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WEEK 11 READING MATERIAL 

Electromagnetic Spectrum and Spectral Properties of Objects 

A synthesized course reading for introductory university study in remote sensing and land management 

Source base 

This expanded reading material is based on the uploaded Week 11 lecture presentations on the nature of 

electromagnetic radiation, the electromagnetic spectrum, radiation-matter interaction, spectral characteristics 

of natural objects, reflection-absorption-transmission, spectral behavior of vegetation, soil, and water, and the 

Week 11 review deck. It is written as a new instructional synthesis rather than as a direct slide transcription. 

The material is also strengthened with external reliable sources: NASA Earthdata and NASA Science 

educational pages, NASA ARSET training material, USGS Landsat mission documentation, ESA/Copernicus 

Sentinel-2 documentation, Penn State GEOG 480, the University of Twente/ITC learning materials, Natural 

Resources Canada fundamentals of remote sensing, and standard remote sensing textbooks by Lillesand et 

al., Jensen, Campbell and Wynne, Rees, and Schott. 

Course week 

Week 11 

Main topic 

Electromagnetic Radiation and Energy Interaction 

Prepared for 

Classroom reading, self-study, seminar discussion, and preparation for practical image interpretation 

exercises 

Overview 

Remote sensing is not only the viewing of images from satellites, aircraft, or drones. It is a physical 

measurement system in which electromagnetic energy travels through the atmosphere, interacts with Earth 

materials, and is recorded by a sensor. The electromagnetic spectrum is therefore the foundation for 

understanding why vegetation, water, soil, snow, rock, and built surfaces appear differently in different bands. 

This reading explains that foundation step by step and links it to practical land-management interpretation. 

The central argument of the reading is simple: a pixel value should be treated as evidence of energy 

interaction, not merely as color on a screen. Visible bands may support familiar interpretation, but near-

infrared, shortwave infrared, thermal infrared, and microwave observations reveal physical properties that the 

human eye cannot detect directly. Healthy vegetation, moist soil, turbid water, saline surfaces, snow, clouds, 

and urban materials can often be separated only when the analyst understands how wavelength controls 

reflection, absorption, transmission, emission, and scattering. 

The reading is written for bachelor-level students and early graduate students who need a strong conceptual 

base before moving to image classification, vegetation indices, surface reflectance products, atmospheric 

correction, or machine-learning workflows. It uses the same teaching logic as the uploaded Week 10 reading 

material: first concepts, then physical principles, then examples, then applications and review tasks. 

Learning outcomes 

Learning outcome What the student should be able to do 
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Spectrum knowledge 
Identify the main spectral regions used in Earth observation: 
visible, near-infrared, shortwave infrared, thermal infrared, 
and microwave. 

Physical reasoning 
Explain wavelength, frequency, photon energy, atmospheric 
transmission, reflection, absorption, transmission, emission, 
and scattering in remote sensing language. 

Spectral interpretation 
Describe the typical spectral behavior of vegetation, soil, 
water, snow, clouds, rocks, and built surfaces, while 
recognizing that real signatures vary with condition and scale. 

Sensor and band selection 

Match spectral regions and common sensors to land-
management questions such as crop vigor, water mapping, 
salinity clues, surface temperature, and cloudy-season 
monitoring. 

Image analysis preparation 
Connect spectral behavior to true-color composites, false-
color composites, surface reflectance products, NDVI, NDWI, 
MNDWI, NDSI, SAVI, EVI, and classification workflows. 

Critical judgement 
Avoid overclaiming from image brightness alone and explain 
the need for metadata, atmospheric correction, field 
validation, and uncertainty awareness. 
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Preface and how to use this reading 

This reading material is designed for Week 11, "Electromagnetic Radiation and Energy Interaction," within the 

micro-credential on Land Management in Central Asia. It builds on Week 10 by moving from a general 

introduction to remote sensing toward a deeper physical explanation of why different objects appear differently 

in imagery. The main focus is the electromagnetic spectrum and the spectral properties of natural and human-

made objects. 

Students should read this material with three questions in mind. First, what form of energy is being measured? 

Second, how did the atmosphere and the surface change that energy before it reached the sensor? Third, 

what does the measured signal allow us to infer about land, water, vegetation, soil, snow, or built 

environments? These questions help prevent a common beginner mistake: treating images as direct 

photographs of reality rather than as processed measurements of energy. 

The material is deliberately written as a study guide rather than as a short lecture script. It includes conceptual 

explanations, tables, schematic figures, practical warnings, glossary terms, review questions, exercises, and 

case sketches. A student can use it in several ways: as pre-class reading, as a companion to slides, as a 

reference before image-processing labs, or as exam preparation. 

The reading is also intended to support applied work in Central Asia. Agricultural landscapes, irrigated fields, 

reservoirs, canals, saline soils, drylands, rangelands, snow-fed water systems, and rapidly expanding urban 

areas all require interpretation across more than one spectral region. Understanding the spectrum helps an 

analyst choose whether visible, NIR, SWIR, thermal, microwave, or a multi-sensor combination is appropriate. 

A final study habit is especially important. Whenever an image product is used, students should inspect the 

data source, date, sensor, bands, processing level, spatial resolution, spectral resolution, cloud conditions, 

and validation information. Spectral knowledge becomes scientifically useful only when it is combined with 

metadata and ground context. 
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1. Why the electromagnetic spectrum matters in remote sensing 

The electromagnetic spectrum matters because remote sensing is fundamentally a measurement of 

electromagnetic energy. The sensor does not directly measure "crop health," "salinity," "urban growth," or 

"water quality." It measures reflected, emitted, or returned energy in selected wavelength intervals. The analyst 

then interprets those measurements using physical principles, sensor knowledge, contextual information, and 

validation data. 

The human eye detects only a narrow visible portion of the electromagnetic spectrum. Remote sensing 

extends observation beyond ordinary vision by using near-infrared, shortwave infrared, thermal infrared, and 

microwave wavelengths. This expansion is not only a technical advantage; it is the reason Earth observation 

can reveal conditions that are not obvious in normal photographs. A field may look uniformly green in visible 

light but show strong differences in near-infrared reflectance. A water body may look similar to dark soil in 

visible imagery but become clearly separable in NIR or SWIR. A dry and stressed field may show elevated 

surface temperature before severe damage is obvious to the eye. 

For land management, this means that band selection is never random. Visible bands support color, general 

interpretation, and communication. NIR is central for vegetation structure and land-water contrast. SWIR is 

valuable for moisture, dry matter, minerals, burn severity, and some salinity-related clues. Thermal infrared 

supports surface temperature and heat-stress interpretation. Microwave observations, especially radar, 

provide information about roughness, structure, and moisture-related dielectric properties and can often 

operate through cloud and darkness. 

NASA Earthdata describes passive remote sensing instruments as detecting energy emitted or reflected by 

an object and notes that many passive systems operate in visible, infrared, thermal infrared, and microwave 

portions of the electromagnetic spectrum. This supports the teaching point that remote sensing is broader 

than photography. It is a set of measurement strategies across the spectrum, each suited to different physical 

questions. 

The spectrum also matters because the atmosphere is selective. Some wavelengths travel relatively well from 

the Sun to the surface and back to a sensor. Other wavelengths are strongly absorbed by gases or scattered 

by molecules and aerosols. Sensor designers therefore place bands in regions where the atmosphere allows 

useful observation and where target materials show meaningful contrast. Understanding spectral regions is 

therefore a bridge between physics, sensor design, and applied interpretation. 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual electromagnetic spectrum regions used in remote sensing. Schematic prepared for this 

reading based on NASA, USGS, ESA/Copernicus, and course sources. 

