Geological Map Problem

by Robert Filson

Green River Community College

The “GeolMapProblem” file contains a general handout that is distributed to all of the students in the class and seven geological sketch maps. The numbers on each map refers to rock samples in a cabinet in our lab. Each map has a separate set of rock samples. 

The maps do not have scales and are simplified for this introductory audience. For example, there is no topographic deflection of the contacts and some rock units (such as coal layers) are too thick as represented on the map. 

Some recommendations:

a) I recommend that the maps be sketch maps rather than real places. I do not want the students to turn this exercise into a library project where they look-up the answers. I want them to go through the steps that a geologist would go through in the construction of the history. 

b) There should be 3 or 4 students in a group. If groups are larger than 4 often at least one person in the group is not active. Groups of 2 are satisfactory, but do not have the diversity of thought of groups of 3-4 people.  I permit students to select their group members. Students are assigned to groups if they do not select a group. 

c) The initial task of the groups is to identify the rock samples from their map area. When I first started using this activity, I helped the groups too much. Pretty soon the students figured out that I would identify all the difficult samples for them. I have learned that the groups work better when I tell them that I will help them with just one sample. As a group they must decide which sample is the most important to them. Normally, the discussions related to the rock types on the map are excellent. 

d) I usually give students about 2-3 weeks of lab time for this activity. (Our labs are two hours long.) Sometimes students have to meet outside of class hours and this can be an issue for students at a commuter-type college such as ours. 

e) At the end of the activity, students take an individual quiz over their specific map. The students are permitted to use hand-written notes and a copy of their map as they take the quiz. I emphasize that on the quiz they will need to explain how they arrived at answers and to defend answers.

