Geos 197:  First Year Seminar

Rare Earth: Is Anybody Out There?
Fall, 2009
Instructor:  Prof. James Mills

Office:  Julian 214
Phone:  658-4669 or 658-4654 (Secretary)
E-mail:  jmills@depauw.edu
Office Hours:  11:00 – 12:00 am MWF, or by appointment

REQUIRED TEXTS:
Origins of Life in the Universe, 2008, Jastrow, R., and Rampino, M., Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom, 395 pgs.
Rare Earth: Why Complex Life Is Uncommon in the Universe, 2000, Ward, P., and Brownlee, D.E., Copernicus Books (Springer Verlag), 333 pgs.
CLASS PERIOD:


2:50 - 3:50 pm MWF, JSC 203  

ATTENDANCE and PARTICIPATION:


Regular attendance is required and expected.  If you must miss a class due to other obligations, please be sure to get the notes from someone else in the course, and, check with me to see if there are any materials you need to pick up.  Because this is a seminar, your regular attendance is critical to the success of the course.  

The SEMINAR nature of this course requires that each person contribute to the daily discourse through discussion, questioning, and active listening.  Evaluation of your performance in this class will be in part, how well you perform these activities on a regular basis.  While discussion and questioning are probably very familiar to most of you, the process of active listening may not be.  When you are not part of the discussion, it is important that you listen carefully and thoughtfully to the questions and comments others around you are positing.
GOALS OF THE COURSE:
· Learn about our universe and solar system and why Earth may, or may not, be special
· Continue to develop your study skills

· Learn to critically read materials

· Continue to develop your skills as a participant in discussions

· Continue to develop your skills as a writer

· Learn how to develop and construct a scientific poster 

The Course Topic:

At first read, you might wonder why course is being taught by a geologist and not an astronomer.  Good question!  My educational background is quite diverse and astronomy has always been one of the areas I have been very interested in (in fact, my first publication was on the topic of variable stars).  The topic of this course actually has more to do with geology more than it does astronomy as we will see in the coming weeks.  Understand however, that I will be learning as much about this topic as you and will be relying on you folks to bring new and exciting research to everyone else in the class!  As stated in the course description, the topic is quite interdisciplinary, we will talk about geology, astronomy, biology, politics, economics, ethics and probably several other areas by the time the course is finished.
Discussion and Participation:

For each reading and discussion, I will present you with a set of questions you may use as a guide during your reading.  These will not be the only questions used during our discussions, but they can be used as a guide to some of the more important elements of the texts.  While you read and prepare for the discussions, you should be actively taking notes about questions you would like to explore, other outside material from other classes or your own experiences you would like to include, and any other thoughts you think are relevant.  Also note and mark any section of the text you might want to refer to later.  Thus, you will need to “study” the material and think about it in order to make the most of both your reading time and your discussion of the content.


For each discussion, there will be a moderator and a referent in addition to the discussants.  Everyone in class will act in all of these roles during the semester.  Because the number of times you will act as a Discussant/Referent or Moderator will vary between members of the group, the total number of points for each role will also vary.

Discussant (0-3 pts.):  This is the role you will have most of the time in class.  As a 



         discussant, you should:



1. Come to each session with at least one question (hopefully you will have 

     

    more than this!!!) to put on the floor for discussion.


2. Make sure you are prepared by having read the material in an active 

                            manner (see above for more details).


3. Watch for articles in magazines, newspapers, or from the web that 

                            pertain to the topic and bring them to class.


4. Show respect for the opinions of others, even when you don’t agree with 

 

    Them.


5. Provide evidence for your comments and opinions.
6. Points:  0 = no participation or very limited participation; 1-2 = occasional, meaningful discussion; 3 = valuable contributions


Moderator (0-15 pts.):  The Moderator’s job is to help with the “flow” of the discussion.  



          This means that you may want to:


1.  Prepare a set of questions for the material.  Make sure that the 


     questions ask for topics that can be discussed rather than questions that 

                 only require to read something from the book.


2.  Ask specific people to contribute (the ones who are the quietest!).


3.  Mediate any “heated” exchanges.


4.  Refer to sections in the readings that might help clarify a point.


5.  Make sure everyone’s comments are included and respected.


6.  Take sides in any exchange.  You might even want to play “devil’s 

                             advocate”.


7.  Develop a scenario that can be used as a catalyst for discussion.


8   Set-up applied situations from the material for discussion.
Referent (0-10 pts.):  In this role, you will act as a type of elaborative “recorder” of the discussion.  The Referent prepares a “Referat”, a one to two page, single-spaced summary of the discussion in the form of an outline.  The referats become a record of our discussions for the course that everyone has and can use to help them remember and build on each discussion period.

The Referent should:



1.  Keep clear notes of the discussion.


2.  Still participate when he or she has a relevant comment.


3.  Organize and write an outline, adding comments when necessary (for 



     example, maybe you need to give a definition everyone in the class will 



     need later or there is a relevant resource you would like to have in the 

 

     permanent record of the course).