2. Wave and photon foundations 

Electromagnetic radiation can be described in two complementary ways. The wave model describes radiation 

as oscillating electric and magnetic fields that travel through space. This model is useful for understanding 
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wavelength, frequency, propagation, reflection, refraction, scattering, interference, and polarization. The 

photon model describes radiation as discrete packets of energy. This model is useful for understanding the 

energy carried by radiation and why shorter wavelengths have higher photon energy. 

The basic wave relationship is c = lambda times f, where c is the speed of light, lambda is wavelength, and f 

is frequency. Because the speed of light is effectively constant for this educational context, wavelength and 

frequency move in opposite directions. Shorter wavelength means higher frequency, and longer wavelength 

means lower frequency. The photon energy relationship is E = h f, where E is photon energy and h is Planck's 

constant. Combining these relationships gives E = h c / lambda. Thus, shorter wavelength corresponds to 

higher photon energy. 

These equations are not included merely for mathematics. They help students understand why different parts 

of the spectrum behave differently. Blue light scatters more strongly than longer visible wavelengths. Near-

infrared radiation interacts strongly with internal leaf structure. SWIR bands are sensitive to water content and 

mineral absorption features. Thermal infrared radiation is linked to emitted energy from surfaces with 

temperature. Microwave wavelengths are much longer and interact with structure, roughness, and dielectric 

properties in ways that differ greatly from visible light. 

Remote sensing commonly expresses wavelength in nanometers or micrometers for visible and infrared 

bands. Visible light is often described approximately as 0.4 to 0.7 micrometers. NIR begins just beyond visible 

red and is especially important for vegetation analysis. SWIR covers longer infrared wavelengths where water 

absorption and mineral-related features become stronger. Thermal infrared commonly supports land surface 

temperature products. Microwave wavelengths are often expressed in centimeters or by frequency bands 

used in radar systems. 

For beginners, the key point is not memorization of every boundary. The key point is that wavelength controls 

interaction. When students ask why a band works for a given application, they should connect the band to a 

physical property: pigment, internal structure, moisture, temperature, roughness, or geometry. That habit turns 

image interpretation from guesswork into evidence-based reasoning. 
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3. Main spectral regions used in Earth observation 

The electromagnetic spectrum extends far beyond the wavelengths used in routine Earth observation. For 

most land-management applications, the most important regions are visible, near infrared, shortwave infrared, 

thermal infrared, and microwave. Ultraviolet observations can have specialized uses, but routine operational 

land mapping usually depends on the visible-to-microwave range. 

Visible wavelengths support natural-color interpretation. Blue, green, and red bands allow analysts to 

recognize water color, vegetation color, bare soil, built surfaces, shadows, and general scene structure. They 

are especially useful for communication because people understand natural-color images easily. However, 

visible bands are limited because many important properties are not visible. Plant internal structure, canopy 

water content, soil moisture, and thermal state are not fully captured by ordinary RGB imagery. 

Near infrared is one of the most important regions for vegetation. Healthy leaves often reflect strongly in NIR 

because of scattering inside leaf tissues. This behavior creates a strong contrast between red absorption and 

NIR reflection, which is the physical logic behind NDVI and many vegetation mapping methods. NIR is also 

useful for separating water from land, because open water is usually dark in NIR compared with vegetation 

and soil. 

Shortwave infrared is especially useful for moisture and material discrimination. Water in leaves and soils 

absorbs strongly in parts of SWIR, so changes in water content can alter SWIR reflectance. SWIR can also 

support burn severity assessment, mineral and lithology studies, dryland analysis, and some salinity-related 

interpretations. In semi-arid landscapes, SWIR often adds information not visible in RGB images. 

Thermal infrared differs conceptually from reflected optical bands. Thermal sensors measure emitted energy 

related to surface temperature and emissivity. Thermal imagery can support urban heat studies, crop water 

stress analysis, irrigation evaluation, wildfire monitoring, geothermal assessment, and water temperature 

contrast. However, thermal interpretation requires caution because the recorded signal depends not only on 

temperature but also on emissivity, atmospheric conditions, acquisition time, and surface moisture. 

Microwave remote sensing includes passive microwave and active radar systems. Synthetic Aperture Radar 

is particularly important because it sends out microwave pulses and records the returned signal. It can work 

day or night and is less limited by cloud cover than optical imagery. Radar brightness does not mean the same 

thing as optical brightness; it is influenced by roughness, geometry, structure, moisture, and polarization. This 

makes microwave data powerful but less intuitive for beginners. 
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4. From source to sensor: the remote-sensing signal chain 

Remote sensing should be understood as a chain from energy source to interpretation. The first link is the 

energy source. In passive optical remote sensing, the Sun illuminates the Earth. In thermal remote sensing, 

the Earth emits radiation because surfaces have temperature. In active systems such as radar or lidar, the 

instrument itself provides energy and records the returned signal. 

The second link is atmospheric travel. Energy does not move through the atmosphere unchanged. It may be 

absorbed by gases such as water vapor, ozone, and carbon dioxide, or scattered by molecules, aerosols, 

smoke, dust, haze, and cloud droplets. These atmospheric effects can reduce contrast, add path radiance, 

block certain wavelengths, or create distortions that must be corrected for quantitative work. 

The third link is interaction with the target. Vegetation, soil, water, snow, rock, asphalt, concrete, roofs, and 

wetlands do not partition energy in the same way. Some energy is reflected, some absorbed, some 

transmitted, some emitted, and some scattered internally or externally. The proportions change by 

wavelength, surface condition, geometry, roughness, and moisture. 

The fourth link is sensing. A sensor records energy in selected bands, at a particular spatial resolution, 

radiometric resolution, viewing geometry, and time. It cannot record all information about the surface. It records 

what its design allows. A multispectral instrument records several relatively broad bands. A hyperspectral 

instrument records many narrow bands. A thermal sensor records emitted radiation. A radar system records 

backscatter from active microwave pulses. 

The fifth link is data processing. Raw measurements may require calibration, georeferencing, 

orthorectification, atmospheric correction, cloud masking, resampling, mosaicking, or conversion from digital 

numbers to radiance, reflectance, temperature, or backscatter. Processing changes the interpretability of the 

data and must be documented. 

The final link is interpretation and application. Analysts convert measurements into maps, indices, 

classifications, change products, alerts, and decisions. A remote sensing product is therefore not simply an 

image; it is the result of physical interaction, sensor design, processing choices, and interpretation. Weak 

results often occur when one of these links is ignored. 

 

Figure 2. Remote sensing signal chain from source energy to interpretation. 

5. Atmospheric effects and atmospheric windows 

The atmosphere is not transparent at all wavelengths. It contains gases, water vapor, aerosols, and particles 

that absorb and scatter radiation. Atmospheric windows are wavelength regions where transmission is high 

enough to allow useful Earth observation. Remote sensing systems are designed to use these windows 

because blocked wavelengths cannot reliably provide surface information. 

Absorption occurs when atmospheric gases take up energy at specific wavelengths. Water vapor is especially 

important in infrared regions. Ozone strongly affects parts of the ultraviolet and visible region. Carbon dioxide 
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and other gases influence thermal infrared regions. Because absorption is wavelength-specific, two nearby 

wavelengths can behave very differently. A band placed inside an absorption region may be useful for 

atmospheric study but poor for surface mapping. 

Scattering occurs when radiation changes direction. Rayleigh scattering is strongest at shorter wavelengths 

and explains why the blue portion of an image is often more affected by haze. Mie scattering is associated 

with particles comparable in size to the wavelength, such as smoke and aerosols. Non-selective scattering is 

associated with larger particles such as cloud droplets and can affect many visible wavelengths more evenly. 

