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Summary


Teachers in the University of Vermont’s geology department have experimented with effective teaching methods to re-design a large introductory geoscience class.  By experimenting with these methods, the teachers hoped to increase the students’ understanding of the connection between geology and their every day world, increase their interest in science, and enable students with different learning styles to participate in ways that made them more comfortable.  In order to get the attention of more students and help them learn more from the course, instructors changed the lecture format to be more active, interesting, and relevant to real world topics.  In addition the instructors added a discussion section where students were guided through a process of asking questions, exploring for answers with the information they were learning, and discussing the implications of these answers within a small, more personal group.  After soliciting student feedback and assessing reactions, the teachers made adjustments to the course design as the semester progressed.  By the end of the semester, the students and teachers alike felt that the course design was very successful and could serve as a model for other introductory level geoscience courses.

Review


The article is well written, with relevant information and interesting experiences that really bring to light the difficulty in redesigning a course like this.  I think, though, that the premise behind this article needs a little work, or at least a little clarification in the title and abstract paragraph.  After reading the title and the abstract, I was not quite prepared for the body of the paper, which contained a lot of methodology and information pertaining to “getting the kinks out” of the design.  

Assuming this article is to be published in a journal that reviews education in the geosciences, then the subject matter is probably pretty appropriate for the audience.  

However, I found it difficult – and not quite as interesting – to read about all the things that went wrong in the early part of the semester.  Perhaps there is a more engaging way to provide this information?  If the purpose of including it is so that others can learn from your mistakes and trial-and-error, then perhaps you could re-arrange how it is presented.  For example, describe the 10-8-6 grading method you are thinking of employing, and why, and back it up by explaining how students did not react as well to the 1-2-3 method.  Personal experience obviously went a long way in helping you improve the course, so it is probably worth sharing some of it, but perhaps limit it to sharing only those experiences that were particularly valuable learning tools. 

The photographs and figures are excellent.  I particularly liked the table that outlined the discussion topics – made me want to take the course!  I think that chart will do a lot to provide concrete examples of creative, applied, and well structured discussion topics.

This paper is very different from the one being submitted to Eos.  There was a lot more methodology in this one and a lot more development of the reasons for using different teaching techniques in the Eos paper.  I think these differences are appropriate, given the nature of the two publications.

Recommendations


I would take a look at making the paper more engaging, perhaps by rearranging how your methodology is presented.  I think it is more interesting to read about success, then read about how that success was achieved, rather than the other way around.  I didn’t have too many (any?) grammatical comments, the writing is good!

