
Earth’s	Environmental	Systems:	
Physical	Geography	
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Preamble	

The	Earth	is	an	extraordinarily	diverse	and	dynamic	place.		Questions	such	as	‘why	is	it	so	awfully	humid	in	
Williamsburg	 during	 August?’,	 ‘why	 is	 Hawaii	 being	 smoothered	 by	 lava?’,	 ‘from	 where	 does	 my	 drinking	
water	come?’,	and	‘is	the	climate	changing?’	come	readily	to	those	with	a	curiosity	about	the	world	around	
them.	The	goal	of	this	course	is	to	help	you	develop	the	ability	to	better	understand	the	workings	of	the	
Earth’s	 environmental	 systems.	 	 These	 skills	 include	 scientific	 observation,	 data	 interpretation,	 and	 the	
ability	 to	 think	 both	 quantitatively	 and	 critically.	 	 You	 are	 expected	 to	 develop	 an	 understanding	 and	
familiarity	with	earth	processes	and	materials.	 	These	skills	are	not	purely	academic,	as	many	of	society's	
most	pressing	environmental	problems	require	sound	and	nimble	scientific	reasoning.		This	course	requires	
effort,	but	there	is	a	reward-	an	understanding	of	the	planet	that	you	inhabit	and	perspective	on	the	role	
that	humans	play	on	Earth.		

Course	Outline	
Week	 Date	 	 Topics	&	Assignments	 	 	 	 	 Course	Readings	 &
&
'& LKM&,N& & A	Bright	Blue	Ball	Spinning:	Earth	as	a	Planet	 	 	 	 Ch.	1	
& & & & & & 	
,& A38B&75E& Getting	Oriented:	Spatial	Thinking	on	Earth	 	 	 	 Intro-	pg.	30&

Our	Place	in	the	Sun:	Global	Energy	Systems	 	 	 	 Ch.	2	
	
7& A38B&'(5',& Of	What	is	the	World	Mad
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'(& #@B&,N5&7'& The	Sky	Above:	Breath	in	the	Atmosphere	 	 	 	 Ch.	3,	4	
Problem	Set	#2	due	Mon.,	Oct	29th		 	 	 	 Bonus	Reading		#	3	

	
''& R/S&E5O&& When	it	Rains	It	Pours:&The	Basics	of	Weather	 	 	 	 Ch.	4,	5	
&
',& R/S&',5'G& Rotten	Weather:&Hurricanes,	Hailstorms,	&	Haboobs	 	 	 Ch.	5,	6		
	 	 	 	

'7& R/S&'N& & From	Weather	to	Climate:	The	Geography	of	Climate& & & Ch.	7	 		
&

R/S&,'5,E&& TU*0QVM=S=0M&<C3*Q&
& & & 		
'G& R/S&,P5,-& Nothing	Ever	Stays	the	Same:&Changing	Climate		 	 	 Ch.	7	
	 	 	 	 A	River	Runs	Through	It	Project	due	Friday,	Nov	30th	 	 Bonus	Reading		#	4	

	
'E& W3@&75E&& Getting	Energized:&Energy	&	the	Future		 	 	 	 Bonus	Reading		#	5	
	 	 	 	 	
& 		 	 	 Final	Exam:	Friday,	December	14th	@	2	p.m.	
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