Joanna Reuter

Review of Eric Butler’s papers on the Earth Hazards Class for submission to Eos and JGE

These papers provide an account of the UVM Earth Hazards course, and, in particular, the discussion sections that were added to the course last fall.  The discussion sections are an effective teaching method; the sections provide an interactive learning environment, and help the students to recognize that geoscience is relevant to their lives.  The goal of the papers is to disseminate information regarding the course, especially the discussion sections, in hopes that similar effective teaching methods will be implemented at other universities.  

I feel that both papers could benefit by more directly structuring the content to address the information that the target audience (dominantly professors of large introductory classes) will want/need from the papers if they are to seriously consider implementing sections.  The audience needs to be convinced (1) that discussion sections are an effective method of teaching and (2) that sections are feasible to implement.  I feel that the first is covered fairly well, but the second could be more thoroughly addressed.

However, a prerequisite to accomplishing either goal is to provide a clear idea of what happens in the discussion section classroom (at least on a good day).  I think a relatively detailed example of a single discussion section is the best way to accomplish this.  I took the liberty of writing part of an example:


The typical discussion section begins with a small group activity designed to catalyze the thought process; this is followed by a full-group discussion that initially focuses on the activity and then expands to explore bigger questions related to the week’s hazard.  For example, during the week on floods, each group of four students plots a flood hydrograph and cumulative precipitation data from a USGS streamgage in Vermont; each group receives data from a different gage for the same storm.  In addition to examining data, the groups are asked to brainstorm a list of factors that might affect the shape of the flood hydrograph.  After 10-15 minutes of interacting with the groups, the T.A. gathers everyone’s attention and the full-group discussion begins.  The T.A. uses students’ input to compile a list of the factors that might affect floods (basin size, topography, rainfall, land use, etc.).  The list becomes the framework generating hypotheses and drawing conclusions regarding the hydrograph data, which the small groups present to the full group.  With this background in hand, the group can begin to address questions from local to global, drawing upon personal experience and material from the first lecture/video of the week.  For example, the T.A. may pose questions to explore how humans impact and are impacted by floods.  [A bit more description of the discussion would be good here.  Toss in a few examples of questions from the discussion section sheets--If people build on a flood plain, whose responsibility is it if their buildings get damaged?  Should people be allowed to build in flood plains?  Maybe mention local issue of Burlington green space as a way in which the material is immediately relevant to student lives....]

In terms of practical concerns, I think the following questions are likely to arise and need to be addressed:  

--How much extra manpower does it take to run discussion sections?  (in terms of sections/T.A., or T.A. hours/week, or T.A.s/student)

--Do the T.A.s need special training?  (either in terms of methods of discussion or in terms of content--since hazards goes far beyond just rocks)

--How much time will it take to develop activities for sections?  

Eos

1)  How about starting off with a positive example--that is, one that shows the right way to teach, rather than a negative one (particularly one that involves food service burritos--blech)?  Plus, you don’t want to turn readers away with a statement that some might interpret as a suggestion that recurrence intervals don’t belong in a hazards class.  

2)  The phrase “proper use of discussion” at this point in the article bothers me, because readers may not know how to interpret it--it could come across as pretentious. 

3)  These are all important pieces of advice for the T.A. who will be leading discussion, but I think you need to convince the readers that they will want to use discussion sections by telling them more about the sections rather then telling the readers how to lead a discussion.  I think this paragraph belongs in the JGE paper, but not in Eos.

4)  Be consistent with TA or T.A.  It goes back and forth in the document.

5)  It’s optimistic to expect very many T.A.s to go out and read a 150 page book on discussion.  

6)  Having a results section makes the paper feel as if it is trying to forced into the mold of a research-style paper.  I do agree that it is important to get the idea across that students were happy, though I’m not sure that presenting the course evaluation results is all that meaningful, because there is nothing to compare them to.  Also, anticipate that some people’s reaction to this will be: well, maybe the students were happy, but did they learn anything?  Thus, this is a good place to drive home the point that making students interested and happy is a big achievement, because those students who recognize the relevance of geoscience in their lives are more likely to maintain this interest as citizens.  

JGE [more comments are on the paper]

1)  The quiz does happen first thing in the Tuesday class, but I see it as the end of the weekly cycle rather than the beginning of it.  Consider putting this sentence at the end of the paragraph so the reader has some idea of what the quiz covers.  

2)  Is it typical of JGE papers to contain a narrative of coming up with the idea for the teaching method?  I think this paragraph could be condensed.  

