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Logistical Details

Meeting Time & Place: 10-11 am on Thursdays; 1046 Dana
Office hours & contact: Thursdays 3-5pm or by appointment; danbrown@umich.edu

Course Description

The goal of this seminar is to explore novel approaches to collecting geospatial information for environmental
research and problem solving. In particular, a range of applications have taken advantage of social media, mobile
devices, and citizen volunteers to crowd source environmental information. While traditional scientific and
management enterprises rely on either authoritative information, collected and certified by professionals, or
researcher-collected information, collected following specific measurement, sampling, and data quality protocols,
these new data sources create both opportunities and challenges for users. While volunteered observations have
been used for decades (e.g., in the Breeding Bird Survey), the convergence of mobile, computational, and
communication tools in recent years has amplified both the opportunities and the questions.
We will explore literature that makes use of these newer streams of information, and to evaluate the challenges
and best practices associated with their use. We will focus primarily on reading literature on projects that have
been implemented and evaluated, discussing the specific techniques and approaches that were used, and
evaluating the quality and scientific or management value of the information acquired.
The core activity of the course is a weekly meeting for discussion of the opportunities and challenges associated
with both ambient and volunteered geographic-environmental information. We will read literature on the topic,
investigate existing projects, and report to each other with critical evaluations of the value of these novel sources
of information for the conduct of environmental research and management. We will also explore web-based and
programming tools for collecting, compiling, and analyzing volunteered information.

Course Requirements and Grading
For one credit: All students are required to identify and evaluate a project/application that involves, or an issue

that affects, use of volunteered, ambient, or citizen-collected environmental information for science or
management. Project topics can be selected from the list provided on the next page, or you can identify your own
(there are many more). You are to read and collect information, both published and on-line, about the project or
issue you are investigating and assign readings for the class. At our second class meeting, we will discuss project
characteristics that can be used to guide evaluations of the projects, and the issues that arise and could be
addressed.
As a result of your evaluation you are to prepare a 10-15 min. presentation, present that to the group, and lead a
discussion in class by providing provocative questions for the class to discuss. Your grade will reflect: (a) the quality
of the graphic and information content of the presentation file (Powerpoint or similar format); (b) the clarity of the
presentation; (c) the content of the ensuing discussion; and (d) your participation in discussions throughout the
semester.

For two credits: In addition to the meeting the requirements for one credit, students taking the course for two
credits are required to develop a project or proposal for collecting or harvesting ambient or volunteered
information in pursuit of a specific environmental science or management goal. In either case (project or proposal)
you need to outline the question or goal, design and describe the data collection activity, and evaluate the
strengths and weaknesses of the approach in a written paper. A project involves implementing the idea (at least in
pilot) and should involve some mapping of information, whereas a proposal should spend more effort in outlining
the significance of the application for a particular purpose.

Resources
Citizen Science Toolkit (www.birds.cornell.edu/citscitoolkit/toolkit)
Scistarter.com
Ushahidi
Mechanical Turk (www.mturk.com/mturk/)
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