Smith College

Geo 231 – Invertebrate Paleontology & Paleoecology

In-class PowerPoint Mini-reports

*  *  *  *  *

Activity and rationale:  Almost all students are fascinated by fossils and paleontological topics, but no single course and instructor can hope to “cover it all.”  This class activity offers students the opportunity to explore a paleo topic of their choosing.  Students are asked to select a topic from the list below (this is a starter list of topics that have worked well in my course, you may add topics of your choosing and/or students can develop their own topics, with instructor approval).  Students then research the topic on the internet and/or with short articles and prepare a concise PowerPoint show for in-class presentation (5 to 8 minutes max).  Students must identify their sources of information.

With choice of topic, students bring initial interest to their assignment and develop greater appreciation for the breadth and relevance of paleontology.  All students gain experience with PowerPoint and with making an oral presentation in a comfortable classroom setting.  The topics covered add to the richness of the course.  Mini-reports normally are scheduled toward the end of class on Fridays (MWF class schedule).  

Evaluation:  Reports are graded on a 10-point scale with written critique comments from the instructor.  I use a short critique form and fill it out during and immediately after the presentation.  The grade and critique is given to the presenter no later than at the next class meeting (grades typically in the 7- to 10-point range).  Each student is expected to make at least one mini-report during the semester.

Topics:  The range of topics is boundless and ever-changing with new paleo discoveries.  Adding current “in the news” topics greatly enlivens the class and sparks interest in related areas.  Controversial topics are welcomed and may provide material for later discussion in class.  Good “proven” topic areas are listed below, in no special order:

1. Lagerstatten: many possibilities beyond those covered in class - the Rhynie Chert and the La Brea tar pits are two favorites because I don’t have much paleobotany or vert paleo coverage in my course, so these topics add breadth.
2. Large forams and their symbionts.

3. The world of deep- and cold-water corals.

4. Fossil missing links: again, many possibilities, so pick your own.

5. Giant squid – fact and fiction.

6. Eurypterids – denizens of the Silurian.

7. Exotic trilobites.

8. The world of giant clams.

9. Hobbit humans – where and what.

10. Life on Mars – How will we know it when we see it?

11. OTHER topics – tba and also by student suggestion.
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