Sal DiMaria

Mini-Assignment: Hurricane Strengthening
For this assignment, you are to take on the role of a hurricane expert giving a talk to the general public at a meeting. You have been called upon to answer questions about  a recent hurricane which came ashore in the Gulf of Mexico. For your first question, someone in the audience asks you to explain why the hurricane intensified so quickly as it approached the coast and then weakened and eventually died off after it moved onto land.  Most members of your audience do not have any educational background in geography or meteorology. You are at a podium but do not have access to charts or maps. Give a brief (about two minutes) explanation of why the hurricane first gained, then lost strength. 
Reflection on: Mini-Assignment: Hurricane Strengthening

I’ve designed this assignment so that students take into consideration several aspects when answering it. First of all, the main problem is understanding the factors which go into changes in hurricane strength. Students need to understand why a hurricane strengthens, why warm, shallow water plays such a crucial role, and why a hurricane quickly loses strength as it goes over land. Students also need to organize their response so that they can give a concise answer in just a couple of minutes. They also need to use clear, non-technical language since their audience does not have the background they have (ostensibly) gained. Much like Bean’s example of explaining acceleration (page 79), this exercise would help to focus a student’s attention on why the process occurs, what is important in understanding this process, and on how to organize relevant information.
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Peer Review Form: Hurricane Strengthening

Assignment Writer_____________________________________

Peer Reviewer_________________________________________

You are to exchange the Hurricane Strengthening mini-assignment with your partner and evaluate it using the following questions:

1. Would the explanation of the strengthening and weakening processes be clear to someone who has not had any background in this subject? If not, why not? 

2. What about the assignment was particularly well-done? What are its strengths?

3. What are the assignments major problems? What are its weaknesses?

4. Were there any words or phrases which came across as unclear? 

5. After listening to this explanation would you, as a general audience member, be likely to ask this expert further questions about hurricanes?  

Reflection on: Peer Review Form: Hurricane Strengthening
I want students to evaluate each others work based primarily on whether they can understand the assignment if it were to actually be given as a presentation to an audience. By focusing on the basic ideas and the organization of the assignments, students will likely emphasize factors such as clarity, organization, and appropriate terminology, rather than trying to spend too much time on grammar or including direct technical jargon which they encounter in the textbook or other sources.
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Rubric: Hurricane Strengthening

The following is a detailed grading sheet for the assignment on Hurricane Strengthening:
The assignment can earn a total of twenty points, divided into the following: 8 points for accurate information on how a hurricane changes strength, 6 points for how clearly the explanation is given, and 6 points for how well the explanation is organized.  

	
	Excellent
	Good
	Fair
	Poor
	

	points
	7-8
	5-6
	3-4
	0-2
	

	Accuracy
	All or most factors affecting hurricane strength are mentioned, all or most mechanics of  strength change are included.
	Some of the major factors affecting hurricane strength are mentioned, some of the major mechanics of  strength change are included.
	One or two major factors affecting hurricane strength are mentioned, one or two of the major mechanics of  strength change are included.
	None or only minor factors affecting hurricane strength are mentioned, none or minor mechanics of  strength change are included. 
	

	
	
	
	
	Accuracy Total
	/8

	
	
	
	
	
	

	points
	6
	4-5
	2-3
	0-1
	

	Clarity
	Explanation very clear, can be understood by someone without a background in this area.
	Explanation generally clear; most audience members can follow the main idea.
	Explanation is weak, many people would be confused.
	Poor explanation, leaves audience confused, unenlightened.
	

	
	
	
	
	Clarity Total
	/6

	
	
	
	
	
	

	points
	6
	4-5
	2-3
	01
	

	Organization
	Facts and processes well organized, given in an orderly presentation
	Organization is good, but one or two points may need to be rearranged.
	Organization is weak, with confusing order to facts and presentation.
	Poorly organized, with processes out of order, or order reversed,  or no order to presentation.
	

	
	
	
	
	Org. Total
	/6

	
	
	
	
	Paper Total
	/20


Reflection on: Rubric for Hurricane Strengthening

I adopted this rubric liberally from the one developed by Jason Fuller in Spring, 2007. I really like the objectivity format of this rubric format. It clearly indicates to students what is being evaluated on the assignment, how many points are at stake  for each factor (factor weight), and indicates where they are strong and weak and what needs more work. It also helps immensely in grading because it keeps me focused on the factors I need to consider. Also, it emphasizes the holistic nature of the writing assignment by concentrating on the outcome of the assignment rather than on mechanics such as grammar, sentence length, etc. The purpose of this assignment is to offer a clear explanation of a process, and that is what is being evaluated. If grammar and other mechanics are poor enough to get in the way of clarity, for instance, then the assignment is downgraded for that factor. This helps to convey the point that all aspects of the assignment need to add to clarity, accuracy, and organization. If any factors interfere with these, then the entire assignment suffers.
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Geography 101

Write-to-Learn Assignments

As part of this class, you will submit written assignments, a collection of short, focused writings which will explore specific questions brought up in class or posed by your instructor. One or more questions will be assigned each week. You are to write a well-thought out, concise response to each question and submit it for evaluation. The assignment may vary in length but will never be more than two pages. All assignments should be double-spaced, with your name and class at the top and the assigned question as the title. See the sample page attached. 

