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Instructor’s Notes: Lab Activity on Student Lives and Earth History
This is a simple and rewarding activity that functions as an ice-breaker in the beginning of the first lab of an introductory-level geoscience course.  It takes somewhere between 1 – 1 ½ hours, with taking attendance and going over the lab schedule or syllabus.  It can stand alone as a short first lab, or it can be the first part of a longer lab.
Tips and tricks for the lab:
1. Have students work with 1 partner (group of 2).  Try to get them to find someone they DON’T already know.  Only make a group of 3 if there is an odd number of students.

2. Use large easel paper so that both students can work and there is plenty of room.  Use colored markers so the class can see the “lifelines” and “Earth lines.”  Gridded easel paper makes it easy to count out the years, but plain is ok if they have rulers.

3. Before the students start drawing their lines, do an example for your own life on the board (see example on the next page).  Think carefully about what you want to share about your life, keeping in mind the likely diversity in your classroom.  I usually share school events (Ph.D.), pets, and when I came to the university – pretty innocuous.  I steer clear of the date of my marriage, or deaths in my family, but that’s my preference.
4. Remind students to share information with their partner as they draw their lines.  When all lines are done, have each student introduce his/her partner and share one thing from his/her partner’s life (sharing all 3 things takes too long).  You don’t have to comment on the event being shared, especially if it would lead to status issues in the class.  I usually just say thank you or something innocuous.  Sometimes students share inappropriate things – that’s life!  It takes about 10-15 minutes for a lab of 30 people to introduce each other, and when it’s done, the whole class knows a little about each other.  And each person knows someone in the lab.
5. In order to draw the lines for the Earth, I came up with pieces of elastic that would be pre-cut and pre-marked with the geologic events I wanted to highlight in the lab.  I purchased standard white elastic, 1-inch wide.  I determined the length of the elastic by guesstimating the range of typical ages of my students, so I had an idea of how long their life lines would be, and I cut the elastic shorter than the shortest line I estimated (by a couple of inches or so).  I cut enough strips of elastic to make one elastic for each team of 2 (or 3) students.  I picked out 4-6 events in earth history to highlight.  I calculated where each event would be marked on the elastic making the geologic time proportional to the length of the elastic.  Then I measured off each event and marked the first elastic strip with a permanent marker; I used this strip to mark the rest so they would all be the same.  Each event was labeled with a number, keyed to a table of events on their lab handout.  The students must stretch the elastic evenly so they maintain the proportional distance between marks on the elastic.

I like using the elastic because it promotes cooperation: one student has to stretch the elastic to match the length of the “Earth line” while the other one marks the geologic events along the “Earth line.”  As an alternative or a supplement, you could give the ages of the geologic events, and have the students calculate the locations of the events along the “Earth line” – a classic exercise for building quantitative skills.
6. I picked geologic events and questions that highlight geologic time.  The lab is old so the dates may need revision.  When I revise this for my intro-level volcanoes course, I will pick out major volcanic events in earth history.  The questions usually bring up any conflicts that students have between deep time and their religious beliefs.  I use the opportunity to make clear that my job is to present the information that geologists understand about the earth, not the perspective of any individual religious leader or faith.  I don’t challenge them to change their religious beliefs, but I claim my responsibility to teach the science.  This activity is a good springboard for however you want to introduce or handle geologic time.
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