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Summary

Group discussion sessions, combined with hands on demonstrations and real-world based calculations and investigations, can make a large introductory college geology course more accessible to the learning styles and interests of more students.  At the University of Vermont, teachers and teaching assistants have developed a new curriculum that includes these educational strategies for an introductory level Earth Hazards course.  Students are taught how geology relates to their lives and interests, even if they do not plan to continue studying geology.  The TA guides the discussion by posing questions, and facilitating the exchange of ideas.  The small group size and change in teaching style is more suitable for students with different learning styles.  By using the material themselves, rather than just memorizing facts and figures, the students are more likely to understand the information and enjoy the class.  A survey of students who completed the class was overwhelmingly positive.  

Review


Overall the paper is very clear and well written.  The introductory paragraph was engaging and presents a situation that any university teacher is probably very familiar with.  The paper flows well, presents very positive and well thought out ideas, and makes it all seem so easy!  On this note, I have two questions/suggestions for possible clarification.  On p. 4, you mention the students are graded in the discussion sections based on participation.  For me, this prompted the question – well how did they do?  In your results section, or perhaps as a part of that paragraph, it might be worth mentioning whether or not students were overwhelmingly active participators, or if there should be another evaluation structure put into place.  Also, did the problems that the TA’s had (p. 4) initially diminish within the semester, or did it take a few semesters to get them – and the students – accustomed to the new learning/teaching techniques?  


I thought the photographs included with the article were a good idea, although you might want to select one or two that are clearer.  The picture labeled B was hard to see (got the general sense of mud on a platform) and the picture labeled C bugged me because I couldn’t see the debris flow! I really wanted to see it! Any photos of students “engaged” in discussion?  The pictures go along well with the tone of the paper – definitely a nice touch to include.


My final thought is in regards to a point you make twice in the paper: These discussion based learning techniques can (and you recommend should) be applied to a variety of course levels (p. 1 and p. 5).  I guess I still need to be convinced that these techniques would be useful at any level of college geology course…you mention it twice, but don’t quite tell me why.  You explain very well how and why it was successful in the large intro level geology course- because it allowed you (teacher) to reach out to students with interests outside of geology, who might normally get swallowed up or not care about anything beyond satisfying a distribution requirement.  While I think these teaching ideas are excellent, I wonder if there is a logical extension from a large intro course to smaller, specialized courses like mineralogy.  I guess I am just saying be cautious with your enthusiasm.  If anyone has applied these methods to smaller, specialized science classes, it might be worth citing their work to support your statements, OR qualify your statements a little better.   I am more comfortable with the last paragraph, where you recommend that anyone teaching any course should work with educational researchers to develop a truly effective course.  Seems like a reasonable enough suggestion to me!

Recommendations


It’s a great paper – excellent tone, plenty of useful information, seems to fit within Eos’s standards.  I would play around with my suggestions above, but don’t do any major restructuring.  My suggestions are really just details, I think.  

