
Syllabus 
Introduction to Physical Geography 

Physical geography is both a subfield of geography and an earth science. It is the study of 
how and why earth surface features happen and/or have formed where they have. This 
course covers basic physical geography concepts, methods, and theories as well as a 
critical perspective on the environment, especially in relation to human impact. Please 
note that this is a natural science course, which means that you are also evaluated on how 
well you demonstrate critical thinking by applying logic and maths. This aspect will be 
assessed through problem-solving exercises in which you have to figure out how to arrive 
at an answer on your own, on the basis of given information and through the application 
of learned concepts and maths. In other words, you will be exposed to what scientists 
have to deal with all the time, which is to make sense of what and how things relate or 
not to each other and on that basis figure out solutions. 
 
Course objectives 
By the end of the semester, you are expected to: 
1. demonstrate understanding of methods scientists use to explore natural phenomena, 

including observation, hypothesis development, measurement and data collection, 
experimentation, evaluation of evidence, and employment of mathematical analysis 

2. demonstrate application of scientific data, concepts, and models in a natural science 
3. identify, analyse, and evaluate arguments as they occur in your own and others’ work 
4. develop well- reasoned arguments 
5. identify, distinguish, and evaluate the accuracy of explanations of physical 

geographic processes, relating to different geospheres 
6. accurately interpret graphs and maps showing the locations of and relationships 

among physical geographical phenomena 
7. develop and test hypotheses explaining actual and hypothetical geographical 

distributions of physical environmental phenomena 
8. connect physical and social processes, both with respect to human impacts on 

physical environments and physical environment’s effects on humans 
9. identify the location of major geographical features 
 
Materials and supplies 
Sometimes during class we will put into practice some concepts by means of a classroom 
activity. For this reason, please have the following items available: calculator, graph 
paper (at least five sheets), tracing paper (at least five sheets), metric ruler (at least 15 cm 
in length), masking tape (to hold tracing paper in place over a map), N° 2 pencils, pencil 
sharpener, artist or gum rubber/eraser or soft vinyl rubber/eraser; (optional) small, light 
brush (to brush away any rubber/eraser residues). 
 
Reading sources 
Textbook: The textbook for this course is available online for free. Here is the title and 
internet address: Michael Pidwirny. 1999-2010. Fundamentals of Physical Geography. 
http://www.physicalgeography.net, also accessible via Blackboard. 
Additional sources: Further reading is assigned as background information to exercises 
and/or class activities. Such sources will be made available through Blackboard. 



