
 
GIS I: Organizing Principles 
Considering Spatial Data Exercise 
 

 

*** Files needed for exercise: MN_Tract10_prj_carto.shp, MN_Trt_Census2010.dbf, Minnesota_env.gdb, 

MN_hospitals.zip, cb_2013_us_county_5m.kmz, and USDA_FoodEnvironment.xls. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Goals: The goal of this exercise is to gain a basic understanding of data types commonly used in GIS 

and work within ArcCatalog and Windows Explorer to view these files. 

 

Skills: After completing this exercise, you will have some familiarity with common data formats used in 

GIS. You will explore, move, and organize spatial and non-spatial data effectively and safely using 

ArcCatalog. 

 
Exploring Spatial Data in Windows Explorer 

1. Open Windows Explorer by going to the Start menu and choosing My Computer. 

2. Browse to the Considering_Spatial_Data_Exercise_Data folder. 

3. You should see lots of files, some with the same name but different extensions. 

 
4. This folder contains: a shapefile, a Geodatabase file, a database table, a Microsoft Excel 

table, a Google KMZ file, and a ZIP file. You are probably used to managing/moving/copying 

some of these file types in Windows Explorer, but spatial data are different - if you forget just 

one of the associated files when moving them, it will make the data unusable. Let’s look at 

the same data using ArcCatalog. 
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Exploring Spatial Data in ArcCatalog 
1. Go to the Start menu and open ArcCatalog. 

2. Use the menu on the left side of ArcCatalog to browse to the 

Considering_Spatial_Data_Exercise_Data folder which contains your data. The same data 

you saw in Windows Explorer now appears as fewer files.  

 
3. Do you see all of these files? You can control the types of files seen in ArcCatalog by 

adjusting ArcCatalog options. To access these options, select the Customize tab at the file 

level menu and select ArcCatalog Options. 

 
Select the File Types tab; here you can add New Types of files. 
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4. Depending on how the machine you are using is configured, you may need to add New 

Types to see all of the file types in this exercise. Click on the New Type button to open the 

dialogue that will allow you to add file types. Complete the information on a file extension you 

wish to add, including a brief description, and click OK. 

 
Here we have added the ZIP file extension. If necessary, add New Types for KMLs – Google 

Map KML and XLS - Microsoft Excel, then check to see that these file types now appear in 

your folder; you may need to click on the Refresh icon under View for these changes to take 

effect. 

5. In ArcCatalog, spatial data such as shapefiles are much easier to manage. You can also 

move and copy aspatial data such as tables and folders. All of the files in this example can be 

moved by dragging and dropping or copying and pasting. Performing these actions in 

ArcCatalog will move ALL of the associated files, whereas attempting move files in Windows 

Explorer is risky. 

 

Viewing Data Attributes of a Shapefile 
1. In the Catalog Tree on the left side of ArcCatalog, click once on MN_tract10_prj_carto.shp. 
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2. On the right side of ArcCatalog, the Contents window should appear. In the Contents 

window you can view the name of the file and the type of file. 

 
 

3. Click on the Preview tab. Here, you can see what the data will actually look like in ArcMap. 
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4. You can also view your data attributes by using the preview pull down menu at the bottom of 

the screen and choosing Table. 

 
5. Finally, you can view metadata about the file by clicking on the Description tab. Metadata is 

information about your data. It can help you determine what your data represents, what the 

spatial reference information is, and what attributes are contained in the dataset.  
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Creating a New Folder and Moving Data 

1. Next, you will add a new folder for Minnesota data and move data into it. 

2. Right click on the Considering_Spatial_Data_Exercise_Data folder in the Catalog Tree on the 

left side of ArcCatalog and select New > Folder. 
3. Name the folder Minnesota_Data. 

4. The data related to Minnesota are MN_tract10_prj_carto.shp (a shapefile), 

MN_Trt_Census2010.dbf (a table), MN_hospitals.zip (a ZIP file), and Minnesota_env.gdb (a 

geodatabase). 

 
 

5. In the Contents tab, click on MN_tract10_prj_carto.shp then hold down the Control key and 

click on MN_Trt_Census2010.dbf, MN_hospitals.zip, and Minnesota_env.gdb to select all 

datasets. 

 
5. Once they are selected you can drag (left mouse click and hold down) them into the folder 

you created. Or right click on the datasets you want to move and use the copy and paste 

functions. 

6. Your new folder should now contain the Minnesota datasets. 
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Exploring a Geodatabase 
1. View the Minnesota_env.gdb file in ArcCatalog by clicking on it in the Catalog Tree. This File 

Geodatabase contains several feature classes and a raster dataset. Geodatabases are 

containers that that can hold different types of spatial and aspatial data that are related. 

 
2. The vector data (counties-polygons, parks-points, and rivers-lines) can be viewed just like 

shapefiles. The geodatabase also contains a raster dataset of tree cover canopy. Preview the 

NLCD_2011_MN_Tree_Canopy file.  
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3. View the Description tab for this raster file. This file has attached metadata with a good 

description of the data. Who created this dataset? 
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Viewing Aspatial Tables 

1. Take a look at the two pieces of aspatial data in the exercise data folder: 

MN_Trt_Census2010.dbf and USDA_FoodEnvironment.xls. 

2. Often these tables are linked to spatial data to display their attributes; you will have practice 

doing this soon. 

3. Both of these table formats are commonly used in ArcGIS and can be previewed in 

ArcCatalog just like your spatial data. 

 
If you have time… Double click on the cb2013_us_county_5m.kmz file in Windows Explorer. 

Increasingly, data providers are offering this format (KMZ) as an option. This file was downloaded from 

the US Census and displays all counties in the USA as polygons in Google Earth. 

 

 
 

 


