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Five questions for Peter Anthamatten
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After exploring a variety of disciplines – German, international affairs, economics and psychology – Peter Anthamatten
discovered geography.
“I was always drawn to maps and mapping, and as soon as I started taking classes on mapping and geographic
information systems (GIS), I was hooked,” said the associate professor in the Department of Geography and
Environmental Sciences at CU Denver. “Geography is defined as the study of places and spaces. Because studying
nearly any facet of a place necessarily invokes a broad range of topics, geography is a deeply integrative discipline. I
knew that I wanted to work in geography when I discovered the potential to explore problems in this way. While I was
attending University of Minnesota for graduate school, I began to see the power of combining spatial analysis with
studies of health and so picked up a master’s degree in environmental health.”
Anthamatten works with a “wonderfully diverse array of scholars,” people who study a variety of topics such as climate
change, ecology, politics, social narratives, education, air quality, urban studies, forestry, history, and hydrology.
“Our common interest lies in exploring what drives spatial patterns in phenomena across the surface of the earth, the
processes that drive the composition of places, and what all that means for how we think about and manage places
and spaces,” he said. “As an example of the integrative nature of field: The primary focus of my work has been on how
places and locations, such as where you live, affect nutritional and behavioral health. To get at that kind of question in
a meaningful way, you must examine a broad range of factors, such as the locations and availability of food sources,
the broader structure of the food system and the culture around it, the availability of parks, trails and green spaces, the
influence of local crime on your ability to get exercise outside, the social environment, and so forth.”
He has contributed to numerous projects exploring the geographic facets of health, including malnutrition, vaccine
efficacy, and obesity. He currently is working on a project with the Latino Policy and Research Center to explore links
between asthma severity and the built environment in Colorado.
Anthamatten also has been heavily involved in shared governance since coming to the university in 2008, and currently
serves as chair of the CU Denver Faculty Assembly.
1. How has your work surrounding children and physical activity contributed to local communities?
[4]

When I came to CU Denver, I immediately recognized that the university has a strong tradition of collaborating with
communities in the region and that its scholars pursued research that is meaningful and applicable, and I can identify
strongly with those values. My dissertation was on the relation between natural environments and nutrition in Bolivia,
and so I sought to realign my work with something more directly applicable to the Denver community.
During my first or second year, I discovered the Learning Landscapes project (see
http://www.learninglandscapes.org/[5]), which seeks to serve the children of the city by designing healthy environments.
The city of Denver spent $50 million to renovate and improve 96 schoolyards across the city between 2000 and 2012 in
close consultation with the program’s director, Lois Brink, a faculty member from the Urban Planning and Landscape
Architecture program. Along with the construction, a group called IPLAY (Intervention of Physical Activity in Youth) was
studying the health impacts of the renovations. Part of the work involved careful data collection of children’s physical
Page 1 of 7