 
Coursework expectations and suggestions 
A course on physical geography compressed into a couple of months can easily get very 
intense. It requires constant engagement on your part and mine. In any case, a15-credit 
course load is considered to be a full-time load in colleges. It means 40-60 hours of work 
per week, in and out of class. For this course, this means at least 10 hours a week, 
including 2.5 hours in class. Do not expect to do well if you study for many hours only a 
day or two before an exam or an assignment is due. Studying at least an hour every day 
will be a more successful strategy. To help you excel in this course, I have included a 
guide on the Blackboard site on effective ways of taking notes and studying. Here is the 
minimum you must do to have the possibility of getting a high final mark. 
Check for deadlines: Read the programme below carefully and often for exercise 
deadlines and exams so as to plan effectively and avoid lateness. Check for 
announcements on Blackboard every day; I will post programme modifications in the 
Blackboard Announcements section as the need arises.  
Keep up with coursework: To avoid getting overwhelmed, keep up with all assigned 
readings. The texts will be challenging, so do not cram readings the night before class. 
Prior to doing the readings, however, make sure to check the syllabus for what I expect 
you to read. When reading the texts, look for information that helps you answer the study 
questions. Instead of copying the information directly from the sources, come up with 
answers in your own words. Take and subsequently organise notes on class lectures.  
Answer all the exam questions listed as they are covered: On Blackboard, I include a list 
of exam questions, organised by module. Exams are comprised of a selection from those 
questions, so if you know the correct answers, you are ready for the exams. Write your 
answers after you have completed the assigned readings, as part of regular studying. If 
you are unsure whether your answers are correct, re-read the material and try answering 
the questions again. If you still have trouble, tell me in class the answers you have 
formulated and explain what you are not sure about or email me your written answer(s), 
specifying what you find unclear or troublesome. 
Become familiar with physical geography terms: I will expect the terminology from the 
readings to begin appearing in your responses and in your communications with me and 
others in the course. But for you to become familiar with such new terms, you must make 
sure to understand them. So, look up terms in the glossary of the online textbook, notice 
how the terms are used and in what context, ask me to clarify terms you have trouble 
comprehending. I will also expect you to use appropriate terminology and understand it 
thoroughly in answers to coursework questions. 
Practice problem-based calculations: There are questions on exercises and exams that 
require you to figure out how to set up solutions and calculations on your own. If you 
have trouble with problem-solving or applied maths, I have provided guides on 
Blackboard demonstrating how to solve such problems. What you should do is use 
different numbers for the given examples in the guides and the practice exercises, first 
figuring out the answer on your own and then seeking my comments. Do this often and 
throughout the term. These problems are based on applying maths and logic; they cannot 
be solved by memorising recipes or formulae. Remember that you are getting credit for 
natural science, which means knowing maths and how to apply it. I can show you how 
one can answer a certain question or solve some puzzle that I will be giving you to do, 



but you will succeed in finding solutions to problems only through practice and by 
thinking of analogies to what you already know how to do.  
Study and prepare for classes and coursework: Before reading the assigned pages, read 
the related exam questions. Answer all the questions in the study guide as you read the 
assigned textbook pages. Read actively by taking and organising notes (e.g., making 
outlines). Review your notes regularly and modify them as necessary, correcting for 
errors, adding pertinent information from subsequent lectures and readings, etc. Re-read 
all assigned materials at least once. Integrate your notes on the assigned readings with 
any supplemental course materials. Begin memorising map locations two weeks prior to a 
map exam. You can test yourself by using blank maps until you can identify all locations. 
Do this gradually, focusing on one area or set of countries at a time. Once you have 
covered all the locations, begin again, but starting with a different area or set of countries. 
Repeat the process until you can identify all locations. 
Be an active learner: Ask questions about material you find difficult, but always 
formulate your own answers first. This will help me gauge what you know and give you 
more effective feedback. Focus both on how one arrives at the answer as well as what it 
is. Ensure your study question answers are correct by referring to assigned materials and 
class notes and sending me your answers to get my comments; do this regularly instead 
of sending long lists of answers that I will not be able to comment promptly.  
Regularly use office hours or other ways of contacting me: It is impossible to deal with 
problems effectively once they pile up. Visit me during office hours to resolve any 
problems you might have with the course or send me e-mail to do the same, if you cannot 
make it to office hours. Do not wait until a week before a deadline or towards semester’s 
end to do the above tasks or to seek my help; by then, it will be too late for me to be able 
to help you. 
 
 
Evaluation 
Examinations (80 points): Exams are done in class and last 45 minutes, after which class 
resumes (except in the case of the final exam). Each exam is worth 20 points and is 
cumulative, covering any course material up until the exam date. The final exam is 
comprehensive, covering any of the study questions from any module. All exam questions 
are drawn directly or in modified form from the exam questions list available from the 
Module folders on Blackboard. Each exam is composed of two parts: (1) 15 short-answer 
questions (one point each) drawn directly or in modified form from the study questions posted 
on Blackboard; and (2) five to ten locations to identify on a map (one or half a point each). 
Some maps are included on Blackboard, under “Exam Questions and Selected Maps”. 
Otherwise, consult an atlas to look up the rest of the locations (I recommend the Klett-Perthes 
atlas). The content of the map portions of the exams will appear in the following order: 
Exam 1: Landmasses and oceans - Continents: Africa, Antarctica, Asia, Europe, 
Oceania/Australia, North and South America; Oceans: Antarctic, Arctic, Atlantic, Pacific; 
Seas: Andaman, Arabian, Arafura, Barents, Bering, Black, Caribbean, Celebes, Chukchi, East 
China, Kara, Labrador, Laptev, Mediterranean, North, Okhotsk, Red, Sargasso, South China, 
Tasman; Mountain ranges: Altai, Andes, Appalachians, Atlas, Caucasus, Drakensberg, Great 
Dividing Range, Himalayas, Hindu Kush, Karakoram, Rockies, Ruwenzori, Urals 
Exam 2: Climate - Climate regions: A-E, H; Air mass source regions: cA, cAA, cT, cP, etc. 



