“Geomorph-Savvy” Assessment Exercise and “Pass the Pointer”

Developed by Kathleen Nicoll

At the University of Utah, I teach Geomorphology as a General Education Course through the Department of Geography.  This class is a survey course that has no prerequisites, and it captures an enrollment ~40-70 students from all majors across the University.  Traditionally, this Geomorphology class has had a very broad conceptual focus; because most of the students have not studied any college-level math or science, there is a noticeable lack in basic fluencies (e.g., rock/mineral identification, quantitative skills, field experience) among the majority of those taking the course.  As a result, the class coverage has to deliver the basics, and in my opinion, this delimits the utility of the class for anyone who is studying geoscience at an advanced level... including many of the geography majors who are enrolled. Since the class has no TA support, and there is no lab requirement or tradition of problem sets or measurement exercises, however, the primary emphasis of the class will probably remain at the introductory level.  

I find it difficult to manage this class because it is listed as BOTH an upper-level AND as a GENERAL EDUCATION course.  It is hard to meet the demands of those few students who are quite advanced, while explaining rudimentary science concepts (e.g.,”red rocks result from  oxidation of iron-bearing minerals, which is the same process as rusting”).  

To suss out the composition of my classroom, and to figure out the level to pitch at lecture, I like to use a series of assessments to ascertain what level of knowledge my students have prior to taking my class.    To this end, I usually assign a homework exercise that asks the students to “interpret” some images of landscapes that I post online (see related file “Nicoll_assessment.pdf”) the WebCT.  I compiled this pdf file from a powerpoint of images and questions that roughly correspond to the major topics covered in  my course.  The images include renderings at multiple scales, including satellite vantage, oblique aerial, and wide angle photopans.  Students are asked to “interpret” or describe the landforms and to discuss the related processes involved in their development.  

This assignment provides me with interesting benchmark datasets that I can then use to track student progress through the semester.  To assess learning outcomes, I repeat the assessment exercise at the end of the semester, using some of the same photos and others.  

Throughout the course, I try to model (or demonstrate) how I go about interpreting what I see in a given landscape.  I often ask students to interpret what they see in a given picture or slide, and I pass around laser pointers to try to foster student input.  Sometimes I ask students, “what is the story here?” and encourage them socratically through follow-up questioning (e.g., Tell us what you see!  How do you think it got that way? Explain… what could have happened here?  Anybody else have an idea?).  I call this style of engagement “pass the pointer” because I ask the students to volunteer the participation of each other.    In this manner, I try to create a lecture hall of participants who are keen to converse and engage in their own inquiry-based learning.

