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GEOL 1101 CRN 17855 Undergraduate Seminar / Geology Building 320 (third floor) 

 9:00 am – 10:20 am 
 
INSTRUCTOR 
Dr. Benjamin Brunner 
Associate Professor 
Office: 404A Geology Building 
bbrunner@utep.edu 
 

Office hours 
Preferred: via appointment via email to bbrunner@utep.edu  
Walk-in (not ideal, but ok): Mondays 10:50 am to 11:50 am, Dr. Brunner’s office 404A in Geology Building  

I do best to meet with you asap – the email helps to find a time slot that works for all.  
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This course provides the knowledge, skills, and tools for lower-division undergraduate students aiming to earn 

a B.S. in geology to successfully take charge of their academic and personal development. 
It will also give an overview of currently ongoing research across the Department of Earth, Environmental and 
Resource Sciences, and offer the opportunity for undergraduate students to engage in that research. The course 
does not require any prerequisite courses or background.  
The course covers topics ranging from time management to individual degree planning, successfully navigating the 
intricacies and demands of today’s digital/virtual world students encounter (social media, professional platforms & 
networks, digital rights), development of basic and advanced presentation skills (oral & visual), building 
relationships with potential faculty mentors and formulating undergraduate research projects, and tackling 
academic challenges in focused groups. Central to this course is cohort formation and peer mentoring by teaming 
freshman and sophomore students. 
 

IN A NUTSHELL: YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THE LAB IS ESSENTIAL 
• Please note Dr. B’s Killer Rules: 

o There will be team and group assignments. Not to contributing to team/group efforts 
will be considered as not adhering to classroom etiquette. 

o Classroom etiquette – after two warnings (e.g., disruptive behavior, social media use, 
etc.): you are out and will be dropped from the course! 

o More than 2 missing/unexcused assignments OR no-shows/late to class: you are out! 
Make sure to sign in at the begin of the class! (for instructions to get excused, continue reading)  

• Active participation in the class is an almost 100% guarantee to get an A in this seminar. 
  

The BIG BADA BOOM: 
A journey from car crash to Big Bang and back Meeting location: Geological Sciences 123 
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LEARNING OUTCOMES AND COURSE OBJECTIVES  
• Make informed decisions about their academic future as well as their personal development.  
• Discern topics of Earth, Environmental and Resource Sciences and identify links/build bridges to other 

undergraduate courses they take (e.g., math, chemistry, physics).  
• Readily engage in scholarly activities effectively using standard word, data, and presentation tools (i.e., 

Microsoft Word, Excel, PowerPoint). 
• Apply skills such as time planning, peer interaction & reflection and communication to successfully tackle 

challenging learning situations. 
• Form cohorts with peers and networks with peers, undergraduate & graduate students, and faculty. 
• Successfully apply for scholarships. 
• Engage in undergraduate research and present their research in conference settings. 

 
COURSE MATERIALS 
Required material 

• Computer/Tablet capable of running Microsoft Word, Excel, PowerPoint, Firefox or Chrome, Zotero (free 
citation software, link Zotero.org). Note that laptop computers are available through UTEP Technology 
Support, if needed. 

• The class materials, including lecture presentations, scientific articles, and laboratory handouts, can be 
found on the blackboard. Other readings will be provided through Blackboard.   

 
COURSE STRUCTURE 

• The course format is a seminar in which students will actively engage in numerous activities. The entire 
cohort comprises students at the freshman and sophomore level. Within the cohort, teams of freshman 
and sophomore (~2 each, in total 4 members) are formed, whereby the sophomore students serve as 
peer mentors for freshman students.  

• A lead instructor provides general oversight over the course, whereas individual topics are sometimes 
covered by faculty or graduate students joining the class for that specific activity. Most classes begin 
with a lightning talk by a guest speaker, followed by questions & answers. The seminar then typically 
transitions to additional topics, starting with a discussion and then followed by group activities. 

• Assignments typically are started during the class and are then completed by the students as homework. 
The seminar offers an open forum in the last 30 minutes of the class, in which students can bring up any 
topic. Active engagement in the classroom is expected from all participants at all times. 

 
ASSIGNMENTS - GRADES 

Description  Value 
Active participation in class 75% 
Assignments  25% 
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YOUR ARE IMPORTANT TO US, AND WE KNOW THAT “SHIT HAPPENS” 
Please contact Dr. Brunner and your Teaching Assistant about any concerns, schedule 
conflicts, etc. in advance or otherwise as soon as possible! Valid excuses include illness, 
absence with the instructor's prior approval, official University business, etc. 

Accommodations are possible for active duty military and others, but arrangements must 
be made in a timely manner. If you are in the military with the potential of being called to 
military service and/or training during the course of the semester, you are encouraged to 
contact the instructor as soon as possible. 

If you think you may have a disability or if you are experiencing learning difficulties, please 
contact the Center for Accommodations and Support Services (CASS), East Union Bldg, Room 
106: 

Office: 915-747-5148 / Email: cass@utep.edu / https://www.utep.edu/student-affairs/cass/ 
 
Course Drop Deadline: Friday, October 31, 2025 
The College of Science will not approve any student- or faculty-initiated drop requests 
for a course after that date, except under circumstances of complete withdrawal of all 
courses due to medical or non-medical reasons. 
 
 
NOW TO SOME LEGAL LANGUAGE: 

 
 
 
 

  

Never 
swim 
alone! 

Cheating/Plagiarism:  
Cheating is unethical and not acceptable. Plagiarism is using information or original wording in a paper without giving 
credit to the source of that information or wording: it is also not acceptable. Do not submit work under your name that 
you did not do yourself. You may not submit work for this class that you did for another class. If you are found to be 

cheating or plagiarizing, you will be subject to disciplinary action, per UTEP catalog policy. Refer to 
http://www.utep.edu/dos/acadintg.htm for further information. 

