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The Master’s degree in Geology is intended to train students for advanced positions in industry or government agencies, or for doctoral studies in the geosciences. About half of our graduate students are simultaneously employed in a geoscience capacity at some time during the graduate training with us.

Student Learning Outcome (SLO) 
	Student Learning Outcome 3: Demonstrate ability to present results of scientific research in oral format.


1. Evidence for Need:  What evidence was used to identify this SLO as a candidate for improvement (e.g., describe the prior assessment activities and data that led to this decision)?

For most graduate students, evidence of mastering this outcome is visible in their end-of-program oral presentation to the massed department in our lunchtime seminar series. [Some students also present their research at professional meetings, but this is not used as an evaluation criterion because the opportunity is not available to, nor required of, all our students.] Three to four students give such presentations each semester. 

Over the past several years, the overall quality of these presentations has been quite strong, ranging from acceptable to outstanding. The handling of scientific data and interpretations has been particularly successful. However, many presentations would have been dinged “style points” (if we kept track of such things) for ineffective graphics, overshoot of the time limit, insufficient vocal volume or clarity, etc. No clarion call for action was sounded—the issues are not systematic or serious—but room for improvement was clearly evident.

While these may not seem like crucial skills, effective communication of scientific ideas depends not only on the contents, but also on the packaging—whether or not we like it, that’s the way things work. For many years, researchers have noted the scientific community’s overall ineffectiveness at conveying its messages to non-specialist colleagues and the general public. Progress has been made, but any scientific conference will demonstrate that many scientists don’t get it or don’t care.

2. Actions Taken:  What actions were taken to improve student learning related to this outcome (e.g., program changes, changes in pedagogy, process changes, resource requests, etc.)?

Faculty members have always worked with their advisees to ensure the scientific rigor and validity of theses and presentations. Recently, advisors specifically worked with their students on the nuts and bolts of presentation preparation and delivery, covering aspects such as graphic design, delivery style, responses to questions, and dealing with the unexpected (e.g., a burned-out bulb). In some research groups, the presenter previews the presentation for his/her peers, obtaining very useful feedback about how to improve the presentation’s effectiveness. Overall goals are to increase (1) comfort level when speaking to a crowd, (2) flexible handling of the unexpected, and (3) the projected air of expert-level professionalism.

3. Evidence for Impact:  What is the evidence that the actions taken above impacted student learning for this outcome?

Seven students presented their thesis research during AY 08-09. As usual, the scientific components of the presentations were very strong, but this year the visual and verbal impact of the presentations matched level of the scientific content. With such a small sample size, it is not possible to definitively attribute the improvement to direct actions of the advisors and peer groups. However, the high quality of the presentations strongly suggests that students and their advisors are “getting it”—unprofessional or sloppy presentation style can undermine the impact of the strongest scientific research. Our recent graduates boast style along with substance.
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