
Geology 380 Section 501
Introductory Field Techniques

Fall 2008 - Western Kentucky University

Instructor: Dr. Michael T. May, Professor of Geology

Office Hours: Tues & Thur 9:30-11:00, and Wed 8:00-11:00
- EST Room 335 (telephone 745-6891)

E-mail:  michael.may@wku.edu

Course Meeting Times/Place:  Wednesday 3:00-5:55 pm in EST 349 (then to the field as 
announced and a weekend day or two as announced for longer field trips)

I.  Design & Purpose of Course & Philosophy - Geology 380 (3 credit hrs.) This is an 
introductory core course designed primarily for geology majors and minors, but prospective earth 
science teachers, and engineering students having an interest in field projects may also benefit 
from this course provided they have the proper prerequisites or co-requisites.  This course 
provides an introduction to the ‘tools of the trade’ used by geologists in their effort to document 
geologic conditions on Earth.  The purpose of this course is to immerse students early in their 
academic careers to field geology.  Immersion is via extensive field observation, data collection,
data synthesis, and there will be some limited interpretation. Some topics include sampling, rock 
identification and description, how to take proper field notes, use of the Brunton Compass, basic 
structural geology elements (stereonets), GPS for field location, and how to transition from field 
to laboratory analysis. The general philosophy behind this course is that students should learn 
early on how geologists observe various field phenomena and how they properly record and 
communicate the field experience. Students furthering their geology education by enrolling in an 
upper-level field course or field camp (highly recommended for majors and required by most 
graduate schools) will greatly benefit from this course.  Alternatively, those students not planning 
on participating in a field camp will nonetheless develop competence in field situations associated 
with typical geology employment by taking this course. 

II. Prerequisites: Geology 111 (The Earth! or physical geology) and Geology 113, (The Earth! 
Lab or Physical Geology Laboratory); Prerequisites or Co-requisites: Geology 112 (Historical 
Geology) and Geology 114 (Historical Geology Lab).  Please note however that for Geol 380 
that the instructor’s preference is for the 111-113 and 112-114 sequence of geology courses be 
completed.

III. Text (required) - Procedures in Field Geology, by Tom Freeman, 1999, Blackwell Scientific, 
95 p. - Please bring your text (a small green pocket manual) to all meetings - it will be referred to 
many times. Note that access to the internet will also be required as I will provide some links for 
you from time to time to facilitate your learning field methods.  There will also be links and 
handouts for basic rock classification schemes for your reference as you conduct field work.  
There will also be an introduction to the Kentucky Geological Survey online database for your use 
in conducting basic studies in surface geology (GQ maps, topographic maps) as well as an 



introduction to subsurface databases that can be linked to surface geology data such as structure 
contours, faults, oil wells etc.

IV. Field Equipment - Although a number of geology picks and hammers and hand lenses can be 
borrowed from the Department of Geography & Geology, it is highly recommended that students
invest in their own hammers and hand lenses.  The hand lens with low and high power 
magnification capability attached to a lanyard or cord is invaluable in the field.  We will be
observing rocks at all scales.  A field notebook is required as is a scaled straight edge or ruler.  A 
mechanical pencil is highly recommended for note taking.  Field sketches can also be augmented 
by field photos.  An inexpensive digital camera is not required but pictures do help with field 
documentation, especially because many road cuts or outcrops lend themselves to panorama-type 
photographs and exact sampling locations ca be quickly documented with photos.  Photos can 
also help with scaling.  Jacob staffs, Brunton compasses, and acid bottles you can borrow from 
the Department. Note that some students in the past however have invested in their own personal 
Bruntons, and a leather field pouch that sits at the waist for carrying colored pencils, acid bottles 
etc.  Another good idea is for you to carry write-in-the-rain paper for stratigraphic sections (most 
professional notebooks for field work have this type of paper which is highly recommended).

V. Exams & Grades
A. Half of your grade will be from two exams and the other half of your grade will be based 

upon your field notes and a final field project. The field notes will be collected from time 
to time and observed by the instructor in the field as your work is progressing and then
graded and most importantly, feedback will be provided to you.  After several weeks of 
field work, you will gain confidence and at that point you will begin to team up with one 
of your peers and commence work on a final field project.  This project will culminate in a 
power point presentation suitable for presentation at Sigma Xi, KAS etc. and will entail a 
measured stratigraphic section or series of sections, photo documentation, coordinates, 
and basic interpretation. Details of regarding this project will be provided later in the 
semester.  The final exam is not comprehensive yet it tests your comprehensive 
understanding of interrelated course topics.  Note that there will be a deduction for 
spelling and grammar errors on exams and other work (0.5% each).
Exams will vary from multiple choice and essay to short problem solving and graphical 
display (sketching) formats.  Additionally, on exams the expectation is that you can 
properly identify classic field geology relationships and views (via slides or power point 
images).

Total Possible Points Percent of Grade
Midterm Exam 100 25
Final Exam 100 25



Weekly Field Notes & 
Sketches

120 30

Final Field Project 80 20
Total 400 Total 100

B. The grading scale is as follows:
(> 90%) = A (> 80%) = B
(> 70%) = C (> 60%) = D
(< 60%) = F

VI. Attendance and Participation Policy
Attendance at all scheduled meetings is essential for success for everyone involved.  
Registration in the course means you are serious about being on time and actively 
participating.  Excessive absenteeism (more than 3 meetings) will result in your dismissal 
from the class with a grade of “F” or “FN”. The worst penalty for missing meeting 
sessions is of course is that you will have a lower ability to focus on important aspects of 
the course. Finally, you will see geology in the field where it is wonderfully displayed and
missing field outings cannot be made up.  You may go visit an outcropping or exposure on 
your own if you miss our Wednesday meeting but this clearly is not the same as having an 
instructor and your peers at your side – we learn from each other too!  