Exam 3: Inland surface waters - Rivers: Amazon, Amur, Congo, Euphrates, Huang He, Indus, 
Lena, Mackenzie, Madeira, Mekong, Mississippi, Murray, Niger, Nile, Ob, Paraná, Purus, 
Tocantins, Volga, Yangtze, Yenisei, Yukon; Lakes/Inland Seas: Aral, Athabasca, Baikal, 
Balkhash, Caspian, Erie, Great Bear, Great Slave, Huron, Ladoga, Malawi, Michigan, 
Nicaragua, Onega, Ontario, Superior, Tanganyika, Taymyr, Titicaca, Victoria, Winnipeg  
Final Exam: Biomes: Tropical (Rain)Forest, (Tropical) Savanna, Chaparral, (Temperate) 
Grassland, Temperate Deciduous Forest, Temperate Boreal (Coniferous) Forest, 
Arctic/Alpine Tundra 
Exercises (20 points): Exercises are each worth five points and done online through 
Blackboard, where answers are mostly marked automatically. You have the chance to 
practice the exercises as many times as you wish before working on the final version. No 
marks or points are received by completing the practice exercises. When you are ready to 
work on the actual exercise, you can click on the link in the “Exercises” course section 
for that exercise any time prior to the deadline. You will have one hour to complete each 
exercise. The exercise will be available until 1155 pm of the due date. Save often. Once 
you submit the exercise, there is no chance to correct any answers. 
 
Marking system 
Please note that I can only assess you on the basis of your performance, not on effort, 
amount of studying, reading comprehension, course attendance, etc. Final marks are 
determined by summing all the points received over the course of the term.  
 

Mark Total pts Mark Total pts 
A 90-100 C 70-75 
A- 88-89 C- 68-69 
B+ 86-87 D+ 66-67 
B 80-85 D 60-65 
B- 78-79 D- 50-59 
C+ 76-77 F 0-49 

 
Programme 
 
Dates Work due Module Textbook and other 

reading 
24 Jan  1. Introduction Ch.1 
27 Jan-7 Feb  2. Maps Ch.2(a-d) 
10 Feb Exercise 1 3. Earth history Ch.5(b-c) 
14 Feb Exam 1 
14-17 Feb  4. Energy, matter Ch.6(a, c-e, h-i) 
21-24 Feb  5. Atmosphere Ch.7(a-c, e-o) 
28 Feb No class meeting 
2-13 Mar  5. Atmosphere Ch.7(p-z) 
16-23  6. Hydrosphere Ch.8(a-n, q) 
23 Mar Exam 2; Exercise 2 
19-23 Mar No class meeting   
26 Mar-3 Apr  7. Biosphere Ch.9(c-h, j-m, o, r); 



Terborgh et al. 
6 Apr No class meeting   
10 Apr Exercise 3 
10-20 Apr  8. Soils Ch.10(t-u); Lecture notes 
24 Apr Exam 3 
24-27 Apr  9. Human impact Koenig; UNEP 
1 May No class meeting, Happy May Day! 
4-8 May  9. Human impact Lecture notes; Foster 
8 May Exercise 4 
15 May Final Exam 800-1000  

 
 


