Normal Faults in Sand in a Shoe Box

Instructor’s notes for running the in-class experiments:
Materials needed:

· two clear plastic shoe boxes per student group (ex. Sterilite 6 qt./5.7 l. or larger, available at Walmart); cut the ends off so that one box easily slides lengthwise into the other box.

· two or three different types of sand in at least two colors, approx. 5-6 lbs. total per student group (available at home improvement stores and hobby stores)

· a flat-sided object to compact the sand (ex. a brick)

· (optional) Saran plastic wrap, thin sheet of rubber, spray cooking oil, soft margarine, or other material to line the bottom of the sandbox

· (optional) paper or plastic tablecloths to facilitate cleanup

Instructor gives brief oral instructions on filling and extending the sandbox, divides the class into groups of 3-5 students, then circulates around the room to give guidance as needed. 

Students are given a note sheet for recording experimental conditions and observations (see attached).

Not all students will have completed entries for each item on the note sheet.  

Students are asked to think about similarities and differences from one experiment to another, and to consider possible inferences or implications.

After most of the groups have successfully completed two or three experiments, the class is reassembled for the brainstorming session.  The brainstorming session is critical for discussing observations and generating inferences about normal faulting.  As the students generate ideas, the instructor takes notes on the board, compiling a list of important characteristics of normal faults and the factors that influence their development and geometries.  The instructor has the opportunity to subtly guide the brainstorming session so that key points are brought out.  Students may also bring up questions at this point.

The experiments can be conducted during a 50-minute class period if the instructor actively manages the students’ use of time.  It’s helpful to tell students at the beginning of class that they will have only 10 minutes per experiment.  The experiments are also suitable for a longer lecture or lab period.   
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