The purpose of these mini-assignments is to get you to think about key concepts in geography. To that end your response should be a reflection of your thoughts about the question being posed. I am not simply looking for the correct response to the question, I am looking for your response, in your own words. Your writing should be a reflection of your understanding of the concept. It should be guided by class lectures and discussions as well as by the textbook readings. 

The point value and grading criteria for these will vary with each assignment. However, all assignments will be evaluated based on the evidence of focused, concentrated thinking they display. They should present your understanding of the concept in question. They will not be separately evaluated on spelling, sentence structure, or other grammatical qualities. However, they need to be clear enough for you to be understood. The audience for these assignments may vary, but, in general, aim for an audience which has no background in geography and which is not familiar with the concept in question.

Reflection on: Write-to-Learn Assignments

There are many concepts covered in GE 101, Introduction to Geography, which students find quite difficult to grasp. I find that it is becoming harder each year to get these concepts across using simply lecture or expounding on this method using analogies.  Where possible, visual aids, models, and hands-on lab work would help immensely, but these are not always available. I feel that getting students to try and present the concepts to an audience without geographic background is an excellent way to get them to stop and think carefully about these ideas. This fosters deeper and more careful reading, and, hopefully, a better understanding of how many concepts in geography  intertwine with one another. These types of assignments also help to reveal to students both their strengths and what they need to work on in order to fully understand the ideas involved.
GEOGRAPHY 101  FALL 2007
ATLAS REPORT 
The Atlas Report (worth 25 points) is a description of part of a route through Canada using ONLY information available from specific maps in the Goode’s World Atlas, 21st edition. No additional information is allowed. 

The report is due Tuesday, October 23. It will not be accepted after that date.
The Atlas Report is a 1-2 page (approximately) description of the route followed along 500N, from Medicine Hat, Alberta, east to Portage-la-Prairie, Manitoba. You are to describe the physical and cultural features found as you follow the course along the latitude line. You should have an introductory paragraph which briefly describes the assignment. Then, in one or two paragraphs you would note physical features such as rivers crossed, surrounding vegetation, climate, soils, ecoregions, and major physiographic features. In additional paragraphs you would include cultural features such as cities encountered, provinces crossed, agricultural areas, resources, and other cultural information. When describing a major feature encountered note its absolute or relative location, using either coordinates (where available) or distance from the stage’s starting or ending point (e.g., “a small stream is crossed at 1220 W” or “Sixteen kilometers east of the Elk river is the boundary with Alberta.”). See the example paper.
The Report must be single-sided, double-spaced, and have a cover page with a title (e.g., “Across the Canadian Rockies,” or “A Trip Through Northwest Canada ”), your name, and “Geography 101 Fall 2007”

The maps to be used for this assignment are the following: 

Climate (pages 14-15), soils (26-27), ecoregions (28-29), precipitation (72), vegetation (74-75), agriculture (76-77), minerals (79), federal lands and highways (86-87), regional physical maps (94-96).

(OVER)

GEOGRAPHY 101  FALL 2007
ATLAS REPORT 
What Makes a Good Report?

1. Good Organization- The route is introduced and the beginning and ending are given. The course is followed linearly, west to east. Physical features are described in one paragraph and cultural features in another. Features, descriptions, locations, and extents are described in an orderly manner.

2. Concise Sentences and Paragraphs- Sentences should express one main idea. Avoid “filler” words or facts from the Atlas which add nothing to a sentence. 

3. Clarity- Make sure that the reader understands what is being referred to in a sentence or a paragraph.  Be careful when using pronouns. Read over your writing, then have someone else read it for clarity.

4. Grammar- Check your tenses, spellings, word orders, etc. 

5. Correct word choice- Don’t depend on the spell-check alone. If your vegetation includes fur, you may be looking at a dead animal instead of a live tree.

6. Facts- Check your facts. Be sure numbers, percentages, and other quantitative information is correct.

GEOGRAPHY 101  FALL 2007
ATLAS PAPER
The Atlas Paper (worth 125 points) is a description of any ONE of the three routes listed below. As in the Atlas Report, the Paper is to be based ONLY on information available in specific maps in Goode’s World Atlas, 21st edition. No additional information is allowed.  
The paper is due Tuesday, November 27.  It will not be accepted after that date. 
The Atlas Paper should be 5-7 pages (approximately) and should, like the Report, be a comprehensive description of the route selected. Remember to begin with an introductory paragraph which briefly describes the assignment. Then the Paper should be divided into five parts, reflecting the five stages of the route. Each stage will be a direct, straight-line course which follows the specific latitude or longitude line and which begins and ends at particular locations, as listed below. As in the Report, you are to describe the physical and cultural features found in specific maps as you follow the course along each stage of the journey. Physical and cultural descriptions should be in separate paragraphs. 

