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1. What learning outcome(s) was assessed?  
 
“Interpret the geographic contexts for social relations and cultures.” 
 

2. Where did you get the data for assessment?  (e.g., employer survey, embedded assessment, capstone 
or thesis project, class presentation) 

 
We got our data from course assignments in GEOG 106 (Mike McGlade, Spring 2015) and GEOG 495W 
(Shaun Huston, Spring 2015). In GEOG 106, the assignment was a final exam question that asked students 
to, “Describe human diets (in terms of diversity & types of food) in Paleolithic times, after food production, 
and in Westernized societies.” Students were further asked to focus on “exogenous vs. endogenous factors” 
including local environments for food choices. In GEOG 495, the assignment was an essay on the question, 
“Why do you study geography?” Students crafted the essay during the course of the whole term, culminating 
in a final draft submitted during Finals Week. 
 

3. What were the findings of the assessment?  What did faculty learn about student learning from 
reviewing the data?  

 
In regards to GEOG 106, Mike McGlade found that students were more adept at describing human diets than 
in analyzing the factors contributing to those diets. He also found that students’ conception of “the 
environment” was limited, with students emphasizing physical factors over social and cultural ones. This 
suggests that more time and attention could be paid in the course to conceptualizing “the environment” in 
broader terms and to drawing attention to how that broader environment relates to the nature of human diets. 
 
In regards to GEOG 495, Shaun Huston found that majors enrolled in the course infrequently cited themes or 
topics related to the selected outcome, while the non-majors enrolled in the course cited such themes with 
greater frequency. The two students for whom such themes and topics were most relevant were both non-
majors. However, both majors and non-majors alike universally cited topics and themes related human-
environment relations, which is key to the outcome assessed by geography faculty in 2013-2014. 
 
Taken together, the results of these assessments point to a relative lack of understanding, or perhaps interest, 
in “social relations and cultures,” among geography students at Western. The results from 495 suggest that 
this lack may be even more pronounced among geography majors. Interestingly, the assessments from both 
courses suggest that human-environment relations are more clearly in the forefront of what geography 
students are learning or perhaps why they take geography courses. 
 

4. What changes, if any, will faculty make to curriculum as a result of assessment?  
 
Mike McGlade has indicated an intention to focus more class time on conceptualizing “the environment” in 
broader terms and will also reconsider the wording of the relevant exam question. There may be ways to 
solicit better responses with more precise wording. 
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The larger questions posed by these assessments, and related to the trajectories of student learning and 
interest in geography, require additional thought, reflection and discussion on the part of the geography 
faculty. Students appear to identify geography, particularly as a major, with study of the physical 
environment and how humans relate to that environment, but do not as clearly perceive geography as a field 
that includes the study of culture and society outside of the context of the physical environment. 
 
One reading of these results is that our strength as a program is clearly in the study of human-environment 
relations and that we should be focusing on that learning outcome in our courses and curriculum. An 
example of an action that we could take following this reading would be to assess our course schedule and 
see where we might be able to better feature offerings with a clear human-environment focus, while being 
more selective about offerings that are more strictly in the social and cultural areas of the field. 
 
However, another reading of these results is that we are failing to reach students who might be more 
interested in geography if the social and cultural aspects of the field were more clearly communicated and 
integrated into the teaching of our courses. So, for example, we could look for ways to include more social 
and cultural content in our offerings in physical geography. Environmental justice and natural hazards 
research are both examples of topics that entail analysis and discussion of not only human-environment 
relations, but also human social relations and cultural practices. 
 
These are major philosophical questions about the nature of geography and the direction of our program at 
Western. As such, we are only beginning this conversation at this point. 