In real images, scattering can brighten dark areas, reduce contrast, and make surface reflectance difficult to 

estimate. 

For qualitative visual interpretation, atmospheric effects may be manageable if the goal is only general 

recognition. For quantitative analysis, such as comparing crop vigor across dates or calculating long-term 

land-cover change, atmospheric correction becomes much more important. Surface reflectance products 

attempt to estimate the fraction of incoming solar radiation reflected from the Earth's surface, reducing 

atmospheric influence. USGS describes Landsat Surface Reflectance as measuring the fraction of incoming 

solar radiation reflected from the Earth's surface to the Landsat sensor, which clarifies why surface reflectance 

is preferred for many time-series analyses. 

Students should not treat atmospheric correction as a mysterious software option. It is a physical attempt to 

separate the surface signal from atmosphere-related effects. The correction will never be perfect under every 

condition, but it makes comparisons more defensible when the method and assumptions are appropriate. 

Metadata, cloud masks, quality assessment bands, and acquisition conditions should always be checked 

before interpreting quantitative results. 
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6. Interaction with matter: reflection, absorption, transmission, emission, and 

scattering 

When radiation reaches a surface, it is divided among several pathways. Reflection sends part of the energy 

away from the surface. Absorption takes part of the energy into the material. Transmission allows part of the 

energy to pass through the material. Emission occurs when a surface radiates energy because it has 

temperature. Scattering changes the direction of energy due to particles, surface roughness, internal structure, 

or suspended material. 

A simple energy balance for many introductory examples is: incident energy = reflected energy + absorbed 

energy + transmitted energy. In practice, scattering and emission also need to be considered depending on 

wavelength and material. The proportions are wavelength-dependent. A leaf may absorb strongly in red, reflect 

strongly in NIR, and absorb strongly again in parts of SWIR because of water. Water may transmit some 

visible light but absorb strongly in NIR and SWIR. Dry soil may reflect moderately and gradually across visible 

and infrared wavelengths, while wet soil becomes darker because water increases absorption. 

Reflection can be specular or diffuse. Specular reflection occurs when a smooth surface reflects energy in a 

mirror-like direction. Calm water, glass, smooth roofs, and wet surfaces can produce specular highlights or 

sun glint. Diffuse reflection occurs when a rougher surface scatters energy in many directions. Many natural 

surfaces show mixed behavior, but diffuse reflection is often easier to interpret because it is less dependent 

on exact viewing geometry. 

Absorption is responsible for many diagnostic spectral features. Chlorophyll absorbs blue and red light, giving 

vegetation its characteristic visible pattern. Water absorption in NIR and SWIR explains why open water is 

usually dark in those bands and why leaf water content influences SWIR reflectance. Mineral and organic 

matter absorption can create features useful in geology and soil studies, especially when spectral resolution 

is high enough. 

Transmission matters for the atmosphere, clear water, leaf tissue, glass, and some thin materials. It is less 

obvious in many land-cover examples but still important. A shallow water body may allow visible light to reach 

the bottom and return to the sensor, so its spectral response can include bottom effects. A leaf transmits and 

scatters radiation internally, contributing to NIR behavior. The atmosphere transmits some windows and 

blocks others. 

Emission dominates in thermal infrared remote sensing. A surface emits energy depending on temperature 

and emissivity. Two surfaces at the same temperature can emit differently if their emissivity differs. Similarly, 

two surfaces with similar optical color can have different thermal behavior due to moisture, heat capacity, 

roughness, and material properties. This is why thermal interpretation requires its own physical logic. 

 

Figure 3. Energy partitioning at a surface: reflection, absorption, and transmission. 
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7. Spectral signatures: pattern, context, and interpretation 

A spectral signature is the pattern of reflectance, emittance, or backscatter response of a material across 

wavelengths. In introductory optical remote sensing, it is commonly shown as a reflectance curve with 

wavelength on the horizontal axis and reflectance on the vertical axis. The curve shape often matters more 

than any single band value. 

Spectral signatures are central to image classification because they help distinguish materials. Healthy 

vegetation, clear water, dry soil, moist soil, snow, clouds, asphalt, concrete, and saline bare ground can show 

different response patterns. A classifier can exploit these differences if the sensor bands capture them and if 

the training or reference data are reliable. 

However, a spectral signature is not a permanent fingerprint independent of context. The same vegetation 

type can show different signatures depending on growth stage, health, leaf structure, canopy density, soil 

background, irrigation status, sun angle, shadow, and atmosphere. The same soil type can change with 

moisture, roughness, crusting, organic matter, salts, iron oxides, and texture. The same water body can 

appear differently with depth, turbidity, algae, suspended sediment, bottom visibility, wind roughness, and sun 

glint. 

Penn State GEOG 480 emphasizes that the Earth's surface can reflect, absorb, transmit, and emit 

electromagnetic energy in varying fractions across the spectrum and that the spectral signature recorded for 

each pixel depends on target characteristics and atmospheric effects. This supports a cautious interpretation 

principle: spectral signatures are powerful evidence, but they must be interpreted with metadata, context, and 

validation. 

Pixels also complicate spectral signatures. A pixel is a measurement unit, not necessarily a pure object. A 

single pixel may contain vegetation and soil, water and emergent plants, roof and shadow, or road and tree 

canopy. Mixed pixels create spectral averages that may not match a pure spectral-library curve. This is 

common along field boundaries, canal edges, urban streets, orchards, wetlands, and fragmented landscapes. 

For students, the best habit is to describe first and label second. First describe the measurable pattern: high 

NIR, low SWIR, red absorption, visible brightness, thermal anomaly, or radar backscatter change. Then 

interpret the likely material or condition. This separation between observation and interpretation makes remote 

sensing work more scientific and easier to defend. 

 

Figure 4. Schematic spectral response curves for vegetation, dry soil, and clear water. These curves are 

conceptual teaching curves, not sensor-specific calibration curves. 
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8. Vegetation spectral properties 

Vegetation is the classic example used to teach spectral behavior because healthy plants show a strong and 

distinctive pattern. In the visible region, chlorophyll absorbs much of the blue and red light for photosynthesis. 

Green light is reflected more strongly relative to blue and red, which is why healthy leaves appear green to 

the human eye. In near infrared, healthy leaf structure scatters radiation strongly, producing high NIR 

reflectance. In SWIR, leaf water content causes absorption features, so moisture status can strongly influence 

reflectance. 

The transition from red absorption to high NIR reflectance is known as the red edge. Red-edge bands are 

especially useful for vegetation analysis because they are sensitive to chlorophyll content, canopy condition, 

and stress-related changes. Sentinel-2 includes red-edge bands, making it useful for vegetation applications 

beyond simple RGB interpretation. However, red-edge interpretation still requires care because canopy 

structure, soil background, atmosphere, and growth stage can all influence the signal. 

The physical logic behind NDVI comes from vegetation's low red reflectance and high NIR reflectance. NDVI 

is calculated as (NIR - Red) / (NIR + Red). High values often indicate vigorous green vegetation, while low or 

negative values commonly indicate water, bare soil, built surfaces, clouds, or non-vegetated areas. NDVI is 

widely used because it is simple, intuitive, and physically grounded. However, it can saturate in dense 

vegetation and can be influenced by soil background, atmosphere, viewing geometry, and sensor differences. 

Vegetation monitoring is especially important in irrigated agriculture. Crop vigor, uneven irrigation, drought 

stress, pest damage, field variability, and harvest timing can influence spectral response. Yet crop type 

identification is more complex than simply computing an index. Different crops may have similar spectral 

values at one date but different phenological curves across the season. Therefore, time series and field 

observations are often necessary for distinguishing vegetables, rice, wheat, cotton, orchards, or forage crops. 