Do not include national-level information about the countries encountered (population, literacy rates, per capita income, etc.). When noting physical features such as climate, soils, and ecoregions, simply give the specific NAME of the climate, soil, etc., NOT the description (e.g., Humid Subtropical climate, Cfa, NOT Humid Mesothermal; or Orthox soils, NOT ‘hot and nearly always moist”). Also, indicate any specific mountain ranges, plateaus, basins, etc. that you cross, but don’t give elevation changes. There are too many and would be too confusing. See the “Useful Hints” below. 

As with the previous Report, the Paper must be double-spaced, and have a cover page with a title (e.g., “Across the Asian Deserts,” or “A Trip Through South America”), your name, and “Geography 101 Fall 2007”

In addition to the route description, conclude your paper with a report on preparations you would make if you were actually to take this trip. Decide on the purpose of the trip as your preparations would vary depending on this purpose. You would want to include information on the type of transportation you would (and could) use, length of time the trip would take, and what clothing or special equipment you would pack. Consider what type of weather you might encounter, which would depend on when you travel, perhaps. If you had the time to learn another language before the trip, which language would be most useful? If you were to take pictures, what would you be most likely to photograph?

Also assume (1) that real-world political and military problems (conflicts, etc.) will not hinder your travels, (2) you can travel with others, and (3) you have plenty of money to make this trip!. Use your imagination and have fun with this!

GEOGRAPHY 101  FALL 2007
ATLAS PAPER
All routes will use the following three global thematic maps: climate (pages 14-15),   soils (26-27), and ecoregions (28-29).   

The three routes for the Paper, their stages, and other specific maps to be used are:

1. Asia: along 400N, from Turkmenbashy, Turkmenistan to Qinhuangdao, China. 

    Stages are:
(a) Turkmenbashy, Turkmenistan, east to Bukhara, Uzbekistan

(b) Bukhara, east to Bachu, Xinjiang Province, China

(c) Bachu, east to Yumen, Gansu Province, China

(d) Yumen, east to the Great Wall

(e) Great Wall, east to Qinhuangdao

Maps: regional physical maps (183, 204-205, 206, 208), economic/ minerals (191, 207), precipitation (190).

2. South America: along 600W, from Morawhanna, Guyana, to Bahia Blanca, Argentina. 

    Stages are:
(a) Morawhanna, Guyana, south to Equator

(b) Equator, south to 100S latitude

(c) 100S latitude, south to Paraguay border

(d) Paraguay border, south to Resistencia, Argentina

(e) Resistencia, south to Bahia Blanca

Maps: regional physical maps (141-144), peoples (136), economic/minerals, precipitation, and vegetation (137).

3. Africa: along 200E, from Banghazi, Libya, to Cape Agulhas, South Africa 

    Stages are:
(a) Banghazi, Libya, south to 200N latitude

(b) 200N latitude, south to Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) border

(c) DRC border, south to Angola border

(d) Angola border, south to Botswana border (near Gobasis)

(e) Botswana border, south to Cape Agulhas, South Africa 

Maps: regional physical maps (231, 232, 235, 236), peoples (225), economic/minerals, precipitation, and vegetation (226).

GEOGRAPHY 101  FALL 2007
ATLAS PAPER
USEFUL HINTS

1. Double-check your latitudes and longitudes, and be sure that you have the correct hemispheres (don’t report that you have reached 200N when you have actually reached 200S). Remember that coordinates are for point features such as cities, mines, dams, etc.; NOT countries.

2. Remember to stay with either the metric system (meters, kilometers) or the English system (feet, miles), but do not mix the two.

3. Do not make assumptions about features such as the importance of a resource or an agricultural area, or the direction of flow of a river in upland areas. Stick with symbol values as given in the atlas.

4. Do not get city populations from tables in the atlas. Again, just refer to the size ranges as shown by the symbols.

5. STAY ON YOUR ROUTE! Do not wander off because of a nearby road. Do not describe features which are more than 10 miles away from the route.

6. When crossing areas with many similar features, such as an area with lots of rivers, you don’t need to include all of them. Many may not have names listed. it’s OK to just mention the major ones encountered.

7. Remember to include linear features such as pipelines, caravan routes, major roads and railroad lines crossed. 

8. Again, do not bother with elevations.

9. Remember to give specific names for climates, soils, ecoregions, vegetation, and other physical features. NO DESCRIPTIONS.

10. Start on this early. Don’t wait until just before it is due. You need time to check over your paper and produce a report you can be proud of.

Grading: The paper is worth 125 points. Each stage will be valued at 20 points with the section on trip preparation worth 25 points. I am looking for accuracy (correct information, major features covered, nothing important left out), clarity (can I understand what you are trying to convey?), organization (are you logically progressing along your route?), and, in the trip preparation section, creativity and imagination.
