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The taphonomy project is a semester-long experiment the students design and run themselves, using the decomposition studies area run by the Criminal Justice department on campus. Following a discussion of taphonomic processes during the first week, the students come up with original questions to test. They then design the experiment, set it up, and monitor it over the course of the semester. The end result is a 20-minute presentation in the style of an oral paper at a conference. This project develops the students’ skills in experimental design, data analysis and written, oral and visual communication.
BIO 396: Introduction to Paleontology
Taphonomy experiment
Project description:
You will be designing your own semester-long experiment testing an original hypothesis concerning taphonomic processes. You will be able to use the decomposition studies site run by the Criminal Justice department to study an aspect of pre-fossilization processes affecting carcasses. After lecture and discussion during the first week, you will draft an experimental plan to test your hypothesis.
Experimental plan:
It is a good idea to know what you’re doing before you set out to do it. You should anticipate every need and circumstance that may arise. Trying to predict where difficulties might arise will make it easier to deal with problems when they do appear. The experimental plan will, in detail, cover the following topics: 
Question: what do you want to know?

Hypothesis: what do you think the answer is?

Alternate hypotheses: what else could be the answer?

Materials: what will you use to test your hypothesis? Include species, number of specimens needed and equipment.

Methods: how will you test your hypothesis? Be as specific as possible. Where will you put your specimens? How often will you check on them? How will you prepare the location for your specimens? How would scavenging affect your results, and how would you minimize its effect? What about the weather? How will you evaluate the taphonomic effects of the process you are examining?

Control: what would be an adequate control?

Analysis: how will you determine if there was a significant effect? What statistical tests might you run?

The experimental plan will be reviewed and returned with comments. A revised, final experimental draft will be due the next week. A week after that, we will go to the decomposition studies area to set up everyone’s experiments. 
Monitoring experimental progress:
Everyone will have a notebook dedicated to their experiment, containing all of your notes, research, descriptions and data. Your notebooks will be evaluated several times throughout the semester, based on their thoroughness, detail, readability, and progress. In addition to the notebook, you will also turn in a short progress report, detailing where your experiment is, including a discussion of setbacks, changes to the design and new information gained from research.
Final report:
The end product of this project will be a 20-minute PowerPoint presentation of your project. The presentation will be set up like a scientific article:

Title slide: Title, author, affiliation, dates

Introduction: pertinent background information, including a summary of previous research

Hypotheses: what question did you ask? What are the possible answers you considered?

Methods:  How did you test the hypothesis? Don’t just list materials, describe what you did & why. 

Results: What data did you gather?

Discussion: What do those data tell you? How are you interpreting your data? How does this relate to previous research?

Conclusions: a short, one-slide take-home message; summarize your project and results in one or two sentences.
Grade breakdown:


Experimental plan  

  20 points






Experimental journal

  20 points






Experimental report

  30 points

Important due dates:

Sept 4

Experimental plan rough draft due


Sept 11
Experimental plan final draft due


Sept 18
Experiment set-up

Oct 16

Experiment update due

Nov 13

Experiment update due

Dec 4

Experiment presentations, Experimental journal due






1