The SWIR region is useful for vegetation water content and stress interpretation. As leaf water content 

changes, SWIR reflectance can change before severe visible damage appears. Combining visible, NIR, and 

SWIR information can therefore improve monitoring of crop stress, dryland vegetation, burned areas, and 

rangeland degradation. Thermal data can add surface temperature information, and radar can add structural 

and moisture-related information under cloudy conditions. 

Vegetation spectra also depend on scale. A leaf measured with a field spectrometer is not the same as a 

satellite pixel containing a canopy, soil background, shadow, irrigation furrows, weeds, and residue. A student 

should therefore distinguish leaf-level spectral properties from canopy-level and field-level remote sensing 

observations. This distinction is crucial for land management because decisions are usually made at parcel, 

field, district, or basin scale rather than at individual-leaf scale. 
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9. Soil spectral properties 

Soil spectral behavior is more variable than vegetation and often more difficult to interpret. Dry bare soil 

commonly shows moderate reflectance that increases gradually from visible to NIR and SWIR, but this pattern 

is not universal. Soil reflectance depends on moisture, texture, organic matter, mineral composition, iron 

oxides, salts, surface roughness, crusting, and illumination geometry. 

Moisture is one of the strongest controls on soil reflectance. Wet soil usually appears darker than dry soil 

because water increases absorption and changes scattering. Recently irrigated soils, waterlogged areas, and 

moist depressions can therefore show reduced reflectance in visible, NIR, and SWIR bands. However, the 

relationship is not always simple, because soil texture, vegetation cover, surface roughness, and mixed pixels 

can modify the signal. 

Organic matter often reduces soil brightness, making organic-rich soils darker. Iron oxides can influence visible 

color and create reddish or yellowish appearances. Clay minerals, carbonates, gypsum, and salts may 

produce spectral features in SWIR, though detection depends on sensor spectral resolution, surface exposure, 

moisture, and atmospheric conditions. Hyperspectral data can be more useful than broad multispectral bands 

for identifying some mineral or soil properties, but field and laboratory validation remain essential. 

Salinity is a major land-management concern in irrigated and arid regions. Salt-affected soils may appear 

bright when salts form surface crusts, but remote sensing of salinity is not simply the detection of brightness. 

Bare dry soil, roads, roofs, sand, gypsum, and other bright surfaces can produce similar optical responses. 

Moisture, crop cover, irrigation timing, and soil texture can mask salinity signals. Therefore, salinity mapping 

usually requires careful field sampling, seasonal timing, ancillary data, and sometimes multi-temporal analysis. 

Soil interpretation is also affected by scale and mixture. Many agricultural pixels contain soil, crop vegetation, 

residue, shadows, weeds, and irrigation structures. Bare soil after ploughing may have a different roughness 

and reflectance than crusted soil after irrigation. Soil spectra therefore need context. A bright pixel should not 

be immediately labeled as saline soil, degraded land, or sand without checking location, time, field 

observations, and neighboring patterns. 

For land management, soil spectral knowledge supports bare land mapping, erosion studies, salinity risk 

assessment, soil moisture clues, land degradation monitoring, and agricultural planning. Yet the strongest 

results usually come from combining spectral data with GIS layers, field surveys, soil maps, elevation, irrigation 

networks, drainage information, and crop calendars. Remote sensing provides spatial evidence, but soil 

science and field validation provide meaning. 
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10. Water spectral properties 

Water usually has low reflectance compared with vegetation and many land surfaces. In clear deep water, 

reflectance is generally low across the visible region and becomes especially low in NIR and SWIR because 

water absorbs strongly at longer infrared wavelengths. This is why water bodies often appear dark in false-

color composites that include NIR or SWIR. 

Visible wavelengths can provide information about water appearance. Clear water may reflect more blue-

green light than red light. Turbid water containing suspended sediment can appear brighter in visible bands 

because particles increase scattering. Algae and aquatic vegetation can alter green, red, and NIR responses. 

Shallow water can include bottom effects when radiation reaches the bed and returns to the sensor. Thus, 

visible water color can be meaningful, but it is also influenced by depth, bottom material, sediment, algae, 

shadow, and sun glint. 

NIR and SWIR are widely used for water-land separation because open water is usually dark in these bands 

while vegetation and many soils are brighter. This contrast supports mapping of reservoirs, canals, rivers, 

wetlands, flood extents, waterlogged soils, and seasonal water bodies. However, water mapping is not always 

simple. Aquatic vegetation, floating plants, rough water, mixed pixels along shorelines, shadows, and urban 

dark surfaces can create confusion. 

Water quality analysis is more difficult than water extent mapping. Estimating turbidity, chlorophyll 

concentration, suspended sediment, or algal blooms requires careful atmospheric correction, sensor selection, 

field calibration, and sometimes specialized algorithms. The same water body may look different on different 

dates because of discharge, wind, sediment inflow, biological activity, irrigation return flow, or reservoir level. 

Microwave and radar data can support flood and wetland mapping under cloudy conditions. Radar often 

distinguishes smooth open water because calm water can reflect energy away from the sensor, resulting in 

dark backscatter. But radar water mapping is influenced by wind roughness, vegetation, urban double bounce, 

incidence angle, and terrain. Therefore, optical and radar methods are often complementary. 

For Central Asian land and water management, water spectral properties are highly relevant. Reservoirs, 

canals, drainage networks, wetlands, irrigated fields, seasonal lakes, and waterlogging zones can be 

monitored more effectively when visible, NIR, SWIR, and radar data are interpreted together. The practical 

goal is not only to detect water but to understand whether the observed water condition supports irrigation, 

ecosystem management, flood response, or salinity control. 
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11. Snow, ice, clouds, rocks, and built surfaces 

Although vegetation, soil, and water are the core teaching examples, other objects are also important in 

spectral interpretation. Snow and ice are often bright in visible wavelengths, which can make them visually 

similar to clouds or bright bare ground. However, snow reflectance decreases strongly in SWIR, while many 

clouds remain relatively bright. This contrast is the basis for the Normalized Difference Snow Index, which 

helps separate snow from other bright surfaces. 

Snow and ice matter for mountain water resources. In regions where seasonal snowpack contributes to river 

flow and irrigation supply, repeated satellite observations can support water-resource planning. Still, snow 

mapping is affected by cloud cover, terrain shadow, forest cover, grain size, melting, impurity content, and 

mixed pixels. A snow map should be interpreted with elevation, slope, aspect, temperature, and time-series 

context. 

Clouds are not only obstacles; they are spectral objects. They can be bright in visible bands and can obscure 

the land surface. Thin clouds and haze are particularly problematic because they may not completely hide the 

surface but can still change reflectance values. Cloud masks and quality assessment information are therefore 

essential for multi-date comparison. Cloud shadow is another source of error because it can mimic water, 

burned surfaces, or dark vegetation. 

Rocks and minerals can show important spectral behavior, especially in SWIR and thermal regions. Some 

minerals have diagnostic absorption features related to chemical composition. Hyperspectral data are 

especially useful in mineral mapping because they capture narrower spectral features than many multispectral 

sensors. However, mineral interpretation requires geological knowledge, atmospheric correction, topographic 

correction, and field checking. 

Built surfaces are highly variable. Concrete, asphalt, metal roofs, brick, ceramic tiles, plastic covers, roads, 

shadows, and bare soil can all occur within urban pixels. Urban spectral analysis is therefore challenging 

because mixed materials are common. Thermal imagery can add important information because urban 

materials may retain heat differently, contributing to urban heat island patterns. High spatial resolution and 

object-based methods are often useful in urban studies. 