VII. Schedule Change Policy
The Dept. of Geography and Geology strictly adheres to University policies regarding 
schedule changes.  It is the responsibilities of the student to meet all deadlines for 
drop/add etc.  Only in exceptional cases will a deadline be waived (you would be required 
to fill out an appeal form).  The form requires a written description of the extenuating 
circumstances involved and the attachment of appropriate documentation.  Poor academic 
performance, general malaise, or undocumented general stress factors are not considered 
as legitimate circumstances. Note the policy regarding attendance on in the web published 
version of the WKU schedule of classes.

VIII. Make-Up Policy
In the event that an examination is missed, make-up exams will be scheduled only for 
those students presenting a valid, written excuse for their absence during the scheduled 
test period.  It is your responsibility to contact your instructor before the exam to make 
other arrangements. Also field trips are mandatory and if you know you will not be in 
attendance please e-mail or call in your excuse before the meeting.  

IX. Miscellany
There is no food or drink permitted in the classroom.  EST is a smoke-free building.
Smoking will also not be permitted in the field for liability purposes.  Cell phones should 
be turned off in the classroom and in the field! I obviously have a zero tolerance policy 
regarding cell phones!  There is no excuse for these going off in fine restaurants, temples, 
churches or synagogues, or certainly in lecture halls or during field instruction!



Plagiarism To represent ideas or interpretations taken from another source as one’s own 
is plagiarism. Plagiarism is a serious offense. The academic work of a student must be 
their own. Students must give the author(s) credit for any source material used. To lift 
content directly from a source without giving credit is a flagrant act. To present a 
borrowed passage after having changed a few words, even if the source is cited, is also 
plagiarism.
Disposition of Offenses - Students who commit any act of academic dishonesty may 
receive from the instructor a failing grade in that portion of the course work in which the 
act is detected or a failing grade in the course without possibility of withdrawal.
Student Disability Services - In compliance with university policy, students with 
disabilities who require accommodations (academic adjustments and/or auxiliary aids or 
services) for this course must contact the Office for Student Disability Services in DUC A-
200 of the Student Success Center in Downing University Center. Please DO NOT 
request accommodations directly from the professor or instructor without a letter of 
accommodation from the Office for Student Disability Services.

X. Proposed Course Outline – Fall 2008 Semester

Geology 380 Course Outline (Section 501)

Week Topics Section or 
Page No. –

Important 
Dates/Assignments

Aug. 25 Intro to Field Methods – What are 
field methods?
Importance of field methods -notes 
(legal documents) – create and 
collect data – basic field exercises –
pacing, estimating heights, distances 
etc.

Table of 
Contents

Sept. 1 Intro to KGS database and how to 
integrate into field notes and 
projects – stratigraphic section notes 
and symbols

Read 70-71,
And look at 
pg 94

Sept. 8 Field Notes & Basics before field
Intro to field – WKU campus
Confronting an Outcrop

Sed Rock 
Classification 
links/handout
Pg 62-63



Sept. 15 Geomorphic Weathering Profiles,
Topographic & Geologic Maps –
Symbols for Sections & Maps-
Background for Field Notes –
Measuring Sections

Pg 70-71
Pg 72-87
Pg 94-95

Sept 20 Saturday - 
Falls of Ohio Field 
Trip (one day) –
sections from Bowling 
Green to Louisville 
area –mandatory trip

Sept. 22 Map dimensions & Scales
Measuring Sections & Pacing
Brunton Compass basics

Pg 88-91
Pg 64-69
Pg 1-13

Sept. 29
Midterm Exam 
(may include a short field exercise)

Midterm Exam –
Wednesday, Oct. 1

Oct. 6 Brunton Compass basics continued
Measuring Sections & Sample 
Collection & Photos; Cross Sections 
& “the Field Sketch”

14-18

TBA

Oct. 13              Brunton Compass & Jacob Staff
Section Measuring Details

Pg 14-27

Oct. 20 Section Measuring  & use of GPS 
versus traditional grids; Geocaching 
Exercise – more GPS

TBA

Oct. 27 Bruntons & Structural Geology 
elements and use of Stereographic 
Net (stereonets)

Pg 48-61

Nov. 3 Tying Geologic Maps,Topo Maps 
with Strat Section Field Notes

TBA

Nov. 10 Making Geologic Maps & /X-Secs 
(combo of Field Strat Sections, 
Topo, & Structure)

TBA

Nov. 17 Structural Geology cont. & Field 
Project 

TBA KSPG Field 
Conference Nov 21-22 
(Fri-Sat) Rough River 
State Resort Park & 
region – Chesterian 
Rocks and basal Penn 
– mandatory trip

Nov. 24 Field Projects on own - Thanksgiving Break 
Nov. 24-28 – no class 



Dec. 1 Finalize Field Projects, Review and 
Recap Field Methods

- All Final Projects due

Dec. 8 FINAL- Wednesday Dec. 10  5:30-
7:30 pm

Dec. 10 -FINAL

“ALL GEOLOGY HAS A FIELD BASIS”


