
 
 

Are the Outer Banks Disappearing? 
 

A Lesson Plan Prepared for Use with North Carolina Maps: 
http://www.lib.unc.edu/dc/ncmaps/ 

 
Erosion is a much-debated topic amongst environmentalists.  For this project, you will 
come to your own conclusion about erosion in the Outer Banks and form an argument 
as to what preventative measures should be taken there.   
 
The Product:  A one-page presentation including a generated graphic and a 400+ word 
argument. 
 
The Process: 
I.  Creating Your Image 

1. Go to the NC Maps Web site for Coastal Maps 
(http://www.lib.unc.edu/dc/ncmaps/cgs.html). 

2. Click on Cape Hatteras. 
3. Find a map that clearly shows your area between the dates of 1895 and 1910 

(we want to look at approximately 100 years of erosion). 
4. Using the toolbar, cut a section of the Cape Hatteras  that includes as much of 

the land area as possible from the map out of the site and save the picture 
(either in your own server space or wherever your teacher directs you). Label 
the picture with the place and date (e.g., CapeHatteras1898). Don’t close the 
NC Maps site. 

5. Open the picture in a graphics program such as MS Paint or Photoshop.  Using 
the original map as a guide, mark three clear points of latitude and longitude for 
reference—one at the top, one at the left, and one at the right.  Either use 
different colors for each point and put a legend at the bottom of the picture, or 
type the latitude/longitude directly onto the point.  Remember to be specific—it 
will help you later! 

 



 
 

6. Re-save the picture. 
7. Open Google Earth.  In the location box, type in Cape Hatteras, NC. 
8. Make sure all of the points-of-interest boxes on the left side are unchecked so all 

you see is the land mass. Make the window as wide as the screen so it is easy to 
work with. 

9. Under the “View” menu on the top toolbar, check the box marked “grid”.  This 
will show you the latitude and longitude grids on the map. 

10. Under the “Add” menu on the top toolbar, click “image overlay”. 
11. Title the image overlay “Cape Hatteras”. 
12. Click the “browse” box and find your previously saved picture. 
13. You want to line up your picture of Cape Hatteras with the Google Earth image 

of Cape Hatteras using your points of reference.  Match your points to the 
correct latitude/longitude marked on the Google Earth image.  You can 
widen/shrink the image with the outside lines, move the image around with the 
center cross, and rotate the image with the diamond to the left of the center.  
You must line up the points of latitude and longitude to correctly 
analyze the picture. 

14. Once the maps line up, use the transparency slide in the window to lighten the 
image until you can see through it enough to compare.  You will probably want 
the slide to be 2/3 towards the Opaque side. Remember, you want to see the 
early Cape Hatteras picture as well! It will look something like this: 

 



 
 
 
15. Once you have the image the way you want it, click “Ok” in the “Image Overlay” 

window.  Then, under the “File” menu at the top toolbar, click “Save” and then 
“Save Image”.  Save the image where you saved your first picture, but name it 
something different. 

16. Open this new picture in the graphics program.  Using circles, highlighting, or 
some other method, mark where you see differences in the land between the 
early 20th century and now. 

 
II. Research 
Read the following articles.  While you are reading, create a table with headings marked 
“Causes of Erosion”, “Level of Erosion”, and “Solutions”.  In the table, jot down notes 
from each article about what is said about the causes of erosion, the level of erosion in 
the Outer Banks, and what measures are recommended to stop it: 

� 

 
� http://coastal.geology.ecu.edu/NCCOHAZ/maps/erosion.html  
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�  
� http://www.erosion.com/armycorp.asp

 
 
III.  Creating Your Document 

1. Open up a new document in a word processing program, such as MS Word.   
2. Give your document a title and be sure to put your names on it! 
3. Insert your saved Google/NC Maps image into the top half of the document. 
4. In the bottom half of the document, write a 400+, single spaced letter to a 

newspaper editor in a paragraph answering the following questions: 
a. Do you see evidence of erosion in the Cape Hatteras area?  Where? 
b. Considering the articles you read, what do you think is the major cause 

of this erosion?  Which article seemed the most convincing? 
c. What (if anything) should be done to slow the erosion of the area?  If you 

argue nothing should be done, explain why. 
d. Who seems to be doing the best work in preventing erosion?  What 

from the articles makes you think so?\ 
 

Save your document and turn it in. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
North Carolina Maps is a comprehensive, online collection of historic maps from the North Carolina State 
Archives, North Carolina Collection at UNC-Chapel Hill, and Outer Banks History Center. North Carolina 
Maps is made possible by the Institute of Museum and Library Services under the provisions of the Library 
Services and Technology Act as administered by the State Library of North Carolina. Visit North Carolina 
Maps online at http://www.lib.unc.edu/dc/ncmaps. 
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