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Physical geography, and geography in general, is an oft overlooked and underappreciated 
discipline and college course in the US. Dobson (2007) decries the practice of American colleges 
covertly cloaking physical geography under the auspices of such ambiguous courses and 
departments as “Earth Systems Science” or “Environmental Science.” The title of Alan 
Arbogast’s new book “Discovering Physical Geography“ runs counter to that trend.  

The book is a well-structured text and provides a solid coverage of this very broad topic. If 
you have ever reviewed physical-geography texts while considering them for adoption, there are 
two approaches to structuring the material. Physical-geography texts typically begin with basics 
of geography—the geographic continuum, the Earth’s physical framework (the four spheres or 
systems), as well as the tools (maps) and analytical practices (GIS) of geographers. Arbogast 
keeps with this model and has two chapters dedicated to these topics.  

These introductory chapters provide the necessary foundation and segue for the remaining 
chapters and topics. As with most texts, the following chapters provide an overview of the Earth’s 
energy balance, atmospheric and climatic systems. The approach and structure of the material 
implemented by Arbogast is similar to those found in other texts. Each chapter has a preview of 
the learning objectives found in that section. The text employs colorful graphics and photos to 
illustrate key topics, reinforcing them with concept checks and checklists inserted throughout the 
chapters. Each chapter also has a summary of key concepts—this follows the simple but effective 
model of  “Inform them what is going to be presented, cover it, and then remind them what was 
presented.” Missing from these chapters are additional web and text sources that students could 
look to for more depth of coverage. 

It is after the atmosphere and climate sections of physical-geography courses and texts that 
paths tend to vary. Some follow a path, such as presented by Christopherson’s (2005, 2006) 
Geosystems pair, which approaches the terrestrial systems from the bottom up, as it were, 
covering the lithosphere, geomorphic systems, with soils and the biosphere covered last. The 
other path, which is taken by Arbogast, is to cover soils and the biosphere preceding the 
lithosphere and geomorphic systems. Personally, I prefer the former path, as I look at the other 
three systems—atmosphere, hydrosphere, and lithosphere—as building blocks for the biosphere. 
That said, this text is modular enough that with very little difficulty an adopter could cover the 
chapters in an order different than arranged in the text. 

Overall, the book is a very nice addition to the family of physical-geography texts available 
for adoption. It should be cautioned, however, that introductory courses should not be designed 
solely around a single text, but that any of the texts on this topic will have been thoroughly 
reviewed to provide a solid basis for structuring learning in a physical-geography class setting. 
Any reasonable physical-geography lecturer will ultimately utilize any number of outside sources 
for putting together a course—there is nothing in this text that would preclude it from receiving 
full consideration for adoption. 



What really sets this text apart, and what other authors strive for, is the development of 
pedagogical aids for students. Arbogast’s use of graphics along with definitions is very 
appropriate for today’s graphic rich environment and recognizes that most students today respond 
well to colorful cartoons and photos. And, since we live in a Muggle world with static photos, 
there is a companion website with animated graphics to further reinforce concepts. I really 
appreciate the author’s use of locator maps tied to photos of landscapes that are alien to most 
American students; it’s only unfortunate that the text only maps out photos from outside the US. I 
would suggest that locator maps be used with most—if not all—example landscape photos, 
foreign or domestic, as I don’t think we should underestimate the level of geographic illiteracy in 
this country. Any pedagogical device to help with geographers’ attempts to overcome our 
country’s geography deficit disorder should be applied liberally!  
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