
 

 

 ENV 216—Earth Systems Science 
Winter quarter, 2017 

Logistics 
Dr. Mark Potosnak mark.potosnak@depaul.edu 

McGowan South 203, Lincoln Park Campus 773-325-7867 

Office hours: Tuesday & Thursday 9:00–9:30 am or by appointment 

Class times: Tuesday & Thursday 9:40 am–11:10 am  

Class location: McGowan South room 103 

Final exam: Thursday, Mar 16 8:30–10:45 am 

Textbook (required): The Blue Planet, 3ed, Skinner & Murck, 2011, ISBN 978-0-471-23643-6 

 

Course overview 
The official description: “This course focuses on three of the great spheres of the Earth (lithosphere, 

hydrosphere and atmosphere) and how they interact with the biosphere to create an integrated Earth 

system with an emphasis on how human activities impact important Earth system cycles. Students 

should have a basic understanding of how living organisms interact with their physical environment. 

Laboratory activities provide experience with the tools and methodology of systems thinking.” I will 

assume students have a basic understanding of how living organisms need air, sunlight and water to 

grow (e.g., photosynthesis & respiration). We will study how the physical Earth works together with 

these organisms to create a stable environment for life. Also, we will consider how humans rely on the 

integrated Earth system (e.g., clean air, water, mineral resources) and how our industrial activities 

modify important Earth system cycles. The overall goal of the course is for students to understand how 

physical Earth systems influence the serious environmental problems that face society.  

Course philosophy 
We will strive to have an interactive discussion on the topics addressed in this class. Science is difficult to 

learn passively—classroom participation promotes active learning. Also, Earth system science is 

especially tricky since every topic requires two phases of understanding. First, the 'facts' of the 

phenomenon must be understood (for example, hot air rises). The second phase is learning how the 

phenomenon interacts with other Earth spheres (for example, rising air causes rain and drives the water 

cycle). In order to cover the vast amount of material that underpins Earth system science, you will learn 

the facts (first phase) by reading the textbook and my lectures will emphasize the second phase—tying 

everything together. To facilitate this process, we use a weekly structure centered on chapters from the 

textbook that is outlined in the policies below. 
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Policies 
Tuesday quizzes: On Tuesdays, the class will start with a two-part quiz based on the book chapter 

presented during the previous week in lecture. The quiz will evaluate your understanding of the material 

and help prepare you for the midterm and final. The first part of the quiz will be a conventional written 

quiz of 5–7 questions (T/F, multiple choice, short answer). This quarter we will pilot using 

polleverywhere.com for our quizzes, an online system for student responses. If trouble arises, we will 

switch back to conventional paper quizzes. 

Thursday discussion: On Thursday, we will discuss the “Questions for Research and Discussion” found in 

the textbook which are assigned via D2L. Written answers to the questions should be submitted via the 

D2L site and are due at midnight of the day BEFORE class. For example, Thursday’s discussion questions 

are due at 11:59 pm on the preceding Wednesday. I will lead a 10–15 minute discussion, and you are 

welcome to bring your written responses to class to aid in our discussion. Your submitted responses will 

be evaluated according to the rubric posted on D2L. 

Exams: There will be a midterm on Tuesday, Feb 7 covering the first half of the class. Because of the 

integrated nature of Earth system science, the final exam will be cumulative. 

Technology use: Although technology use in the classroom has many benefits, it can also be distracting 

to both the user and other students. We will try to use technology in beneficial ways, including an online 

polling method. But outside of this use, please refrain from using your cell phone (text messaging 

included), laptop and tablet during our lectures. If you use one of these devices to take notes, please let 

me know so we can make appropriate arrangements. 

Desire2Learn (D2L): In an effort to reduce paper usage, all class materials and grades will be available on 

the D2L site. I will post all lectures on the D2L site. We will also use D2L for all assignment submissions. 