The broader lesson is that brightness alone is insufficient. Two objects may be bright in one band but 

separable in another. Snow and clouds, dry soil and concrete, water and shadow, or saline soil and bright 

roofs may be confused if only a single band or RGB display is used. Multispectral reasoning improves 

interpretation by asking which wavelength region best separates the objects of interest. 
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12. Visible, near-infrared, shortwave infrared, thermal infrared, and microwave 

interpretation 

Each spectral region supports a different interpretation logic. Visible bands are familiar because they resemble 

human vision. They support natural-color images, water color, haze recognition, bare soil patterns, built-up 

areas, and general orientation. They are useful for communication with non-specialists because the display 

looks natural. Yet visible imagery can hide physical differences that become obvious outside the visible region. 

Near infrared interpretation is strongly linked to vegetation and water. Healthy vegetation usually appears 

bright in NIR because of internal leaf scattering, while open water is usually dark because of absorption. A 

false-color composite that displays NIR as red can make vegetation stand out strongly. This is one reason 

false-color imagery is common in vegetation and land-cover interpretation. 

Shortwave infrared interpretation often focuses on moisture, dryness, burn effects, and material differences. 

SWIR can show leaf water content, soil moisture clues, dry bare land, burned areas, mineral differences, and 

some salinity-related patterns. In semi-arid and irrigated landscapes, SWIR can reveal contrasts that RGB 

imagery misses. It is especially useful when combined with NIR and visible bands. 

Thermal infrared interpretation requires a shift from reflected energy to emitted energy. A thermal sensor 

records energy associated with surface temperature and emissivity. Warm areas can indicate bare dry soil, 

stressed crops, asphalt surfaces, urban heat, active fires, geothermal anomalies, or low moisture conditions. 

However, thermal imagery should not be interpreted simply as a direct thermometer without considering 

emissivity, time of day, atmosphere, surface cover, and spatial resolution. 

Microwave interpretation is different from optical interpretation. Radar sends energy and measures the return. 

Backscatter depends on surface roughness, geometry, structure, moisture, polarization, and wavelength. A 

radar-bright area is not necessarily visually bright; it may be rough, structured, wet, or oriented favorably 

toward the sensor. A radar-dark area may be smooth open water or another surface that reflects energy away 

from the sensor. Radar is therefore powerful for flood mapping, soil moisture-related studies, forest structure, 

deformation, and cloudy-season monitoring, but it requires special training. 

The best interpretations often combine spectral regions. Visible bands provide context, NIR highlights 

vegetation and water boundaries, SWIR adds moisture and material information, thermal data add heat 

patterns, and microwave data add all-weather structural evidence. Multi-sensor reasoning is especially 

important when decisions affect irrigation, flood response, land degradation, or environmental monitoring. 
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13. Sensors and band sampling: Landsat and Sentinel-2 examples 

Real sensors do not record the entire electromagnetic spectrum continuously. They sample selected 

wavelength intervals called bands. The placement, width, and number of bands determine much of what the 

sensor can reveal. Landsat and Sentinel-2 are useful teaching examples because they are widely used, well 

documented, and relevant to land management. 

Landsat 8 and Landsat 9 carry the Operational Land Imager and Thermal Infrared Sensor. NASA and USGS 

documentation list OLI bands including coastal aerosol, blue, green, red, near infrared, SWIR 1, SWIR 2, 

panchromatic, and cirrus bands, with most multispectral optical bands at 30 m and the panchromatic band at 

15 m. Thermal bands support temperature-related products. These characteristics make Landsat valuable for 

long-term land-cover change, agriculture, water, snow, fire, urban, and environmental studies. 

Sentinel-2 carries a Multispectral Instrument with 13 spectral bands at different spatial resolutions. NASA 

Earthdata summarizes Sentinel-2 MSI as sampling 13 spectral bands at 10 m, 20 m, and 60 m spatial 

resolutions. ESA describes the Sentinel-2 mission as a two-satellite constellation with a high-resolution 

multispectral imager using 13 spectral bands for land and vegetation observation. Sentinel-2 is especially 

useful for vegetation and agricultural studies because it includes visible, NIR, red-edge, SWIR, and 

atmospheric bands. 

The difference between Landsat and Sentinel-2 is not simply which one is better. Landsat has a long historical 

archive, which is extremely valuable for multi-decadal change detection. Sentinel-2 offers finer spatial 

resolution for some bands and red-edge bands that are useful for vegetation analysis. Harmonized Landsat-

Sentinel products can support time-series analysis when consistency is needed. 

Students should learn to read sensor band tables carefully. Band name, central wavelength, band width, 

spatial resolution, revisit frequency, radiometric resolution, processing level, and quality masks all affect 

interpretation. A band called NIR on one sensor may not have exactly the same spectral response as NIR on 

another. Cross-sensor comparison should therefore be done with attention to calibration, bandpass 

differences, and atmospheric correction. 

Sensor choice should follow the research question. If the goal is long-term land-cover change since the 1980s, 

Landsat is especially useful. If the goal is field-level crop monitoring in recent years, Sentinel-2 may provide 

valuable spatial and spectral detail. If cloud cover is persistent, radar data such as Sentinel-1 may be needed. 

If surface temperature is central, Landsat thermal products may be important. The physical question should 

drive the sensor choice. 

  



Week 11 - Electromagnetic Spectrum and Spectral Properties of Objects | Page 19 

14. Multispectral, hyperspectral, radiometric, spatial, and temporal 

considerations 

Spectral interpretation is not controlled only by wavelength. Four resolution concepts also shape what can be 

learned: spatial, spectral, radiometric, and temporal resolution. Spatial resolution refers to the ground size 

represented by a pixel. Spectral resolution refers to the number and width of bands. Radiometric resolution 

refers to how finely brightness differences are recorded. Temporal resolution refers to how often the same 

place can be observed. 

Multispectral sensors record a limited number of bands, usually broad enough to cover key regions such as 

blue, green, red, NIR, and SWIR. They are efficient and widely used for land-cover mapping, agriculture, water 

monitoring, and change detection. Hyperspectral sensors record many narrow and often contiguous bands. 

They can reveal diagnostic absorption features and subtle material differences, making them useful for 

vegetation physiology, mineral mapping, water quality, and detailed material discrimination. However, 

hyperspectral data are larger, more complex, and more demanding to process and validate. 

Spatial resolution controls object detectability. A 30 m pixel may be excellent for regional time-series analysis 

but too coarse for small vegetable fields, narrow canals, or individual trees. A 10 m pixel may capture field 

patterns better, while sub-meter imagery can support parcel-level mapping. But finer spatial resolution does 

not automatically mean better analysis. It can increase data volume, shadow effects, mixed-class complexity, 

and cost. 

Temporal resolution is critical for dynamic processes. Crop growth, irrigation events, floods, snowmelt, 

reservoir changes, and drought stress can change quickly. A sensor with moderate spatial resolution but 

frequent revisit may be more useful than a very high-resolution image acquired only once. Time-series analysis 

can reveal phenology and change patterns that a single image cannot. 

Radiometric resolution matters when subtle differences need to be detected. More brightness levels can 

support finer discrimination, but only when the signal quality, calibration, and preprocessing are adequate. 

Poor atmospheric conditions, sensor noise, saturation, and mixed pixels can reduce the benefit of high 

radiometric precision. 

