
ENVR 202 Section 51: The Evolving Earth - Winter Semester, 2014 

 

Class Time: (sec 51, CRN 694), Wednesday/Friday: 11:30–13:00 in RAYMOND 2-046. 
 

Course Instructors: 

George McCourt (Course Co-ordinator) (MSE), george.mccourt@mcgill.ca  Ph: 514-398-7550. 

Office: Rowles House, Macdonald Campus. 

Terry Wheeler (NRS), terry.wheeler@mcgill.ca. Ph:  514-398-7937. Office:  MS3-044 or Lyman 

Entomological Museum, Centennial Centre, Macdonald Campus. 

 

Teaching Assistant: 
Ainsley Merk (Parasitology), ainsley.merk@mail.mcgill.ca. Office: Rowles House. Office Hours: 

Fridays 13:00 – 14:00 or by appointment 

 

Course overview and learning outcomes: The Evolving Earth focuses on the history of life and 

associated changes in physical conditions from the origin of the earth until the present. The 

course introduces the key processes of geological and biological evolution that underlie patterns 

of variation among landscapes and biota. In the lectures, we seek to balance geological, 

evolutionary, and ecological perspectives and emphasize their fruitful interplay. Students will 

learn to interpret current patterns of biodiversity as the result of the long history of species 

interactions with the physical environment and with other species, including humans. The 

perspective acquired in this course will help students assess the recent impacts of human activities 

on biodiversity. Through lectures and assignments, the students are expected to understand the 

nature of evidence and scientific inference, to learn to find and evaluate information and to 

develop analytic and synthesis skills useful in dealing with complex environmental problems. 

 

Office Hours: If you need to meet with an instructor or teaching assistant, please contact us by 

email, phone, or talk to us after class to make an appointment as necessary. All questions 

regarding administrative matters (missed exams, late papers etc) should be directed to Prof. 

McCourt, the course coordinator. We encourage students to use the main bulletin board on 

myCourses for questions about course material so that everyone can share in the exchange and 

benefit from the answers. Always post your question under the appropriate heading.  

 

Official McGill Policy on Email: All students and staff have been assigned a Uniform Email 

Address (UEA) and this is the only email address we will use in this course. All messages to 

students will be sent only to their UEA and all messages from students must be sent from their 

UEA. We have no way of ensuring that messages to or from other accounts (including hotmail. 

gmail, videotron, etc.) have been received. 

 

myCourses 

MyCourses plays an integral role in this course. We expect that all students will visit the course 

site every few days, if not more often. We will post class notices, assignments, and lecture slides 

on myCourses. As mentioned above, we also encourage students to use myCourses for 

questions, comments and discussions about the course content. 

 

Textbook and WWW Resources 

There is no recommended textbook for this course but there are many Web Links listed on the 

myCourses web page that will assist you in understanding the ideas and examples presented in 

the lectures. 
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Work expectations 

The official university norm for the workload in this 3-credit course is 3 hours lecture and 6 hours 

self-study per week averaged over the 15 weeks attributed to a semester. This norm, however, 

applies to the average student who has the proper preparation for the course. Given the broad 

scope of this course and the fact that it encompasses biological as well as geological perspectives, 

some students will need to review background concepts and strengthen their grasp of technical 

terms. 

 

Evaluation 

Midterm exam (20%). There will be a midterm examination on February 19th during class time. 

The midterm will cover material from lectures and class discussion. The midterm will consist of 

short answer and essay questions. We will only schedule make-up midterms for students with 

documented medical reasons for missing the exam. 

Research Assignments (First Assignment 10% / Second Assignment 15% / Third 

Assignment 15%). There will be three short written assignments based on consideration of 

assigned papers from the primary literature. More information will be given during the second 

week of classes 

Comprehensive Final Exam (40%). There will be a formal final examination covering all 

material from lectures as well as any assigned readings and discussion throughout the entire 

semester. The examination will be in short answer and essay format and will be written during the 

final examination period. 

 

N.B. We will give a supplemental or deferred final examination to eligible students if necessary, 

but the supplemental or deferred examination will count only 40% toward the final course grade. 

The grades obtained for the midterm examination and the term paper (including the proposal) 

stand as they are at the end of the semester. There is no provision for extra work in this course. 

Students must apply to the Student Affairs Office in their home faculty for permission to take the 

supplemental or deferred exam. 

 

Guidelines for Scholarship 

McGill University values academic integrity.  Therefore all students must understand the 

meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code 

of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more 

information).  

 

L'université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe par 

conséquent à tous les étudiants de comprendre ce que l'on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres 

infractions académiques, ainsi que les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, selon le 

Code de conduite de l'étudiant et des procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus amples 

renseignements, veuillez consulter le site www.mcgill.ca/integrity). 

 

We expect all students to make good use of published resources, material on the Web, and 

interactions with other students. On the other hand, we also expect every student to give proper 

credit for ideas they have taken from others. We remind you of Article 15(a) in the Student Code 

of Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures: "No student shall, with intent to deceive, represent the 

work of another person as his or her own in any academic writing, essay, thesis, research report, 

project or assignment submitted in a course or program of study or represent as his or her own 

an entire essay or work of another, whether the material so represented constitutes a part or the 

entirety of the work submitted." Any case of plagiarism will immediately be referred to the 

Associate Dean for disciplinary action. 
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LECTURE SYLLABUS (Schedule subject to change) 

 
Title 2014 

  

Introduction: Course overview Jan-08 

Origin of solar system Jan-10 

When was Earth fit for life? Jan-15 

A microbial world Jan-17 

Eukaryotic evolution Jan-22 

Plate Tectonics Jan-24 

Early diversification of life in oceans Jan-29 

Plants evolve on land Jan-31 

Animals colonize the land Feb-05 

Forming the earth's surface I  Feb-07 

Forming the earth's surface II Feb-12 

Speciation and phylogeny  Feb-14 

MID-TERM EXAM Feb-19 

Carboniferous Coal Swamps Feb-21 

Extinctions Feb-26 

Adaptive radiation after the K/T boundary Feb-28 

STUDY BREAK Mar-05 

STUDY BREAK Mar-07 

Co-evolution – plants and insects Mar-12 

Physical changes in the Cenozoic Mar-14 

Biotic effects of the Isthmus of Panama Mar-19 

Geomorphic processes and biodiversity: the Amazon Mar-21 

Quaternary glaciations and Beringian ecosystems Mar-26 

Human cultural evolution Mar-28 

Origins of agriculture Apr-02 

Humans and climate change Apr-04 

Human impacts on biodiversity  Apr-09 

Current issues and the pace of change Apr-11 

  

 


