Stratigraphy and Sedimentation,  Geol. 362, UWRF

Field Exercise (Lab # ______)

Observations and Measurements of the Rocky Branch in its lower segment near the confluence with the Kinnickinnic River.

INSTRUCTOR NOTES:

General:

This field project embodies the essence of a “true” inquiry project.  Where inquiry indicates students come up with their own questions and own experiments leading from those questions.   The instructor  “backs off” and lets the students come up with what they do.   The instructor serves as a resource person and will provide feedback or answer questions as appropriate.

Three word files are provided.

1)  ROCKY_Branch Inquiry-Long.doc

This file is an earlier version – and includes students preparing a formal written report.

2) ROCKY_Branch Inquiry-Short.doc

This file has been used more recently.   It drops the formal written report, and instead relies on an in-class student presentation of their work.

3) ROCKY_Branch_DirectedExf01.DOC
This file represents a departure from the inquiry method – into a directed exercise.  It was an attempt to see how students did with this project in a different format.  I provide it here only for reference.
Scheduling:

This field project could be done in several different ways – tied to different schedules.    The short version could be done almost entirely in one long day.   With students doing field work for about 5 or 6 hours and then completing a very brief analysis with crude graphs and diagrams to present in the evening of that day.

A challenge with the single day approach is that lots of extra equipment is taken to the field site, because it might be used, and then often ends up not being used.  Because of this, I generally split the field work into two different sessions.  Each several hours long. 
The first session takes students up through the design of one (or more) experiment(s).   Included in the experimental design is which instruments or other supplies will be used.   The second session involves students returning to the field to obtain their measurements – followed by returning to the lab for data analysis, preparation of their presentation., and a short group talk/verbal explanation of their experiment and results.
Recently, I have been doing session one in an extended lab session (about 2.5 hours).  Then students check out instruments and do the remaining field tasks on their own time (usually the following weekend).  Then the oral presentation is given during another class session roughly 1 or 2 weeks later.

Other Thoughts:

Inquiry exercises can be challenging in new ways for students who are not used to them.  They may feel somewhat fearful or lost – not quite knowing what to do.   But I think setting the exercise up in discrete steps, which the instructor goes over in the field, helps focus the students somewhat.  Group sharing of initial questions is a crucial step in this field exercise.  I have also had students say that this was the most interesting exercise in the course – and they loved coming up with their own experiments.  

A recent class wanted to spend more time investigating the literature and going back and redoing their field experiments with modifications/improvements, based on the results from the first exercise and a better understanding of variables that are important to the phenomenon they were studying.
I sometimes have students do this project essentially with a “clean slate,” i.e., prior to lecturing on fluid and bedform dynamics.   Other times the project occurs as we get into this topic, so they may know that depth, velocity, grain-size all matter.   I am not sure I have resolved which approach works best … perhaps because its variable by individual and class.   Some students enjoy the challenge and have good insight, others would feel more comfortable having some (or more) foundational knowledge.
The hardest thing for the instructor in this exercise may be “holding their tongue,”  not saying things, not directing students in how to do things.  It’s much better to ask questions of the students – to help them “find their way.”   The instructor (and students) must accept the risk that some experiments may lead to inconclusive results.  That’s OK!