3.  Come to the next class with enough copies for everyone in the class 



    (including the instructor).


4.  Be prepared to give a brief verbal summary of the previous meeting (no 



     more than 5 minutes) to remind everyone of what happened in the last 



     class.  This means that you should NOT read your outline entirely but 


                provide a summary that will help provide background for 



    where we were at the last class meeting so we can establish a context or 

 

    clear up questions for the current meeting.  Other members of the class 


                will be able to suggest additions or corrections that you would need to 


    incorporate in a final copy for the class record.  If this is 


    necessary, the copy is due the following class period.
Term Project:
Each person will undertake a semester-long project that focuses on some aspect of the class topic.  Since the topic of the class is highly interdisciplinary, this opens a wide range of possible areas for you to investigate. You are free to choose your own topic, but the topic must be approved by me (you will write a proposal – see below).  Try to find an area that you are curious about, or have a special interest in.  You will need to be careful however as you want to find a topic on which there is sufficient information to do research on, but not one so broad that you could spend the next five years collecting information (that’s what a Ph.D. is for!).  
The term project will consist of three parts:

1. Research Proposal
 (25 pts.)
Once you have picked a topic (topics are due by September 18th, so get started!), it is your job to write and present to the class a proposal on your research. What problem do you intend to focus on? Why did you choose to study this particular topic? Why is it important? Present a case to the class outlining why the topic is significant for our class. 
The proposal should be 4-5 pages, 1” margins, double-spaced, 12 pt. font.  You should have at least two references.
2. Term Paper  (100 pts.)
Your term paper for this class should be a substantial piece of work. There is a big difference between a book report in high school and an actual research paper. I want to see original ideas and creative thinking, backed up by hard data. A lot of the information and public beliefs about the possibility of extraterrestrial life are highly questionable. Question them! More specific information on the “nuts and bolts” of your term paper will be presented later on in the course. Please note the due dates on the last page of this syllabus. 
The final paper will be 15-20 pages, 1” margins, double-spaced, 12 pt. font.
3. Term Presentation (100 pts.)
The last week of the course will be spent presenting the research project you have written. Each of you will prepare and deliver a poster presentation on your research topic. The poster is one of the two common formats used in the sciences and is a useful format to master regardless of your future career path. Scheduling for presentations, and specifics for preparing presentations, will be given to you later on in the semester. 
The poster will be 3 ft x 3 ft in size.  More later on the format.  I will assess a $10 fee to cover the cost of printing that will be charged to your student account.

GRADING:




Your course grade will be determined from the criteria listed below:




Discussant, Moderator, Referent

35%
Proposal, Final Paper, and Poster Project
35%




Occasional Papers



30%
GRADE SCALE:




A
93-100%

C+
79-77%
D-
63-60%




A-
92-90%

C
76-74%
F
<60%




B+
89-87%

C-
73-70%




B
86-84%

D+
69-67%




B-
83-80%

D
66-64%

WHAT DO THESE GRADES REFLECT ABOUT YOUR PERFORMANCE?:

College professors must assign grades for courses for the simple reason that this grade communicates to you and others how well you have mastered the course material.  These ‘others’ might be professors, your advisor, parents, or a future employer.  If you receive an ‘A’ in a course, another person could, and should, expect that you are highly proficient in the material covered in that course.  Some students may not have to expend much effort to master the course material while others may invest huge amounts of time and still not master the material.  Unfortunately, the grade in a course must reflect how well a student comprehends the course material, high grades cannot be given simply on the amount of effort put forth as unfair as that may seem.  Consider an example of a medical student that invests 80+ hours a week into a surgical procedures course, but fails to master the basic procedures.   Because the student put forth a tremendous effort, the instructor passes the student with an A-.  This student is now the surgeon getting ready to operate on you…  This scenario can be played out in any discipline.  Grades are earned, not given.

In any college-level course grades should reflect on the following about your level of knowledge:

A
A grade of  ‘A’ in a course indicates that you have demonstrated a complete understanding of the material, participated thoughtfully and in many instances, have led the discussions on a regular basis.  In effect, given the right circumstances, teach the course material to others.

B
For those students that demonstrate an almost complete understanding of the material but who still have some areas left to master, and, have participated on a regular basis would receive a ‘B’ in the course.  

C
An average performance.  You have mastered much of the material and have contributed to the class discussions.

D
You have a rudimentary but weak grasp of the material and occasionally have contributed to the discussions.

F
Your knowledge of the material is less than rudimentary and your contributions to the class discussions are most likely minimal at best.  And yes, it is possible to fail a course at DePauw, many have succeeded…
ACADEMIC HONESTY:

Any act that places a student in unfair advantage with respect to the rest of the class will be treated according to the University procedures outlined in the Student Handbook. 

SYLLABUS:

This course may be very fluid in nature with respect to topics covered and the pace of the course.  I will attempt to keep to the schedule outlined in this syllabus.  Changes will be announced in class as necessary.
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Final Paper Due By:  Monday, December 14th, 4 p.m. 
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