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1) What I Did

This past fall and spring semesters I tried a number of different strategies to make the Environmental Geology (GEO113) class less impersonal for both the students and myself. I had used a number of these strategies before, but these were the first times I integrated them in a systematic way.

The most important change I made was posting my class lecture notes on the web. Students could access these notes by clicking on a particular lecture topic posted on an interactive syllabus located on the department’s web site. Students also could download my exam sample questions (and answers) and access chapter review questions from the textbook web site.

I also created an e-mail list for everyone in the course and utilized it in a number of ways. These included providing timely and accurate information to everyone about what was going on in class and also informing them about relevant current events and articles. The e-mail list also allowed me to send to the entire class questions from individual students and my answers. The students and I also could utilize the e-mail list for communicating with specific individuals in the class. 

I held three evening review sessions prior to each exam where students could ask me specific questions. Some students quickly learned that if they came to the review sessions they were bound to hear me talk specifically about something that was then asked on the exam.

I continued to use the IF-AT exam format with each question having five possible answers (A-E). Points were awarded on a 10-5-2-1-0 (400 total) basis.

I also continued the use of surprise “pop quizzes” for extra credit only (points added to exam average). Although I had tried group responses in the fall, I found the results unsatisfactory and reverted to only having students individually answer one of two questions on something we had recently covered in class.

2)
What Resulted

It became quite clear that providing my lecture notes to students allowed them to stop worrying about writing down everything I said and focus more on what I was saying. My initial fears about students being more disengaged during class were unfounded. Students participated more in class discussions, because I think they felt more secure as to what I expected. In addition, class absences had less of an impact on performance since the students already had my notes (absentee rates were not statistically different from previous years; I kept my strict attendance policy). 

Students also found the e-mail list a great way to stay in touch with me and other students in the class. In addition, because I posted all students questions and my answers to the entire class, the list acted as a class forum. Finally, a few students used the e-mail list as the basis for online study groups (a completely unintended, but extremely positive, consequence).

Because the review sessions were not just repeats of missed lectures (I was very clear to the class about this), but only a review of specific topics and issues, the sessions acted similarly to the “muddiest point” CAT, although they were not presented to the students in that way.

Students liked the surprise quizzes, not only because they could get some extra credit, but also because they found out ahead of time what I thought was important and whether they knew it. For many it acted as a “no penalty” red flag.

In comparison to previous semesters, grade distributions and class averages on exams were similar to slightly higher, with one exception. This fall the class average for the third exam (given during the final exam period, but not a cumulative final) was significantly higher by approximately 4 points. It appears that the various mechanisms I provided to the class had the most positive impact during the high-stress period at the end of the semester.

3)
What’s Next
My plans are to transfer and adept most of the teaching strategies discussed above to my Introduction to Environmental Sciences (ENV100) course. Although originally intended almost exclusively as the gateway course for Environmental Sciences majors, ENV100 is largely populated by elementary education majors looking to fulfill their lab science requirement. This has necessitated a recent rethinking on my part on how to approach the material and how to present it to the students. Although typically only having 15-20 students, rather than the 100+ for environmental geology, many of the same issues apply: drawing students into active discussions, providing them with enough detail, but not losing or frustrating them in the process because of lack of background, and providing appropriate support mechanisms.

Over the next 12 months I plan on restructuring the course along the lines successfully used for GEO113 and also to use a new, more appealing text. Furthermore, I intend to apply for a Faculty Summer Course Development Fellowship in 2005, dealing specifically with the restructuring of ENV100. Receiving the fellowship should provide me with the large amount of time required to successfully implement these changes and to adapt them to the specific needs and audience of the Environmental Sciences course.