The practical rule is that no dataset is best for everything. A good analyst asks: What object size must be 

mapped? What spectral differences matter? How subtle are the brightness differences? How often must 

observations be repeated? What validation data are available? The best data are those whose combined 

resolutions match the question. 
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15. Spectral indices and the physical logic behind them 

Spectral indices are mathematical combinations of bands designed to emphasize a target property. They are 

useful because they compress spectral contrast into a single layer that can be mapped, compared, and 

analyzed. However, indices are not magic formulas. They work only because they are grounded in physical 

differences between wavelengths. 

NDVI is the most familiar example. It uses the contrast between red absorption and NIR reflection in green 

vegetation. High NDVI often indicates active green vegetation, but the index can be affected by soil 

background, atmospheric effects, shadows, saturation in dense canopies, and sensor differences. NDVI 

should therefore be interpreted with crop stage, field boundaries, and ground knowledge. 

NDWI has more than one version in the literature. Some versions use green and NIR to highlight open water. 

Others use NIR and SWIR to represent vegetation or surface moisture. MNDWI commonly uses green and 

SWIR to improve open-water extraction in some urban or built environments. Students should always state 

which formula they used and why that formula is suitable for the target. 

NDSI uses visible and SWIR contrast to identify snow because snow is bright in visible wavelengths and 

darker in SWIR. This helps distinguish snow from some clouds and bright land surfaces. However, snow 

mapping still needs cloud masking, topographic awareness, and seasonal context. 

SAVI introduces a soil-adjustment factor to reduce soil background influence in sparse vegetation areas. This 

can be useful in drylands and early crop stages where vegetation cover is incomplete. EVI was designed to 

improve sensitivity in high-biomass regions and reduce some atmospheric and background effects, but it 

requires appropriate bands and careful interpretation. 

Water, vegetation, soil, burn, salinity, and urban indices all share the same principle: they use band 

relationships to emphasize spectral differences. The danger is formula-driven analysis without physical 

reasoning. A student should ask: What process does the index emphasize? Which bands are used? What 

surfaces could be confused? Is the image atmospherically corrected? Are the dates comparable? Is validation 

available? 

Indices are excellent teaching tools because they connect spectral theory with practical analysis. They also 

prepare students for machine learning. In classification workflows, indices can become input features 

alongside raw bands, textures, terrain variables, and temporal metrics. Yet machine learning does not remove 

the need for physical understanding; it makes physically meaningful feature selection even more important. 
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16. Surface reflectance, atmospheric correction, and metadata 

Surface reflectance is a key concept for quantitative remote sensing. Top-of-atmosphere measurements 

include both surface and atmospheric effects. Surface reflectance products attempt to estimate the fraction of 

incoming solar radiation reflected by the Earth's surface after correcting for atmospheric influence. This makes 

them more suitable for comparing dates, sensors, and regions. 

USGS states that Landsat Collection 2 Surface Reflectance measures the fraction of incoming solar radiation 

reflected from Earth's surface to the Landsat sensor and that delivered products have 30 m spatial resolution. 

USGS also explains that Landsat 8 and 9 Collection 2 Surface Reflectance products are atmospherically 

corrected for accurate analysis of land surface changes over time and include quality assessment bands 

indicating surface, atmosphere, and sensor conditions. These statements highlight two good practices: use 

surface reflectance when analyzing change, and always inspect quality information. 

Atmospheric correction does not guarantee perfect truth. It depends on atmospheric auxiliary data, algorithms, 

assumptions, terrain, aerosols, water vapor, cloud masking, adjacency effects, and sensor calibration. Some 

scenes remain difficult, especially over bright deserts, mountains, haze, snow, smoke, or thin cloud. Therefore, 

surface reflectance should be treated as an improved estimate, not as a direct field measurement. 

Metadata are essential for scientific interpretation. Students should check acquisition date, sensor name, 

processing level, band definitions, coordinate system, spatial resolution, cloud cover, sun angle, viewing 

geometry, quality bands, and data provider notes. Comparing images from different seasons without 

acknowledging phenology can lead to false change detection. Comparing uncorrected top-of-atmosphere data 

with surface reflectance data can create inconsistent results. Ignoring cloud shadows can produce false water 

or burned-area maps. 

For practical work in ArcGIS Pro, QGIS, Google Earth Engine, or Python, students should learn to work with 

processing levels. Level-1 data may require atmospheric correction for quantitative analysis. Level-2 products 

often provide surface reflectance or surface temperature. Cloud masks and QA bands should be used before 

computing indices or training classification models. These steps are not bureaucratic; they are part of the 

physical chain from energy to evidence. 

Good metadata habits make results more defensible. A report should state the sensor, dates, processing 

level, bands, index formulas, correction status, cloud mask method, classification method, validation source, 

and limitations. This transparency allows another analyst to check the work and understand uncertainty. 
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17. Practical interpretation workflow for land management 

A practical spectral interpretation workflow begins with a land-management question. The question may be: 

Which fields are actively cropped? Where is irrigation uneven? Which areas are waterlogged? Where are 

reservoirs shrinking? Which soils are bare and bright? Where is vegetation declining? The question 

determines the spectral logic. 

The second step is to identify the target property. Vegetation vigor is linked to red absorption and NIR 

reflection. Moisture is often linked to SWIR behavior and thermal patterns. Open water is linked to low NIR 

and SWIR reflectance. Snow is linked to high visible and low SWIR response. Urban heat is linked to thermal 

emission. Flood mapping under cloud may require radar. If the target property is unclear, band selection will 

also be unclear. 

The third step is to choose appropriate data. This includes sensor, spatial resolution, spectral bands, temporal 

coverage, processing level, and cloud conditions. For example, field-level crop monitoring may benefit from 

Sentinel-2 and cloud-free dates during key growth stages. Long-term land-cover change may require Landsat 

archives. Flood mapping during storms may require Sentinel-1 radar. Heat-stress assessment may require 

Landsat thermal data. 

The fourth step is preprocessing. Data should be corrected or selected at a suitable processing level, clouds 

should be masked, bands should be aligned, and dates should be matched to the phenomenon. If images are 

from different sensors, cross-sensor differences should be considered. If terrain is steep, topographic effects 

may require attention. 

The fifth step is exploratory interpretation. Analysts can inspect true-color composites, false-color composites, 

band ratios, indices, spectral profiles, histograms, and time-series plots. The goal is not immediate 

classification but understanding which bands separate target conditions. This stage helps detect confusion 

between water and shadow, vegetation and algae, bright soil and roofs, or saline soil and dry bare ground. 

The sixth step is classification or mapping. This may involve thresholding, supervised classification, object-

based image analysis, random forest, gradient boosting, support vector machines, or deep learning. 

Regardless of algorithm, the features should be physically meaningful and the reference data should be 

reliable. Machine learning can improve classification, but it cannot fix weak training data or poorly chosen 

bands. 

The final step is validation and reporting. Results should be checked with field observations, high-resolution 

imagery, existing maps, or independent samples. Accuracy metrics, uncertainty, limitations, and interpretation 

cautions should be reported. For decision-making, a transparent imperfect map is more useful than an 

attractive map with unknown reliability. 
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Figure 5. Band-selection logic for common land-management questions. 

18. Central Asian application context 

Central Asia provides many examples where spectral understanding supports practical land and water 

management. Irrigated agriculture is one of the most important. Fields may differ in crop type, growth stage, 

irrigation schedule, soil moisture, salinity, and management practice. Visible imagery alone may not show 

these differences clearly. NIR, SWIR, thermal, and time-series data can reveal crop vigor, moisture stress, 

uneven irrigation, and harvest dynamics. 

Salinity and waterlogging are especially relevant in irrigated drylands. Spectral data can help identify bare 

bright surfaces, moisture differences, weak vegetation, and drainage-related patterns. However, salinity 

cannot be mapped reliably from brightness alone. Field sampling, soil electrical conductivity, groundwater 

depth, drainage information, crop condition, and seasonal timing are needed. Remote sensing is best 

understood as a spatial screening and monitoring tool that must be integrated with soil and water data. 