CU Connections Issue: March 7, 2019
Published on CU Connections (https://connections.cu.edu)
activity on schoolyards in carefully designated “observation zones.”
My role in the project has largely been on the mapping and spatial-analytical facets of the work. As I began to work with
the group, I saw the potential to examine how these interventions affected patterns of behavior across the schoolyards.
The way the data were collected enabled us to map the data, which could lead to some insights on what kinds of
schoolyard designs were the most effective at encouraging health behavior.
The idea behind this work was to provide empirical evidence about the health and behavior impacts of these
renovations. Ideally, this could drive some decisions for designers and planners who wish to create healthy, active
spaces for children. We incorporated the data into a geographic information systems (GIS), which enabled us to
examine maps of activity on the schoolyards and determine if there were parts of the space that were heavily utilized or
if children were more active in some parts of the grounds than others.
We found evidence that children responded well to new construction in general, that they responded well to relatively
high densities of constructed playground features, and we observed some interesting gender differences. Girls, for
example, were more likely than boys to spend time on playground equipment, whereas boys were more likely to
exercise in open spaces, such as a football or baseball field. Beyond the implications for construction, this work
provides some guidance for how adults could supervise activities during recess to better utilize the schoolyard spaces.
I’m currently working with members of the study team to produce some activity maps of the schoolyards and think
about additional ways to analyze the data to discern observable impacts of the design on behavior (such as the
influence of green spaces or the effects of the type of surface).
2. Another area of your work focuses on teaching spatial thinking skills to elementary-age children, including
a project that uses giant maps. What is the project and why are spatial thinking skills so important?
I spent the final part of my graduate career working on several grants to improve spatial thinking, and I have tried to
remain engaged with scholarship in geography around how we teach spatial skills.
Spatial thinking is fundamentally important to many of the topics we study (especially STEM); you need to employ
spatial thinking when you study biology, chemistry, astronomy, or just about any type of engineering, for instance.
Spatial thought comes into play for a variety of more common, day-to-day tasks as well, such as reading charts and
graphs, navigating through town, or assembling Ikea furniture. I believe that spatial thinking is a fundamental skill that
human beings are naturally built to learn and become proficient in. Our ancestors must have had a pretty good grasp
on navigating their environment at an early age in order to make it into adulthood, and there is lots of evidence in
psychology research that shows that children can perform basic spatial thinking tasks from an early age.
Unfortunately, our educational system does not give spatial thinking the same sort of formal treatment that it gives to
skills such as reading, writing and mathematics. Much of my work in spatial thinking has revolved around making the
case that it is a critical skill that educators should embrace starting in elementary school, and we’ve tried to develop
teaching tools that give students practice and experience using spatial thinking skills. The case I, and many of my
colleagues, make in our research is that spatial thinking should be actively taught in schools as part of a formal
curriculum.
Rebecca Theobald, a geographer in Colorado Springs who worked as the director of the Colorado Geographic Alliance
(COGA), introduced me to the giant maps project a few years ago. The National Geographic Society started producing
giant vinyl maps for schools to use, and soon thereafter COGA began actively introducing the maps to schools in
Colorado. The maps are indeed giant, often requiring a gymnasium to set up and use. The students can then physically
walk around on a room-size map and participate in activities to explore the state.
As I joined the project, we began to explore ways that we could use the maps to teach mathematics along with spatial
concepts, such as measuring distance, using a coordinate system, and calculating area. In our most recent work, we
provide some evidence that fourth-grade students improved performance on these skills after exposure to lessons
using the maps. We have submitted a grant proposal to more formally investigate the utility of the giant maps as a tool
for teaching spatial skills to elementary-age children.
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3. What is your role in the CU Denver Bee Project and what are its goals?
The lead on that project is Dr. Christy Briles, a geographer colleague of mine and a palynologist, who initially became
involved with bees through her interest in pollen; she studies bees to understand foraging patterns and resource
availability for bees in the urban environment. Christy established several research hives around the Denver area —
including on the roof of the Student Union building on the CU Denver campus — to facilitate her work. She needed
additional beehive sites for data collection, and so I volunteered my back yard when I became interested in the topic
and learned about the challenges to the bee population and the promises of urban beekeeping.
The study of urban bees and beekeeping is deeply linked to the environment. The success of bees is driven by factors
