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Using Google Earth 
 
Introduction: While Google Earth can be a fun tool for simply looking at the surface of the earth, 
there are many other more sophisticated features to explore.  Google Earth works by streaming aerial 
photographs over the internet at different resolutions; because of this you will notice that more and 
more detail appears as you zoom in as well as the fact that while some places have sharp resolution, 
other places will be considerably fuzzier.  Google Earth uses a special type of file called a ‘kml’ file 
(see glossary) to create its layers.  More about this will be discussed in the ‘creating kml files’ section. 
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1. Accessing Google Earth: To download Google Earth to your personal computer, 
go to: http://earth.google.com/.  Here you will find links to be able to download the free 
version.  Google Earth is also on the computers in the GIS lab, Armstrong 161, BiHall 116 
and 117, and in the Main library in 105 and on the carrel computers.  We have one version 
of Google Earth Pro available on a computer in Armstrong Library; it is the right-most 
computer in the room with the microfilm and microfiche. 
 

2. Basic Navigation:  Google Earth can be navigated either by searching for a known 
place by typing in coordinates or 
a place name, or by using 
controls, either on the 
navigation compass or with your 
scroll wheel mouse. 
-To navigate by searching: In 
the upper left-hand corner of 
the application you can type in a 
place name, address, or 
coordinates just as you would 
with Google Maps.  When you 
hit ‘enter,’ Google Earth will ‘fly’ 
you to that location.  If you have 
Google Earth ‘fly’ to a topic 
(such as Lord of the Rings), 

Google Earth will provide you with businesses associated with Lord of the Rings and below 
that, with KML files that have been created and shared through the Google Earth 
Community—for more on this, see no. 7, ‘Finding Preexisting KML files.’ Using the ‘Find 
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Businesses’ tab you can search for businesses either by the name of the business of by the 
services they provide.  The directions tab will allow you to find directions from one place to 
another and then play the entire trip between those two places.  This route can then be 
exported as a KML file as well.   
-To navigate with navigation compass:  The navigation compass will appear when the 
cursor floats over the upper right-hand corner of the main viewing window or when you 
choose ‘Compass’ from the ‘View’ dropdown menu.  The vertical sliding bar will zoom you 
in and out.  The horizontal sliding bar will change the tilt, or the angle at which you look at 
the surface of the earth; this allows you to see elevation features or 3D buildings.  Clicking 
anywhere on the ‘N’ circle and dragging the circle around will allow you to change your 
north orientation (clicking once on the ‘N’ itself will reset North to the top of the screen).  
Clicking on any of the arrows inside the circle allows you to pan East, West, North, or South.  
If you click and drag the star-like symbol in the center of the circle, you can use it like a 
joystick to pan around the viewer. 
-To navigate with scroll-wheel mouse: Scrolling up or down will zoom you in and out, 
respectively.  Likewise, clicking, holding, and dragging the mouse around the screen will 
allow you to pan around.  If you click down on the scroll-wheel itself and hold it down, by 
moving the mouse up and down on the screen you will be able to change the tilt while 
moving the mouse side-to-side will change the North orientation. 
 
 

3. Viewing options: since what’s logical is different for everyone, Google Earth comes 
with several ways to change your view: 
-Adding/removing scale, grids, overview map, or main navigation compass: under 
‘view’ in the toolbar, check or uncheck whichever options you would like added to or 
removed from the map. 
-Changing options: under ‘tools’ in the toolbar, choose options.  This will allow you to 
change, among other things, the vertical height exaggeration, the quality of the photographs, 
the speed of ‘flying’ or ‘tours.’ 
-The ‘search,’ ‘places,’ and ‘layers’ windows can be minimized by clicking the 
‘show/hide sidebar’ icon on the toolbar 
 

