2

Friday Forum: Reading from the Primary Literature

Cameron Davidson

Carleton College

cdavidso@carleton.edu

Type of Activity: Student led presentation and discussion.
Brief description: All students in the course read the same paper from the primary literature and write three questions about the paper.  These questions are compiled by the instructor and distributed to the class before the paper is discussed in class.  Two students are responsible for giving a brief presentation on the paper, and for leading the discussion following their presentation.

Context

Type and level of course: Undergraduate structural geology course; typically juniors and seniors.
Skills and concepts needed for the activity: Introductory level understanding of geology.
How the activity is situated in my course: Weekly to bi-weekly.  Takes the place of lecture.

Goals of the Activity

1. Learn how to read the primary literature.

2. Learn how to formulate questions based on reading.

3. Learn how to choose one or two main points from a paper and present these ideas to your peers.

4. Learn to organize the ideas and questions of your peers and lead a discussion based on those questions.

Other skills:  Learn how scientific ideas and papers are constructed and presented.  This includes mechanics such as format, citing references, making figures to more philosophical points on how to construct an argument.

Description and Instructor’s Notes

Friday forum is an integral part of my course.  I choose papers before the term begins based on my own interest, the interests of my students (e.g. senior thesis topics), and the types of projects we plan to complete in the course that term (e.g. term-long or multi-week research problem ).  The number of papers is based on enrollment so that two students are responsible for one paper.  I integrate the papers into my syllabus so the students know when each paper must be read and discussed.  At the beginning of the term, I have the students rank order their choice of paper.  Their decision is typically based on interest and timing with respect to the term.  I then assign them a paper based on their ranking.  This works well in that they typically get their first or second choice , and the students feel like they have a say in what they are going to present.

At the beginning of the term I hand out the first paper we are going to read.  Everyone in the course reads the paper, and must submit three questions about the paper to me via e-mail by 4:00 PM the day before we discuss the paper.  After the deadline, I compile the questions, identified by name, and send to everyone in the course as soon as possible.  This typically ensures that the students read the paper, and that we have plenty of ammunition for the discussion.  On the day of Friday forum (typically Friday), the two students responsible for the paper give a 10-15 minute presentation on the paper emphasizing the main point(s) of the paper, along with any background information they think is necessary to fully understand the paper.  Sometime before their presentation (usually the day before), I schedule a one-hour meeting with the presenters to give them the chance to ask me any questions they have before putting together their presentation.  I believe this is an essential part of the process in order to clear up any fundamental questions.  After the presentation, we sit around one large table (four lab tables put together) for the discussion.  I think the round table format, with everyone facing each other, helps promote discussion.  Its up to the student presenters how they want to lead the discussion, but typically they focus on themes that emerged from the question s submitted by the rest of the students.  This has the added benefit of drawing the rest of the class into the discussion.  The hardest part for me to control as an instructor is to try and keep my mouth shut, and allow the students to explore ideas on their own.

Evaluation

I assign two separate grades for Friday Forum.  One is based on the presentation and subsequent discussion leadership skills.  The other grade is based on participation.  This includes submission of questions for each of the papers and participation during the discussion.  One of the side benefits to having students submit questions beforehand is that you can get students who don’t typically speak up in class involved in the discussion by pointing to their questions during the discussion session.
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