such as the availability of pollen, nectar and water, as well as exposure to pesticides and parasites (particularly the
Varroa mite, which is a significant problem for bees in North America). Since beekeepers are people, bee health is also
driven by social factors, such as access to the community, good information and resources for beekeeping.
Maps are one of geography’s key tools for exploring links with the environment, and so I started working with Christy
to develop maps of beekeeping activity and health. We collected over 200 surveys from beekeepers in and around
Denver, who gave us an approximate location of beehives across the city, with keeper-provided information about their
health. With these data, we are trying to produce maps of beekeeping activity, and hope to use the data to test for
systematic patterns in problems for bees (such as hive death or Varroa mite infestations) to explore links between
environmental factors, beekeeping success, and bee health. We are presently working through some challenges with
the data, but we have observed that beekeeping occurs in wealthier parts of the city. (For more information, see
https://www.cudenvertoday.org/cu-denver-researchers-abuzz-bee-health/[6])
4. How long have you been involved with the CU Denver Faculty Assembly and what are your goals, both
personally and as chair of the organization?
I became involved with faculty governance when I began working at CU Denver by serving on different college and
university committees. I began to serve as a College of Liberal Arts and Sciences representative to the Faculty
Assembly several years ago and began my position as chair of the CU Denver Faculty Assembly in fall 2017.
I have become convinced that shared governance is extremely important to maintaining a vibrant and robust university
community. While administration, faculty, staff and students have an awful lot on our plates to begin with — and there
are often frustrating challenges to running such a massive and important organization as our university — shared
governance is critical for helping the entire university community to understand the goals and challenges of all its
members.
In a general sense, my charge and goal as chair of the Faculty Assembly is to ensure that the faculty have a strong
voice with respect to university governance. A broad and long-standing university tradition, codified in the CU Regent
Laws and Policies, that the faculty “takes the lead in decisions concerning selection of faculty, educational policy
related to teaching, curriculum, research, academic ethics, and other academic matters.” (See Article V of the Regent
Laws, https://www.cu.edu/regents/laws-and-policies/regent-laws/article-5-faculty[7]). Since faculty are the ones who
develop and deliver curriculum, mentor students, drive research, and who often work directly with Colorado community,
our voice is important!
The Faculty Assembly has engaged with a range of issues over the last couple of years. Often working in collaboration
with the Faculty Council (the systemwide governance body), examples of recent activities of CU Denver Faculty
Assembly include:
providing input to the revised budget model responding to proposed revisions to the Regent laws establishing the CU
Denver Curriculum Committee (which monitors for course duplication campus wide) advising revisions to the Faculty
Course Questionnaires working with administration to develop a student grade forgiveness policy monitoring the
treatment of students protected by the Deferred Act of Childhood Arrival (DACA) monitoring proposed university
policies that pertain to faculty business providing feedback about policies and decisions around educational technology
This year, our recent foci have included articulating our perspective on the Regents’ civics education initiative,
contributing to the search for a new CU president, and reviewing CU Denver policies pertinent to women’s issues and
access for disabled members of the university.
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One thing I would really like to emphasize is that faculty governance is a massive endeavor that takes a huge amount
of work and dedication from faculty across campus. The Faculty Assembly alone contains 45 voting members and
manages eight separate subcommittees to address specific facets of university governance. My role as Faculty
Assembly chair has given me the opportunity to work with people spanning the entire campus, and that has given me a
sense for both the vibrancy and complexity of the CU Denver community in a way that I had not experienced before.
I’m finishing my term as Faculty Assembly chair as I gear up to chair the Department of Geography and Environmental
Science (GES) starting in the fall. Working with different kinds of faculty governance has kept me on my toes.
5. What hobbies or leisure activities do you enjoy outside of work?
Like a lot of geographers, one of the reasons I was initially driven toward the field was out of a love for exploring other
places and I am always looking for excuses to travel, especially if I can manage to travel abroad.
I have always been fascinated by languages and I like to think of myself as bit of a hobby linguist.
Over the last few years, I have come to adore carpentry and look forward to having the time to build something when I
have a good project going. It’s amazing what you can learn to build with a few good tools. I also love to cook very
spicy vegetarian food.
I share an enthusiasm for board games with my two teenage daughters and we work together to explore a huge variety
of them. I have a long-standing passion for a couple of classics: chess and tournament-style Texas Hold ’em poker.
Both are deeply nuanced games that you can study for decades and not come close to mastering.

