other, tried to keep
GeoDIL simple. It only includes photographs (and
supporting data)—no other media—and all photo-
graphs are relevant to the Earth Sciences. At the same
time, we have tried to make the search and retrieval
techniques as holistic and flexible as possible. Our goal is
to build GeoDIL for use by K-16 educators, students,
and researchers. To be successful, our library must
contain a large number of useful and exciting photo-
graphs; it must also be easy to use. Our long term goal is
to have 10,000 images in our library after four years.

We are not aware of an existing Web-based geoscience
image library of the scale or scope of GeoDIL. A smaller
collection, and one that in some ways started us thinking
about this project, can be found at the University of
British Columbia (UBC Earth and Ocean Sciences
Image Collections; http://www.science.ubc.ca/~eoswr/
image_db/image_db.html. The entire UBC collection
contains nearly 2000 images; but it is not growing at
present, and the associated supporting data are limited
and not as robust or as multipurpose in function as what
we propose here.

The GeoDIL project takes place in two main arenas:
software development and library development. Design-
ing the database and Web front end is not a trivial
problem. For software development, we rely on Henry
Borysewicz, Director of the AeroSpace Network (ASN),
a division of the John D. Odegard School of Aerospace
Sciences at UND. ASN has an extensive history and
experience in the application of technology to education
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