4. Places window:  The places window is where you store places you want to be able to 
get to frequently as well as any ‘kml’ layers you decide to add 
-There are two categories in the places window—‘my places’ which will always be there 
every time you open the application for easy access, and ‘temporary places’ which are the 
places you have accessed in this session.  Temporary places can be saved as a ‘my place’ by 
right-clicking on them and choosing ‘save as my places.’   
-You can organize places into folders and subfolders by creating a new folder (‘add’� 
‘folder’) and dragging places into it 
-To turn on/off places, just check/uncheck the box next to the place name 
-To store a place you searched for, right click on the place in the ‘search’ window and 
choose ‘save as my places’ 
-To play a tour of your places just hit the play button at the bottom of the places window.  
The viewer will move from place to place in the order they appear in the window.  The order 
can be changed by dragging the places above or below each other.  Remember that the 
nuances of this ‘tour’ can be changed under ‘tools’� ‘options’ 
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-To change the transparency of polygon features highlight the place whose transparency 
you want to change and a sliding bar will appear at the bottom of the window.  Note that 
you cannot change the transparency of point or line features. 
-The places window will become more valuable when it comes to making your own 
placemark files or overlays. 
 

5. Layers Window:  The layers window is where layers that Google Earth provides are 
stored.  This includes featured content with items such as David Rumsey historical maps and 
National Geographic placemarks.  Any of these layers can be turned on/off by 
checking/unchecking the boxes next to their name. 
 
 

6. Creating KML Files: With the basic Google Earth version you can add ‘placemarks,’ 
or pushpins in the map, that, when clicked on, can share information about a place such as 
text, photographs, or hyperlinks.  With more expensive version you can also create lines and 
polygons with the same principles that you can also attach information too.  You can also 
overlay other aerial photographs or other maps and fit them on to the surface of the Earth.  
When you add placemarks, you create a KML (Keyhole Markup Language) file which is a file 
type unique to Google Earth.  These files may occasionally be called KMZ files when they 
are zipped versions of KMLs. 
-To add a placemark either click the ‘add placemark’ icon on the top toolbar that looks like 
a tack with a plus sign or choose ‘add’� ‘placemark.’  A marker will pop up as well as a 
properties box; the properties box must be left open in order to manipulate the placemark 
and add information.  Move the placemark to where you would like it to be by clicking and 
dragging it or, by typing in specific coordinates in the ‘view’ tab in the properties window.  
In the properties window you can type a name, a style of placemark (by clicking on the 
orange pushpin in the upper right-hand corner of the properties window) and add a textual 
description.  When you are finished, simply click ‘OK’ and then right-click on either the 
folder the placemark resides in or just the placemark itself and ‘Save as’ to create a KML file.  
If further edits need to be made just right-click on the placemark and choose ‘Properties’ 
and you will be able to edit the placemarks location and additional information. 

-To add a photograph in the description box type in the following script: 
<br><br><img src=”location of photograph” width=desired width><br><br> 
For example: <br><br><img src=”http://www.united-states-map.com/usa-map.gif” 
width=250><br><br> 
(Note that photographs can also be located on your computer; you still have to type 
in the path to them, and then they will be saved as part of the KML file, creating a 
larger file than if the photographs reside on a web page.) 
-To add a hyperlink in the description box type in the following script: 
<a href=”website”>text you would like to appear as hyperlink</a> 
For example: <a href=”www.middlebury.edu”>Middlebury College Website</a> 

-These placemarks can then be organized using folders and saved by right-clicking on 
either the single placemark or the folder they are organized in and choosing ‘save as’ 
-To overlay an image overlay you need to first have the image saved to your hard drive.  
Either click on the ‘add image overlay’ icon or go to ‘add’� ‘image overlay.’  Browse out to 
where the image is stored on your hard drive.  You must keep the window that automatically 
comes up open to resize your image.  Grabbing any of the lime green lines around the image 
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will resize it (corner and side bars), rotate it (diamond-shaped symbol), or move it (cross in 
the middle).  To make it easier for you, you can change the transparency of the image you 
are overlying so as to better line up the features of the overlay with those on Google Earth’s 
surface.  As with placemarks, you can add description and change many attributes of the 
image overlay, all within this properties window.  When you are done with resizing the image, 
click ‘OK’ and right-click on the layer to save it as a KML.  If further edits needs to be made 
simply right-click on the file in the ‘Places’ window and choose ‘Properties’ again. 
 