Search committee: Presidential candidates down to 10

[8]

The search for the next president of CU has narrowed to 10 candidates who will be interviewed by the Presidential
Search Committee in the coming weeks. The committee will further narrow the pool to up to five candidates to
recommend to the Board of Regents for its consideration.
In a letter to faculty and staff this week, Regents Heidi Ganahl and Irene Griego (co-chairs of the search committee)
wrote that “we have identified a strong pool of candidates of diverse personal and professional backgrounds.”
Ganahl and Griego said they expect to receive recommendations from the Presidential Search Committee before the
end of the month. The regents, who have the ultimate responsibility for selecting the president, will interview
candidates forwarded by the search committee. Colorado law dictates that any finalist must be made publicly known for
at least two weeks before a new president can be selected.
Ganahl and Griego said they expect visits to campuses and governance groups will take place during that two weeks.
The next president will replace Bruce Benson, who will retire from CU in July after serving the university for more than
11 years.

CU on Coursera, free suite of global online courses, now available

[9]

[10]
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The University of Colorado has announced the launch of CU on Coursera, a free online learning program available to
the university community.
CU on Coursera offers over 100 Coursera courses taught by faculty across CU Boulder, the CU Anschutz Medical
Campus, CU Denver and UCCS. Courses are available at no cost to all faculty, staff and students currently at any of
the four campuses or system office.
Coursera is the world’s largest MOOC (massive open online course) provider, with a learner population of nearly 40
million. With CU on Coursera, you’ll gain access to a curated set of University of Colorado courses on this world-class
learning platform.
“CU’s excellent Coursera content, created by nearly 70 faculty on all four campuses, is reaching more than 2 million
learners around the globe. For the first time, CU faculty, students and staff have the opportunity to access the valuable
certificates associated with these MOOCs at no cost to them,” said Deborah Keyek-Franssen, associate vice president
for digital education and engagement at the University of Colorado system. “We also anticipate that faculty on all of
CU’s campuses will take advantage of the CU on Coursera program by augmenting on-campus courses with rich,
asynchronous online content that includes interactions with and perspectives of international learners.”
CU on Coursera offers diverse educational experiences and certificates on subjects ranging from Cybersecurity and
Effective Communication to Excel VBA Programming and Becoming an EMT. Courses are self-paced and fully online
so that you can learn anywhere, anytime.
CU faculty have been hosting high-quality educational experiences on Coursera since 2013. CU on Coursera brings
that passion and experience directly to faculty and staff.
“This program embodies and celebrates CU’s commitment to serving our local and global community by investing in
opportunities for lifelong learning and professional development,” said William Kuskin, vice provost and associate vice
chancellor for strategic initiatives at CU Boulder. “This is why we do MOOCs, to inspire the reimagination of teaching,
learning and educational delivery in the digital age. And, indeed, to acknowledge the transformational potential of
higher education.”
Among the key features:
Courses feature interactive videos, readings and resources Practice exercises and graded assessments evaluate
knowledge and provide feedback Short courses, typically three to six weeks, taken at your own pace Flexible and
adaptive schedule to meet your learning needs Verified and shareable Coursera certificates of achievement for
courses you complete
Check out the full list of available courses at no cost by following these steps:
Log into your campus portal Head to CU Resources and navigate to the Training area Click on the CU on Coursera
tile On the CU on Coursera home page, click Join for Free Click the Log in with University of Colorado button
Select your campus and then log in using your institutional credentials When you return to the CU on Coursera home
page, browse courses and start learning.
CU on Coursera is a currently a pilot program that will run through the fall 2019 semester. This pilot will be
administered jointly by the Office of Strategic Initiatives at CU Boulder and the Office of Digital Education and
Engagement at the University of Colorado system.

Attendees explore professional development, empowerment at Women
Succeeding Symposium
[11]
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Scientists and dignitaries celebrate seven decades of CU Boulder in
space
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2030 Strategic Plan the focus of March 11 Town Hall events

Getting out in front of Denver trends
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Home health care clinicians often lack adequate hospital information

Rigler earns Fulbright award to teach and research in Ireland
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Ambrose named founding director of Center for Teaching and Learning

Plati to be inducted into CoSIDA Hall of Fame
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