Instructor’s notes: Using Field Lab Write-ups to Develop Observational and Critical Thinking Skills
This packet includes (1) a handout I give students at the beginning of the semester about the general format of field lab write-ups, and (2) examples of lab handouts using this format.

I use this style of assignment for all of my field labs.  It can be used for labs ranging from a first lab on recognizing structures in the field to a culminating weekend-long field trip.  The examples include an introduction to structures lab and a fold description and interpretation lab.

I generally do not require an introduction or conclusion for these field labs, because I want the students to focus on interpreting their field data rather than on library research.  I do, however, require students to cite references (including their textbook) if they use them.  This is particularly important when I ask students to creatively interpret structures that we have not yet discussed in class – I want to know if students have come up with their own explanations (which often include incorrect preconceived notions of how certain structures form), or whether they have looked up answers from the textbook.

Information I always list in the lab handout includes:

· list of tasks to be accomplished in the field

· list of expected plots or figures to be included in the write-up

· a list of features I expect to be described

· a list of questions to think about and answer in the interpretation section

The lab handouts can also include background information about the field area, location maps, specific instructions for field methods, etc.

Further Work and Acknowledgements sections:

I use the “Further Work” section to encourage students to learn from their mistakes by thinking about things they could have done differently.  Students rarely include it, however, and I don’t remember ever actually adjusting a grade based on it.  I require “Acknowledgements” of any help students have received on all assignments for all courses, to encourage students to be honest about the discussions they have in the field or in lab, with me or with other students.

