
Welcome to
Earth & Planetary Sciences

at McGill University

Yajing Liu 
(departmental 

chair) 



Prof. Bill Minarik (FDA 215), ESS academic adviser

Prof. Jeanne Paquette (FDA 214), EPS academic adviser

If our office door is open, you are always welcome to say “is 
this a good time to ask a question?”

Looking for a professor’s office? 

A board next to the door of the main office (FDA238) lists all 
our offices.

Need to contact your TA (teaching assistant) in a course? 
Use e-mail first (it’s good practice to also cc: the course 
instructor).



The Earth System McGill 
Earth 
System 
Science 



Earth System Science Major
Earth System Science (ESS) concentrates on the linkages
between the biological, chemical, physical and human 
subsystems of the Earth. It focuses on the cycling of energy and 
matter through the biosphere, the atmosphere, the cryosphere, 
the hydrosphere and the solid earth, at time scales from days to 
billions of years.

This integrated and holistic approach is needed to tackle the 
complex and challenging global problems facing the Earth 
today. It draws upon the expertise developed within disciplines 
such as Ecology, Environment, Geography, Geology, 
Meteorology and Oceanography.



Earth System Science Major

The Earth System Science major is an interdisciplinary 
major between the core departments of:

Atmospheric and Oceanic Sciences,

Earth and Planetary Sciences,

and Geography

There are four majors core courses, plus a freshman-level 
introduction course (ESYS 104, The Earth System)

Majors take a number of complementary courses selected 
from the three core departments and from Biology, 
Environment, Math, and Physics for a total of 57 credits.



Earth System Science Major

Complementary course list of ATOC, BIOL, EPSC, GEOG. MATH, and PHYS 
courses (substitutions possible)



Earth System Science Major
Nearly all of our ESS majors find employment within their 
field of study.

Half of our majors pursue advanced degrees in:

Earth System Science, Climate modeling, Oceanography, 
Geology, Geography, and Medicine (due to its insight into 
epidemics and epidemiology)

Outside of academia, our graduates work:

• for government & non-governmental organizations

• for environmental consulting firms

• for the reinsurance industry

• in product life cycle management



Soup and 
Science

Learn about cutting-edge research 
over lunch with cool profs

More info: 
www.mcgill.ca/science



Student societies

McGill Undergraduate Meteorology Students Association 
(MUMSA)
http://www.meteo.mcgill.ca/mumsa/

The EPS Monteregian Society 
https://www.monteregiansociety.com/

McGill Undergraduate Geography Society (MUGS)
http://mcgillgeography.blogspot.ca/

The ESYS mailing list: ess-ugrads@lists.mcgill.ca
(a subset of earthsci@lists.mcgill.ca)

The ESYS Burnside Lounge: room 722



Earth System Science’s web site: 
https://www.ess.mcgill.ca/

EPS departmental website: www.mcgill.ca/eps



First stop for help is often 
the “main office”,        
FDA 238. 

Or: e-mail 
kristy.thornton@mcgill.ca

Kristy knows our McGill bureaucracy. 
Helps you register in courses, apply for 
summer research assistantships (and 

may recruit you for the EPS hockey 
team… whenever it starts again.)



EPS website: a home page “busy” with news and 
events often beyond those from the department. 

However, most of our 
departmental events are 
announced by e-mail to our 
lists of graduate and 
undergraduate students.



Our computer network specialist. 

Brigitte assists Kristy Thornton 
with getting you on (or off) the 
EPS (or ESS) undergrads mailing 
list(s).



FDA 312: an undergraduate student lounge shared (last year) 
by students in the Earth System Sciences, Geology and 
Planetary Science Major/Honours programs.

That space can be used to study and work on class 
assignments.

Laboratory exercises are held in our classrooms (FDA 211, 
FDA 315, FDA 348). FDA 232 is used for seminars (some 
courses, talks, thesis defences, departmental meetings).

Our classrooms offer limited “flex space” outside of scheduled 
class times for making up laboratory exercises or to use a 
microscope for an undergraduate research project. 

