Geography 469: GIS Workshop

Stage 1: Problem Statement and Needs Assessment
Spring 2013
Draft due April 9; Final Statement due April 16 

This stage, and each stage, is to be documented in the form of a group report.  Make use of word processing capabilities where available.  Sections give the reader a sense of flow.  Please do not turn in cardboard or plastic covers with your reports, they tend to get in the way.

The first stage of your project involves a problem statement together with a Needs Assessment to clarify problem scope and eventual data requirements.  Group members are to choose, refine, and clarify a topic of their interest. Check with the instructors to verify the substance for a group-based 10-week project.  

The Problem Statement and Needs Assessment Report  must contain all seven (7) parts listed below. 

1) Front Matter 

Title page: title, course & section, group name, member names, date.  

Table of Contents: The section headings in your report will be different as described below, but the flow remains the same, as sections "chunk" the information for a reader.  

2) Background 

In this section you need to describe the context in which your project is being developed based on two general sources of information: meeting(s) (or otherwise communicating) with the project client and a review of relevant literature.  If possible, arrange to meet with your project client in person.  If a face-to-face meeting is not feasible, arrange to communicate via phone or email.  (If this is not feasible, the project needs to be re-assessed.)  The objectives of needs assessment meeting with the project clients are the following: 

1) learn about the client’s organization (e.g., its mission, philosophy, motivating mandates, etc.),

2) determine who are the stakeholders or users of work product(s) (if different from the client)

3) help the client to understand the capabilities of GIS and your group

4) determine what the client’s goals are, what they “need to know”, or what deliverables they require

5) begin to identify background resources (literature) and data sources

6) begin to determine a project management protocol including:

a. points of contact (communication)

b. when (or why) to meet

c. how project progress will be communicated to the client

d. project deadline(s)

A description of the clients, stakeholders/users (the client may be the only user), and their respective needs should discuss the following issues, which will help in determining, for example, how information should be represented or communicated.

1) power and control between stakeholders, clients, and institutional forces 
2) the number and diversity of stakeholders/users 
3) rules and norms as social structures among stakeholders, client, and institutional forces

4) client’s and/or stakeholder’s expectations based on values, goals, issues, beliefs, and fairness

5) client’s and/or stakeholder’s views/knowledge of the subject domain and each other 
6) participants’ trust, beliefs and feelings toward information technology 
A literature review is needed to augment and supplement information gained from the project client.  Provide literature citations for important mandates, concepts, theory, GIS methods, and similar projects completed in the past.  Literature about your topic will help you and your client better understand the content, structure, process, and/or context of your project.  Use books or refereed journal articles whenever possible to ground your investigation.  Newspaper and magazines are less credible sources for clarifying important concepts.  The Internet is not a credible source unless the organization is a credible organization. A credible organization is one that has been investigating such topics for quite some time and many people share an understanding of the outcomes, government agency, large company, not-for-profit in business for a while, etc.  A literature review consisting of a synthesis of “background” documentation is required.  (One good way to begin the synthesis process is to write an annotated bibliography.)  Sources of background documentation should be cited as references in the background section to contextualize the nature of the project.  A bibliography of this documentation must be included at the end of the problem statement. Every group member must identify and have reviewed, annotated and synthesized at least two citations for this background section.
3) Project Goal 

From the background material a reader should be able to understand why a goal has been selected.  "Our group will examine the following topic. Your words here", Make sure the goal is not too narrow and not too broad.  The strategic planning literature uses goals to formulate a shared understanding about what is to be accomplished.  However, this same idea appears in research investigations as a “research question”.  Thus, as part of your project goal statement you should form a “research question” that expresses what you/your audience/your client “need to know” – in general. This general research question can help keep you on track in your project, as you ask yourself “are you always answering this question” or are you off on a tangent?  Talk to the instructors when necessary about this focus. 

4) Objectives 

Based on that goal (research question) you are to enumerate a set of objectives in terms of "need to know questions" (often called critical thinking questions).  In the strategic planning literature, objectives are often thought of as a basic set of steps for carrying out a goal.  In a similar manner, detailed research questions (as opposed to a general one in 3 above) are used to elaborate on what clients would like to know.  The questions are what the information users (i.e., your client and/or your group) would like to know, hence the term "need to know questions".  They do not represent a complete set of needs, but they do emphasize the important concerns.  Special attention should be given to the expected resolution and quality of the information to be used in answering the questions.  Nyerges (1995) provides questions in relation to collaborative learning with GIS, plus a set from Slater (1982).  The process of clarifying need to know questions is at the core of step 1 of the geodatabase design process outlined in Nyerges and Jankowski (2010) Regional and Urban GIS Chapter 5 Section 5.3.  The need to know questions articulated as objectives are a way to detail the specific concerns of the “organization (business work) functions”.  That is, each organizational function has certain information that is in need of knowing, thus each organization function may have one or more need to know questions associated with it.  

5) Information Categories Anticipated - Identify the categories of information you expect to generate to meet the information needs of users (your client).  These information categories tend to be the nouns in the "need to know critical questions" of (3 ) above.  THEY ARE NOT DATA CATEGORIES PER SE.  That is, what information is needed?  Information categories are relevant to client/audience interest.  Some of these categories are identifiable from the “background material” that you locate.  People act on “information” derived from data.  Since Step 1 of geodatabase design is about organizational business functions, the focus is really on information that will get created from data that you identify in Step 2 of the process. 

6) Information Structures/Products - Identify the information products you expect to create that contain information categories (in 5) to fulfill the information needs.  Such products would be how you intend to present the information when answering each of the need to know questions in (4) above?  Information structuring in products takes the form of text, maps, tables, charts, graphs, diagrams.  Each of these presents some kind of information as a “set of relationships”.  The information is in the relationships among data.  Use what you have learned from other Geography courses, e.g. 326, 360, 461, 462, and 464 to describe the information products.  DO NOT TAKE THIS LIGHTLY.  IMAGINE YOU ARE CREATING YOUR FINAL REPORT – what information are you presenting as evidence of your success with the project.

7) Project Benefits – What benefits will the client receive by having the information products in 6) available to them? Enumerate a preliminary list focused on each of the products that are to be created. This will help the group with the benefit-cost analysis in stage 5.  You could look ahead at the Stage 5 Assignment. 
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