7. Finding preexisting KML files: While it can be fun and interesting to make your 
own files, there are a number of ways to download other people KML files that they have 
shared, as well as share your own work.  Some recommended places to find these are: 
 -Google Earth Community layer- In the ‘Layer’ window, one of the options you 
can click on is Google Earth Community where people have compiled placemarks for 
everything from businesses to personal interests. 
 -Google Earth Community- This is an online forum (http://bbs.keyhole.com) 
where you can search by keyword for a variety of KML files as well as share your own and 
engage in discussions.  New Feature: Now, files that have been uploaded to Google Earth 
Community are directly accessible from within the Google Earth program; to access these 
files, simply search for whatever topic you are interested in finding out about and you will 
return back a list of businesses and below that a list of placemarks that you can add to the 
viewer.  Note: if searching for placemarks of a physical place, such as Berlin, you will need to 
search for a topic, such as ‘Berlin History,’ to find placemarks related to that topic—
otherwise it will just bring you to that place. 
 -Google Earth Hacks- This site (http://googleearthhacks.com) is a searchable 
database of both KML placemark files as well as pre-georectified aerial photographs. 
 -KMZ Links- While this website (http://www.kmzlinks.com/) only has satellite 
photographs, the bottom of the page has links to a number of other good sites for 
KML/KMZ files. 

 
8. Other useful tools: There are a number of other tools both in the Google Earth 
program and as downloadable extensions that may be worth investigating. 
-Measure: To measure distances of lines or paths, either click on the ‘Show rules’ icon on 
the toolbar or go to ‘Tools’� ‘Ruler.’  Click to create a line or click many times to create a 
path.  Units can be changed on the fly.  Measure tool does not currently take into account 
elevation change. 
-Downloadable Extensions: A number of other useful (although sometimes hard to use) 
tools can be downloaded by searching on the internet.  To create paths, circles, or polygons 
in the free version, to make graphs, or to play more with color, three useful tools can be 
downloaded here: http://www.sgrillo.net/googleearth/. 
-Batch Geocoding: If you have a list of addresses that you would like to turn into points, 
http://www.batchgeocode.com is a wonderful tool that will generate a KML file to open in 
Google Earth. 
-GPS Visualization: If you are using a GPS and want to transfer that information into a 
Google Earth file, http://gpsvisualizer.com will create a KML file out of your data. 

 
 



Middlebury College 

Library and Information Services 

- 5 - 
Created by: Kate Clagett, GIS Intern 

June 13, 2007 

9. Glossary: 
� Coordinates- Coordinates are a reading of latitude and longitude.  In GE they can 

be entered into the search window by typing them in as latitude in decimal degrees, 
longitude in decimal degrees.  For example, typing in either ‘44 N, 73 W’ or ‘44, -73’ will 
take you to Vermont.  The latitude and longitude must be in decimal degress; to 
convert from degress/minutes/second (d/m/s) to decimal degrees (DD) use this 
formula: DD=d+m/60+s/3600. 

� Fly through- See tour 
� Geocoding- A way of assigning a point to a location by providing an address that it 

translated into coordinates and then plotted on a map. 
� Georectifying- Taking an overlay image and reshaping it so that it fits over the GE 

map so that features on the image line up with features on GE (or other underlying 
map). 

� Global Positioning System (GPS)- A system by which a receivers coordinates can 
be recorded from satellites.  These coordinates can then be used to generate a series 
of points, lines, or polygons on a map. 

� Grids- Adding a grid to the view of GE puts lines of longitude and latitude over the 
surface of the earth for reference. 

� Image overlay- In GE you can add any image file of a landscape, be it oblique or 
planometric, map or aerial photograph and georectify it so that the features in the 
image align with the features in GE.  This allows the viewer to make some analysis 
about changes in the landscape, representations of the landscape, etc. 

� KML/KMZ- GE uses Keyhole Markup Language (KML) files.  When you create 
placemarks or image overlays, these are saved as KML files.  The zipped version of 
this file is known as a KMZ. 

� Layers- A layer contains additional information that can be added/removed from a 
map.  For example, if you are looking at just an aerial photograph in GE, you can 
add (or ‘turn on’) a layer of road and/or place names to help orient you.  If you no 
longer want to view this layer, you can turn it off.  Layers can be made up of point, 
line, or polygon features and represent almost any variable. 

