
Despite getting good evaluations from students in the past, I was frustrated when I’d taught our sed/strat class by a lack of engagement amongst the students.  When I taught the class this past time I decided to have them perform a mini research project; one in which none of us knew the answer in advance.  This problem-based approach met two of my objectives: to ascertain whether a microprobe provenance approach to dealing with quartzite clasts in Tertiary conglomerate had merit, and to gets students more engaged in the class.


Positive outcomes of this approach were that students had to turn in different parts of the research paper as the semester progressed and this allowed me to assess their writing abilities early and often.  Students written efforts were reviewed quickly and they were returned to them and they had to revise them until they were adequate.  This resulted in a significant improvement in their writing skills as the semester progressed.  Their final papers, in which they assembled all of the parts they had been working on throughout the semester, were orders of magnitude better than papers previous students had turned in as a final report.


As an instructor I had to accept losing some control, which you normally have if you have students do “canned” lab exercises.  In the end, that was a small price to pay considering the overwhelmingly positive outcomes of the research project.


Another thing that you have to take into consideration is that a project like this takes time so you have to give up some of the labs that you’ve developed in the past.  Again, the results warranted the loss of certain labs.


Something I will do better next time is that I’ll know that most of the students will be writing their first real research paper.  They need fairly explicit directions for each part of the paper.  For example, most of them had written an abstract for a field class report so I assumed they didn’t need additional direction – that assumption was quickly proven wrong!  Providing a good example of what each part of a paper contains would have helped them significantly (and thus reduced my time grading their writing). 