This is also critical for the use of modern AI tools such as ChatGPT. 
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Example for emails about planned and unforeseen absences: 
Example for emails to request being excused from late/absence 
Text in green color and italics represents parts that you need to adjust to your specific situation. 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
Subject line: UGsem – 17885 – Ethan Hunt – Sept 5, 2025 
Dear Best Lab TA in the Whole Wide Universe, dear Dr. Brunner,  
I have been asked by my employer to travel on September 5 to an undisclosed location where a third party will attempt to 
steal a nuclear bomb. Unfortunately, this date coincides with our Undergraduate Seminar, but cannot be moved because 
we have no control over the plans of the criminals.  Could you please excuse me from class on that date?  
I will ensure to catch up with everything I missed in class and am aware that it is my responsibility to do so.  
All the best,  
Ethan ‘not all missions are impossible’ Hunt – Note: this message will self-destruct in 10 seconds 

 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
Subject line: UGsem – 17885 – Natasha Romanova – September 12, 2025 
Dear Most Patient and Understanding TA in the Whole Wide Universe, dear Dr. Brunner,  
Last Wednesday, on my way to University I became aware of an accident on the side of the road. I stopped and helped a 
person who was hurt in the incident. This led to a delayed arrival at UTEP, and I came 15 minutes late to your class.  Could 
you please excuse me for arriving late?  
I will ensure to catch up with everything I missed in class and am aware that it is my responsibility to do so. 
All the best,  
Black Widow 
 
  

How to be excused for absence or being late/leaving early:  
• Apply to be excused by writing email to Dr. Brunner bbrunner@utep.edu 
• Subject line MUST include (in this order): UGsem – 17885 – YOUR NAME – Date of absence/late etc 
• If absence is foreseeable (examples: job interview, surgery, wedding): before the absence 
• If absence was not foreseeable (examples: migraine, car crash, childbirth, being arrested): asap, when can be 

done safely (do not text and drive!). Not finding a parking spot is NOT an excuse – it is bad planning. 
• Student must ensure that excuse for absence has been granted, i.e. must have received email with confirmation 

of excuse of absence from Dr. Brunner or the TA responsible for the lab. 
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SCHEDULE OF TOPICS – absolutely & intentionally subject to change! 
Date: Topic: Task (incoming) Due (W 

following 
week) 

Week 1 
08/29/25 

Introduction, syllabus and logistics. 
What am I doing here and who am I? 

Introduction to upcoming semester highlights (Earth 
Day, Homecoming, etc.) 

Present 3 sentences, 
ask 3 questions 
about your team 

mates 

Submit 3 
sentences 

Week 2 
09/05/25 

Lightning talk: faculty or grad student 1 
Presentation of 3 sentences 
Stress, guilt & overcommitment vs. a self-determined life: 
the power of time tables, to-do lists, calendars, and path 
to graduation plans 

Team lottery 

My typical week & my 
degree plan 

Submit 
typical week 

& degree plan 

Week 3 
09/12/25 

Extended talk: DEERS & CORE staff 
• Stress, guilt & overcommitment vs. a self-determined 

life: the power of time tables, to-do lists, calendars, 
and path to graduation plans continued 

Three low points and 
three highlights of 

talks 

Submit 3 low 
points & 

highlights 

Week 4 
09/19/25 

Lightning talks: faculty and/or grad student 2 & 3 
Introduction to scholarships (internal, external) 
• Bienvenidos – Hang out with a faculty! 

CV, personal 
statement, and cover 

letter/information 

Submit 
scholarship 

package 

Week 5 
09/26/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 4  
Discussion of talks 
Introduction to scholarships (internal, external) 
• Discussion of good, bad, and ugly: social media and 

professional networks. 

Work on 
scholarships;My own 
social media compass 

Submit social 
media 

compass / 
virtual 

LinkedIn 

Week 6 
10/03/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 5 
Continuation of scholarships  
• Discussion of good, bad, and ugly: social media and 

professional networks. 

Download Zotero 
Submit 

screenshot / 
document 

Week 7 
10/10/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 6 
Conclusion to scholarships & social media and professional 
networks. 
• Introduction to Zotero 

Microsoft word I Submit 
document 

Week 8 
10/17/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 7 
• Microsoft Word & similar – Part I (basic functions, 

e.g., tabulator settings) 
Microsoft word II Submit 

document 

Week 9 
10/24/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 8 
• Microsoft Word & similar – Part II (track changes, 

comments, and Zotero) 
Excel I Submit 

spreadsheet 

Week 10 
10/31/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 9 
Excel & similar – Part I (basic functions, formulas, $ 
signs, conditional coloring, copying of tabs, importing of 
data) 

Excel II Submit 
Graphs 

Week 11 
11/07/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 10 
• Excel & similar – Part II (graphs) 

PowerPoint I Submit 
outline 

Week 12 
11/14/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 11 
• PowerPoint & similar – Part I (talk) 

PowerPoint II Submit 
outline 

Week 13 
11/21/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 12 
• PowerPoint & similar – Part II (poster) 

Portfolio undergrad 
research 

Submit 
portfolio 

Week 14 
11/28/25 

Lightning talk: faculty and/or grad student 13 
How to ask for undergraduate research opportunity? 
How to get an internship? 

Present 3 sentences, 
ask 3 questions 
about your team 

mates 

 

Week 15 
12/05/25 

Dead Day - NO SEMINAR 
Thursday Dec 04, 2025: Last Day of Classes Relax  

Week 16 Final Exams: GOOD LUCK! None for us!  
 