� Layers window- The layers window in the lower left-hand corner of the application 
display is where layers provided by Google Earth are stored and organized.  By 
checking and un-checking the box next to each layer you can turn them on and off. 

� Overview map- An overview map is a small inset map showing a Mercator view of 
the whole world that can be used to show your location. 

� Places window- Like the layers window, this is where places you download or 
create are stored and can be organized. 

o My places- These are places that are saved to your version of the application 
and will show up in the places window every time you open GE. 

o Temporary places- These are places that will not be saved after you close 
the application.  To save them, either drag them to the ‘My Places’ part of the 
window or right-click on the file and choose ‘Save as my Places.’ 

� Placemark- A placemark is basically a pushpin in the earth’s surface that marks a 
location.  You can add text, photographs, and hyperlinks to this placemark so that 



Middlebury College 

Library and Information Services 

- 6 - 
Created by: Kate Clagett, GIS Intern 

June 13, 2007 

when you click on it, more information about that location is visible.  When you save 
a placemark, you create a KML file. 

� Resolution- Resolution refers to the detail level of the aerial photographs.  In some 
places, such as Vermont, the detail is not particularly good and therefore has a lower 
resolution.  Although not a standard part of Google Earth, you can overlay images 
with as fine a resolution as 1cm. 

� Search function- The search function flies you around the world by taking you to 
wherever you type in.  You can type in an address, city, or country.  Even some 
cultural and physical features are searchable.  You may also type in coordinates.  If 
GE does not recognize the place by default it searches for all businesses in the 
current extent that have something to do with what you have typed in (as happens in 
Google Maps). 

� Scale- Adding a scale allows you to approximate distance at the current extent of the 
viewer.  Note that the scale will not appear when zoomed out past a certain level. 

� Tour- A tour, or fly through, is a way of having GE automatically take you from 
place to place; it’s like making a little movie of features on your map.  Simply 
organize your places in the order you wish them to appear and then hit the play 
button at the bottom of the places window.  Options on speed, zoom level, and 
other variables can be changed under ‘Tools’�’Options’�’Touring.’ 

� Transparency- Changing the transparency allows you to see through certain layers 
to what’s below.  Any polygon feature or image overlay can be made partially or fully 
transparent by sliding the transparency bar at the bottom of the places window.  This 
is helpful for comparing features in one layer to one below it. 

 

10. Resources: 
 
-Google Earth’s main page: http://earth.google.com/ 
 
-Google Earth blog: http://www.gearthblog.com/ 
 
-Juice Geography, a British blog dedicated to all things Google Earth: 
http://www.juicygeography.co.uk/blog/?page_id=5 
 
 
 
For more information please contact: 
 

Christopher Rodgers 
GIS Interdisciplinary Liaison, Library and Information Services 
209 Armstrong Library, McCardell Bicentennial Hall 
287 Bicentennial Way 
Middlebury College 
Middlebury, Vermont  05753 
  
Phone:  802-443-5512 
Fax:        802-443-2016 
E-mail:    cmrodger@middlebury.edu 
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Noel Jenkins   www.juicygeography.co.uk 

NAVIGATION 

Place mouse in this area of 

the screen to see the 

navigation controls. 

GOOGLE EARTH v.4 Simple Navigation  

Measuring  

tool. 

This is the 

Places Panel. 

Check the boxes 

to open and close 

folders and sub-

folders. The 

check box turns 

overlays and 

placemarks on 

and off. 

The slider 

changes the 

transparency of 

active layers. 

These buttons 

start and stop a 

tour through 

the active 

placemarks. 

This is the 

Layers Panel. 

Turn off all 

unnecessary 

layers to keep 

the screen 

uncluttered. 

Turn on to see the 

terrain (shape of the 

land). 

Zoom in 

or out. 

Click to create a new 

placemark  

Reset the 

view to face 

north. 

Alter the tilt 

of the view up 

or down. 

Print 

An active 

overlay or 

placemark is 

coloured grey 

Hide the sidebar 

Rotate the view by 

clicking and 

dragging the ring 

Type the desired 

destination into 

the Fly To box 

and click the 

search button. 