Professors may give classroom door combinations to 
students taking their courses for off-hour access. Access to 
FDA 211 (e.g. to make up a missed laboratory period) 
requires advance request to the course instructor.



FDA 229-230 (next to FDA 211) is our departmental 
lounge, on ID card access. 

If you are an undergraduate student taking any of our 
courses, you are welcome to ask for ID card access to that 
space. E-mail <kristy.thornton@mcgill.ca>

The microwave oven can be used by anyone who needs to 
spend time in our department. 

The lounge has seating space and tables where you can 
eat. Be respectful of anyone who asks to keep some 
distance while eating unmasked.

We look forward to the return of a 3PM coffee hour with free 
cookies (a departmental tradition that is at our departmental 
chair’s discretion). At 3PM, the lounge opens to everyone 
for one hour… Some take a short break from a lab exercise 
for this “cookie time”.



Departmental social events!

(planned to be safe)

No need to wait for an invitation – the EPS Bar-B-Q of 
Saturday Sept. 10 on Mont Royal is being planned and will be 
announced. You are welcome to join in regardless of your 
degree program. There may be e-mail calls for volunteers to 
help with preparation.

Ph.D. thesis defences are expected to be celebrated with 
snacks & drinks. So is Homecoming, Friday October 21.

We adapt to covid waves: last year’s Graduate Research 
Symposium was held in a hybrid format, where you could come 
see in person or listen in (on Zoom) what your teaching 
assistant’s graduate research was about.



ADVISING

Ideally, come see your adviser each year (late spring, late 
August/early September) to plan the year ahead.

- EPSC courses (Astrobiology, Natural Disasters, etc…) at the 
100-level cannot count towards a Minor, Major or Honours. 
They are considered electives in a B.Sc. degree.

- Many EPSC courses numbered at the 300- or higher level are 
offered once every other year.  Those required courses are 
given to U2 and U3 together: you take them when they come!

- a Minor is not required in a B.Sc. Degree.  You can start one 
and never complete it (you may discover other subjects and 
take courses that will be counted as electives).

- Elective courses for a B.Sc. can be taken in Arts, Engineering, 
Management or Music… but you cannot take more than 18 
credits (typically 6 courses) outside the Faculty of Arts and 
Science.



If things go wrong… (failed course, a final exam 
missed because of illness or a personal crisis)

- Contact your departmental/program adviser as soon 
as possible

Some issues require a consultation with a Faculty of 
Science (or Arts) or the School of Environment 
adviser. We can help you reach them.

(The Faculty of Science adviser assigned to a 
B.Sc. Student is a name listed near the top of your 
online transcript on Minerva.)

EPSC 231 Field School will be offered next May. 
But the calendar for summer 2023 has NOT yet 
been updated (and says “not offered…”)



You can leave the department for another Major in 
the same program group without applying for a 
transfer: Maths, Physics, Chemistry, Geography 
(B.Sc.), Atmosphere & Ocean, Computer Sciences 
share the same admission standards.

You should first meet the departmental adviser of  
the program you wish to join: there are usually 
courses that must be taken in a specific sequence.

But you need to get approval from the Director of 
Advising Service (check with SOUSA) for

- changing program group (e.g. to any Life Science) 

- transfer to a Bachelor of Arts, or a Bachelor of Arts 
& Science



In-course awards ($500 to $5000) are given at the 
end of each academic year to U1 and U2 students. 

You are automatically considered for these (i.e. no 
need to apply) as long as you:

• are registered in a Major or Honours in Geology,  
Planetary Sciences, or Earth System Sciences

(Students in our Minor programs are not eligible.)

• complete at least 27 credits in the Fall, Winter 
(Field School 1 will also be counted), and 

• obtain a GPA of 3.5 or more in fall-winter courses

The awards are applied to your McGill account.



Undergraduate Summer Research Awards: open 
to students in all B.Sc. programs.

Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council
- Federal contribution + supervisor contribution
- 15-16 weeks from May to the end of August

McGill University raises funds from alumni to support 
additional Summer Undergraduate Research Awards 
(SURAs) for international and Canadian students.

- application deadline always in February
- plan to start talking to eligible research supervisors 
in December & January



A one-semester research project can also be done for 
3 credits during your program:

EPSC 482 (3 credits) is counted as complementary 
credits in a Major, Honours or Minor.

EPSC 396 (3 credits) is counted as an elective.

There is no “central list” of projects available.
You are expected to approach a professor (usually 
after he/she has come to know you in one of their 
courses), and draft with him/her a project description 
and agree on a mode of assessment. Once the 
proposal is signed and approved by your program 
adviser, a permit to register is set in Minerva.



Our laboratory safety officer. She 
announces the safety training 
sessions required for students 
expecting to handle chemicals in 
any one of our laboratories.



To work in any one of our laboratories

- you must first get a WHMIS certification

- WHMIS certification sessions are offered (free) on 
campus (you sign up online). Find out more at: 
http://www.mcgill.ca/ehs/training/whmis/

A student who works in a McGill University laboratory 
should never invite you in that space unless you 
have a WHMIS certification. 

Only enter a laboratory space if you have the explicit 
permission and supervision of a faculty member. 
Safety matters.



Considering a term of study abroad?

Over the last 15 years, our students have arranged 
one- or two-semester study abroad…

- Reunion (near Madagascar); Norway; Australia;  
Glasgow, UK; Alaska (U.S.): (2 semesters)

- Iceland and Hong Kong: (1 semester each)

The best year in which to do this is usually your U2 
year. You need to be in satisfactory standing and 
should start planning in December for the following 
fall term.  

The courses you select must match reasonably 
those required in our program. It is easier to match a 
whole year than a single semester.



Prepare a CV.

Check out CAPS for 
general advice and job 
listings.

Some mineral exploration & 
oil & gas companies offer 
information sessions (often 
to engineering students).

Apply for job interviews.

In U2 or U3: consider 
applying for a company-
sponsored field school: 
SIFT and S-IMEW.

http://www.mcgill.ca/caps/

Most years, we get e-
mails, phone calls or 
LinkedIn messages  
from former students 
who are recruiting for 
their company.

We circulate those by e-
mail.



Some students go job hunting in Toronto after the study 
break… at the PDAC convention held in March.

Many companies in mineral exploration (and some in 
environmental consulting) have booths at that 
convention. Some accept CVs from students.

PDAC (Prospectors and Developers Association 
of Canada) encourages student networking



If you decide along the way to become a professional 
geologist, you should find out more about the full range of 
advanced subjects recognized for professional accreditation.

Physical geography courses: 
GEOG 272 Earth’s Changing Surface       (in any year)
GEOG  305 Soils and Environment           (in U2 or later)
GEOG 308 Remote Sensing                      (  “            “    )
GEOG 314 Geospatial Analysis                 (  “            “    )
GEOG 322 Environmental Hydrology        (  “            “    )
GEOG 372 Running Water Environments (  “            “    )

Earth System Science: ESYS 300- and 500-level courses

Mining and Materials Engineering (possibly in your U3 year): 
MIME 329 Mining in Geology
MIME 325 Mineral Industry Economics (elective)
MIME 320 Extraction of Energy Resources



Ontario and Western 
Canada: most professional 
orders make available 
online a list of the course 
subjects that are either 
required or accepted as 
specialization toward 
professional accreditation.

Work experience and a written 
exam on ethics and regulations 
must also be written to use the title 
of geologist.



The Quebec order 
does not provide a 
checklist of the 
subjects required. 

It accepts our 
Major/Honours 
Geology programs as 
they are. A degree with 
another programs 
would get “audited.”.



The Monteregian Society

(EPS/ESS departmental undergraduate student club) 
maintains their own listserv and  website.

The Adams Club (graduate students in EPS) 

The Society of Economic Geology Chapter 
(interesting online seminars on earth resources being 

explored for potential mining)