Reservoirs, canals, rivers, wetlands, and temporary water bodies can be monitored using visible, NIR, SWIR, 

and radar data. NIR and SWIR are useful for water extent because open water is often dark in these bands. 

Radar can support flood mapping under cloud or at night. Time-series imagery can show seasonal expansion 

and contraction of reservoirs and wetlands, which is important for irrigation planning and ecosystem 

management. 

Snow and mountain water resources are also important. Visible and SWIR combinations can help separate 

snow from land and clouds. Repeated observations can support understanding of snow cover timing, melt 

dynamics, and possible downstream water availability. Terrain effects, cloud cover, and mixed pixels must be 

considered carefully in mountain regions. 

Rangelands and land degradation can be studied through vegetation cover, bare soil exposure, dust-source 

patterns, and seasonal dynamics. NDVI time series can show vegetation trends, but interpretation should 

consider rainfall variability, grazing, soil background, phenology, and sensor consistency. SWIR and thermal 

data can add information about dryness and surface conditions. 

Urban expansion and infrastructure development create spectral mixtures of asphalt, concrete, roofs, bare 

soil, vegetation, and shadow. High-resolution optical imagery, thermal data, and time-series analysis can 

support urban growth monitoring, impervious surface mapping, and heat studies. Yet urban classification 

requires careful validation because many materials have overlapping spectra. 
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Across all these applications, the guiding question remains the same: which wavelength region captures the 

physical difference that matters for the decision? The best land-management products come from matching 

spectral theory with local knowledge, field data, and practical decision needs. 
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19. Common misconceptions and limitations 

A common misconception is that a satellite image is simply a photograph from above. Many remote sensing 

products are not ordinary photographs. They are calibrated measurements collected in spectral bands, 

transformed into images for analysis. A false-color composite is not false because it is wrong; it is false 

because visible display colors are assigned to non-visible bands. 

A second misconception is that every object has one fixed spectral signature. In reality, signatures change 

with moisture, season, geometry, health, roughness, mixture, atmosphere, and scale. A healthy crop, stressed 

crop, recently irrigated crop, harvested field, or weedy field can show different spectral behavior even within 

the same parcel. Soil, water, and urban materials are even more variable. 

A third misconception is that one index can solve a problem. NDVI, NDWI, MNDWI, NDSI, SAVI, and EVI are 

useful, but they compress information and may hide important context. An index should be selected because 

its band logic matches the physical question. It should be tested against field observations or other evidence. 

A fourth misconception is that higher spatial resolution is always better. Finer pixels can show more detail, but 

they also increase shadows, local variability, data volume, and classification complexity. For regional drought, 

snow, reservoir, or vegetation time-series analysis, temporal consistency may be more important than the 

finest spatial detail. 

A fifth misconception is that software output equals truth. Modern GIS and cloud platforms can compute 

indices and classifications quickly, but speed does not guarantee accuracy. Poor training data, unmasked 

clouds, mixed dates, weak metadata, and inappropriate bands can produce misleading maps. Automated 

workflows still need physical understanding and validation. 

Remote sensing also has real limitations. Clouds block many optical observations. Shadows can mimic water 

or burned areas. Mixed pixels reduce class purity. Some land-use categories are inferred indirectly rather than 

measured directly. Atmospheric correction may be imperfect. Ground truth may be outdated or biased. Sensor 

revisit may miss short events. These limitations should be stated honestly in reports. 

The goal is not to discourage remote sensing use. The goal is to use it responsibly. Remote sensing is powerful 

because it provides repeated spatial evidence over large areas. It becomes scientifically strong when analysts 

state what is measured directly, what is inferred, what assumptions are used, and what uncertainty remains. 
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20. Summary and independent study pathway 

The electromagnetic spectrum is the organizing framework for remote sensing. Wavelength controls how 

energy interacts with atmosphere and surface materials. Visible bands provide familiar appearance, NIR 

highlights vegetation and water-land contrast, SWIR reveals moisture and material differences, thermal 

infrared records emitted heat, and microwave systems provide structural and all-weather observation in many 

cases. 

Spectral properties of objects arise from reflection, absorption, transmission, emission, and scattering. 

Vegetation is usually low in red and high in NIR because of chlorophyll absorption and leaf structure. Soil 

varies with moisture, texture, organic matter, minerals, salts, and roughness. Water is generally dark in NIR 

and SWIR because of absorption, but visible response changes with sediment, algae, depth, and bottom 

effects. Snow, clouds, rocks, and built surfaces add further complexity. 

A spectral signature is a pattern, not a single number. It is useful for classification and interpretation, but it is 

conditional. Real signatures vary with environment, sensor, atmosphere, geometry, scale, and time. 

Therefore, spectral interpretation must be combined with metadata, field knowledge, and validation. 

Students should continue independent study in four directions. First, study reliable source materials such as 

NASA Earthdata, NASA ARSET, USGS Landsat, ESA/Copernicus, Penn State GEOG 480, University of 

Twente/ITC, and Natural Resources Canada. Second, practice reading band combinations and spectral 

profiles in real Landsat and Sentinel-2 data. Third, compute simple indices and compare them with true-color 

and false-color composites. Fourth, validate interpretations using field observations, high-resolution imagery, 

crop calendars, soil maps, and local knowledge. 

The main intellectual transition is from asking "What does this image look like?" to asking "What physical 

property is this band measuring?" Once students make that transition, image interpretation becomes more 

disciplined, sensor selection becomes more logical, and land-management analysis becomes more 

defensible. 
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Supplementary Table 1. Example spectral bands used in Landsat 8-9 and Sentinel-

2 interpretation 

The following table summarizes selected band examples for teaching. Exact spectral response functions differ 

by sensor; students should consult official metadata before quantitative work. 

Sensor / source Band or region 
Approximate 
wavelength 

Spatial resolution 
Typical 
interpretation role 

Landsat 8-9 OLI Blue 0.45-0.51 um 30 m 
water color, haze, 
visible interpretation 

Landsat 8-9 OLI Green 0.53-0.59 um 30 m 
vegetation visible 
peak, water/turbidity 
clues 

Landsat 8-9 OLI Red 0.64-0.67 um 30 m 
chlorophyll absorption, 
NDVI component 

Landsat 8-9 OLI NIR 0.85-0.88 um 30 m 
vegetation vigor, land-
water contrast 

Landsat 8-9 OLI SWIR 1 1.57-1.65 um 30 m 
moisture, dryland 
patterns, burn effects 

Landsat 8-9 OLI SWIR 2 2.11-2.29 um 30 m 
minerals, moisture, 
burned areas 

Landsat 8-9 TIRS Thermal thermal infrared 
100 m native / product 
dependent 

surface temperature 
and heat patterns 

Sentinel-2 MSI Visible + NIR selected 10 m bands 10 m 
field-level vegetation 
and land-cover 
interpretation 

Sentinel-2 MSI Red edge around 705-783 nm 20 m 
vegetation 
chlorophyll/canopy 
condition 

Sentinel-2 MSI SWIR around 1.6 and 2.2 um 20 m 
moisture, burn, dry soil 
and material 
differences 

Sentinel-2 MSI Atmospheric bands selected bands 60 m 
aerosol, water vapor, 
cirrus support 

Teaching note: the Landsat 8-9 values follow NASA/USGS spectral band tables, while Sentinel-2 band 

groupings follow ESA/Copernicus and NASA Earthdata descriptions. Exact central wavelengths vary slightly 

by platform and bandpass definition. 
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Appendix A. Key term glossary 

Absorption. The process by which energy is taken into a material or medium, often reducing reflectance at 

specific wavelengths. 