Attendance: Attendance is required for all classes. Students will be allowed to miss two classes without 

penalty during the quarter. This should cover all ‘routine’ absences such as illness, doctor appointments, 

etc. Further excused absences will only be granted in exceptional circumstances with appropriate 

documentation. If you miss a Tuesday quiz, there will be no penalty for the first absence since I will drop 

your lowest quiz grade. If you miss a Thursday discussion, you are still required to turn in your discussion 

questions online. After the first two absences, approximately ½ a percentage point for each missed class 

will be taken off your final grade. Exams must be taken at the scheduled time. Any exceptions to this 

policy must be arranged in advance (for example, athletic competitions). 

Late assignments: All assignments are due via D2L. Any late assignment received after due date will 

have a 20% grade penalty per day. 

Academic Integrity:  Work done for this course must adhere to the University Academic Integrity Policy. 

According to the DePaul University Student Handbook, “Violations of academic integrity include but are 

not limited to the following categories: cheating; plagiarism; fabrication; falsification or sabotage of 

research data; destruction or misuse of the university's academic resources, alteration or falsification of 

academic records; academic misconduct; and complicity.” The Handbook also states that, “If an 
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instructor finds that a student has violated the Academic Integrity Policy, the appropriate initial sanction 

is at the instructor's discretion.” To support this policy, your assignments may be submitted to the 

website turnitin.com. For more information, definitions, and examples, see DePaul University’s 

Academic Integrity website at http://academicintegrity.depaul.edu. 

Grading 
Grades in this class will be determined on the following scale: 

>=93 92–90 89–87 86–83 82–80 79–77 76–73 72–70 69–67 66–60 <60 

A A- B+ B B- C+ C C- D+ D F 

I may change these grade boundaries, but this will always be in favor of the students and will be applied 

uniformly to the entire class. Grades will be determined by the following allocation: 

Attendance Quizzes Thu Questions Lab Midterm exam Final exam 

10% 15% 15%  25% 15% 20% 

Lab 
Note there is a separate syllabus for the lab section of the class.  

Sources of help 
Students who feel they may need an accommodation based on the impact of a disability should contact 

me privately to discuss their specific needs. All discussion will remain confidential. To ensure that you 

receive the most reasonable accommodation based on your needs, contact me as early as possible in 

the quarter (preferably within the first week or two of the course) and be sure to contact the following 

office for support and additional services: 

 Center for Students with Disabilities (CSD) Student Center room 370, LPC, 773-325-1677 

Some additional sources of assistance: 

 Writing Center: for students who need help with writing 

 Dean of Students: accommodations with health or family emergencies 

Upon completion of this class, you will be able to: 
 Explain what Earth system science is 

 Using a systems approach: 

o Describe the four major Earth spheres 

o Explain the key processes within each sphere 

o Describe the interactions between these spheres 

 Describe the impacts of contemporary human activities on the Earth’s integrated systems 

 Be able to describe how the Earth's spheres and their interrelationships affect the major 

environmental issues facing society today 
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Syllabus 

Week Dates  Topic Reading Notes 

1 Jan 3–5 The Earth System Chapter 1 No quiz/disc. questions 

2 Jan 10–12 The Tectonic Cycle Chapter 5  

3 Jan 17–19 The Rock Cycle Chapter 7  

4 Jan 24–26 The Hydrologic Cycle Chapter 8  

5 Jan 31–Feb 2 The Cryosphere Chapter 9  

6 Feb 7–9 World Ocean Chapter 10 Midterm on Tue (2/7) 

No quiz/disc. questions 

7 Feb 14–16 The Atmosphere Chapter 11  

8 Feb 21–23 Wind and Weather Systems Chapter 12  

9 Feb 28–Mar 2 The Climate System Chapter 13  

10 Mar 7–9 The Changing Earth System Chapter 19 No discussion questions 

 

The above schedule is a framework, and changes will be communicated in class and via the D2L site. 


