A History of Life on Earth

Instructor: Susan Shepherd

COURSE SYLLABUS

A. DESCRIPTION

This course will follow the evolution of life from its beginnings to its present day form. Along the way, we will cover tectonic plates, fossil dating methods, global temperature change, unusual species, and mass extinctions. This class is aimed at students who are interested in biology and who want to put what they know into a larger context.

B. ORGANIZATION

The class will be in a lecture format, with time for questions and discussion at the end and whenever the topic calls for it. If there is a subject that the students are particularly interested in, more time will be set aside for it at the beginning of the next lecture.

C. COURSE OBJECTIVES

1. To introduce students to the broad subject of evolutionary biology.

2. To familiarize students with the geological history of the earth, insofar as it pertains to fossil and rock dating techniques and to the migration of animal species over time.

3. To introduce students to localized and global natural disasters (volcanism, asteroid or comet impacts) and their effects.

4. To review recent human history, from 20,000 years ago to the present.

D. COURSE TOPICS

1. The Big Bang and formation of the Earth

2. The Precambrian Era

3. The Paleozoic Era

4. The Triassic Period

5. The Jurassic Period

6. The Cretaceous Period

7. The Mass Extinction at the End of the Cretaceous

8. The Cenozoic Era – Overview

9. The Paleocene

10. The Eocene

11. The Oligocene

12. The Miocene

13. The Pliocene

14. The Pleistocene

15. The Holocene – Overview

16. Early Humans; Migration Patterns of Early Humans

17. Civilizations of Europe, the Middle East and Asia – Overview

18. Civilizations of Africa – Overview

19. Civilizations of the Americas – Overview

20. What Does the Future Hold?

E. CLASSROOM RULES OF CONDUCT

1. Questions are encouraged. Raise your hand; I will try to hurry up and finish my thought and then address your question. If I'm in the middle of a paragraph or in the middle of a complicated idea, I may make you wait a minute or two, but I'll get to you eventually.

2. If you need to use the restroom or get a drink of water, go ahead. No need to ask.

3. There will be a brief break at the forty-five minute mark. If this has to be skipped or changed I'll tell you at the beginning of class.

4. You know how to act in classrooms – general good manners go a long way, so please be respectful of the instructor and your fellow students. It's fine to disagree (even vehemently) but please be polite during discussions. And elsewhen, for that matter.

TENTATIVE SCHEDULE

First Class: The Start of Everything through the Cambrian Explosion.

1. Class Introduction

2. The Big Bang

3. The Formation and Death of Stars

4. Early Earth

5. Rhodinia – The First Continent

6. Tectonic Plates

7. Early Life - Prokaryotes

8. Eukaryotes

9. The Precambrian Mass Extinction

Second Class: The Paleozoic Era.

Third Class: The Mesozoic Era I.

Fourth Class: The Mesozoic Era II. 

Fifth Class: The Cenozoic Era I. 

Sixth Class: The Cenozoic Era II. 

Seventh Class: Recent Developments.

Eighth Class: The Dawn of Man. 

Ninth Class: The Rise and Fall and Rise of Civilization.

Tenth Class: The Modern Age