Active remote sensing. A system that sends out its own energy and records the returned signal, such as 

radar or lidar. 

Atmospheric correction. Processing intended to reduce atmospheric effects and estimate surface 

reflectance or related surface properties. 

Atmospheric window. A wavelength region where the atmosphere transmits enough energy for useful 

observation of the surface. 

Backscatter. Energy returned to a radar sensor after interaction with a target. 

Band. A discrete wavelength interval recorded by a sensor. 

Diffuse reflection. Reflection in many directions, often from rough natural surfaces. 

Emission. Radiation released by a surface because it has temperature, especially important in thermal 

infrared sensing. 

False-color composite. A display in which non-visible bands are assigned visible colors to emphasize 

patterns. 

Hyperspectral sensor. A sensor recording many narrow, contiguous bands. 

Microwave. Longer-wavelength region used in radar and passive microwave systems; useful for structural 

and moisture-related observation. 

Mixed pixel. A pixel containing more than one material or land-cover type. 

Multispectral sensor. A sensor recording several broader spectral bands. 

Near infrared. Spectral region just beyond visible red, highly important for vegetation and water-land contrast. 

Passive remote sensing. A system that records naturally reflected or emitted energy. 

Photon energy. Energy carried by a photon; it increases with frequency and decreases with wavelength. 

Radiance. Energy measured by a sensor from a given direction and area, before conversion to reflectance or 

other products. 

Radiometric resolution. The sensitivity of a sensor to differences in signal magnitude, often expressed in bit 

depth. 

Red edge. The sharp transition from red absorption to high NIR reflectance in vegetation. 

Reflectance. A ratio describing how much incident energy is reflected by a surface. 

Scattering. Redirection of radiation by molecules, particles, surface roughness, or internal structure. 

Shortwave infrared. Infrared region useful for moisture, minerals, burn effects, and some dryland properties. 

Spectral resolution. The number and width of spectral bands recorded by a sensor. 

Spectral signature. A wavelength-by-wavelength response pattern of a material or surface. 

Specular reflection. Mirror-like reflection, often from smooth surfaces such as calm water or glass. 

Surface reflectance. An estimate of the fraction of incoming solar radiation reflected from the Earth's surface 

after atmospheric correction. 

Thermal infrared. Region in which sensors record emitted energy related to surface temperature and 

emissivity. 

Transmission. The process by which energy passes through a material or medium. 
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Wavelength. Distance between successive wave crests; a key control on spectral interaction. 
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Appendix B. Review questions 

1. Why should a remote sensing image be interpreted as a physical measurement rather than only as a 

picture? 

2. How are wavelength, frequency, and photon energy related? 

3. Why does remote sensing use only selected regions of the electromagnetic spectrum? 

4. What are atmospheric windows, and why are they important for sensor design? 

5. How do reflection, absorption, transmission, emission, and scattering differ? 

6. Why does healthy vegetation usually show low red reflectance and high NIR reflectance? 

7. Why is open water usually dark in NIR and SWIR? 

8. Why is soil reflectance more variable than vegetation reflectance? 

9. How can SWIR bands support moisture or salinity-related interpretation? 

10. Why is thermal infrared interpretation different from visible and NIR interpretation? 

11. Why is radar brightness not the same as optical brightness? 

12. What is the difference between multispectral and hyperspectral sensing? 

13. How do spatial, spectral, radiometric, and temporal resolution affect land-management analysis? 

14. What is surface reflectance, and why is it useful for time-series analysis? 

15. Why can NDVI be useful and still misleading in some conditions? 

16. How can snow be separated from clouds or bright ground using spectral logic? 

17. Why should water quality mapping be treated more cautiously than water extent mapping? 

18. What metadata should be checked before comparing two images? 

19. Why does field validation remain necessary even when using advanced software? 

20. How would you choose bands and sensors for mapping irrigated crop stress in a semi-arid landscape? 
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Appendix C. Suggested exercises 

Exercise 1. Spectrum annotation. Draw a simple spectrum from visible to microwave. Mark the regions 

useful for vegetation, moisture, temperature, and radar observation. Add one land-management example for 

each region. 

Exercise 2. True color and false color comparison. Open one cloud-free Landsat or Sentinel-2 image. 

Compare a true-color composite with a false-color NIR composite. Describe which objects become easier to 

interpret and why. 

Exercise 3. Spectral profile reading. Select pixels from healthy vegetation, bare soil, and water. Plot their 

band values or reflectance values. Explain the curve shapes using absorption and reflection. 

Exercise 4. NDVI reasoning. Calculate NDVI for an agricultural area. Identify at least three reasons why high 

or low NDVI values may not directly equal crop yield. 

Exercise 5. Water mapping. Use NIR or SWIR to map open water. Compare the result with a visible image 

and note where shadows, wet soil, aquatic vegetation, or mixed pixels create uncertainty. 

Exercise 6. Soil moisture clue. Compare an image before and after irrigation or rainfall if available. Describe 

visible, NIR, and SWIR differences and explain possible causes. 

Exercise 7. Sensor choice report. Choose one problem: salinity, crop vigor, flood mapping, snow cover, 

urban heat, or rangeland degradation. Write a one-page explanation of which sensor and bands you would 

use. 

Exercise 8. Metadata audit. Download or inspect metadata for one image. Record sensor, acquisition date, 

cloud cover, processing level, band names, spatial resolution, and correction status. 
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Appendix D. Short case sketches 

Case 1. Irrigated vegetable fields 

A district contains small parcels of potato, tomato, carrot, onion, cabbage, and fallow land. RGB imagery helps 

identify field boundaries and visible greenness, but crop separation is difficult from one date. A better approach 

uses multi-date Sentinel-2 or high-resolution imagery, field parcel boundaries, red, NIR, red-edge, and SWIR 

bands, vegetation indices, and ground observations. The key is phenology: crops may have similar reflectance 

on one date but different seasonal curves. 

Case 2. Salinity and bare soil 

A bright area appears in a dry irrigated zone. It could be saline soil, dry bare soil, sand, a road, construction 

material, or a roof. SWIR and thermal information may help, but field sampling is needed. The analyst should 

use crop condition, drainage, groundwater, soil maps, and repeated dates before labeling the area as salinity. 

Case 3. Reservoir shrinkage 

A reservoir boundary changes through the season. NIR and SWIR bands can separate water from land, while 

time-series images show expansion and contraction. Mixed pixels along shallow margins, aquatic plants, and 

sediment plumes can create uncertainty. The final map should report date, sensor, water extraction method, 

and validation source. 

Case 4. Flood under cloud 

A flood occurs during cloudy weather. Optical imagery may be unavailable, so radar can provide critical 

evidence. Smooth open water often appears dark in SAR, but urban areas, wind-roughened water, vegetation, 

and geometry may complicate interpretation. Optical imagery before and after the event and terrain data can 

improve confidence. 

Case 5. Snow and mountain water 

Snow cover in mountains supports downstream water resources. Visible imagery shows snow clearly, but 

clouds can look similar. SWIR helps distinguish snow from some clouds and bright surfaces. Topographic 

shadow, forest cover, and elevation should be considered when estimating snow-covered area. 

Case 6. Urban heat and land cover 

An expanding city contains asphalt, concrete, roofs, vegetation, bare soil, and shadow. Visible bands show 

built-up patterns; NIR helps identify vegetation; thermal data show heat contrasts; high spatial resolution 

improves object recognition. Interpretation must separate material type from land use and should consider 

time of day and season. 
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