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Teacher resource 6 – Speed dating – igneous rocks
Introduction
This is a speed exercise in identifying igneous rocks. Many students are reluctant to identify and name rocks because to them the process seems mysterious and there are so many of possible names in guide books. However most of these names that appear in geology guides and textbooks can only be used after detailed laboratory analysis of the rocks.

There are ten basic igneous rock types which most geologists use when they first encounter an igneous rock in the field or hand sample. Field classification is based on crystal size and Colour Index as it is impossible to estimate SiO2 % without detailed analysis in the laboratory.

Using the speed dating sheet your students will have [one] minute with each rock. For rock samples 1 to 9 you will need to circle the characteristic features and then classify the rock based on crystal size and colour index.
Activity

Students are often reluctant to engage with actual rocks which then can lead to misconceptions in their understanding and may then lead to problems in assessments. Being familiar with a basic suite of rocks gives students confidence to engage with geology both in the classroom and the field. The basic features of rocks, their appearance, associations and characteristics should become common currency for students, which will free them up to develop their understanding. Developing the confidence to identify rocks that they encounter in their everyday lives is a real breakthrough moment for students and a great motivator. 

You will need a set of igneous rocks, hand lens and a speed dating sheets. Each rock sample should be in a clearly numbered tubs (ice cream tubs are good), ideally you would have one example of each rock type (excepting peridotite) for the nine spaces on the sheet but you should adapt this to the rock samples that you have available. The students can work individually (up to nine students) or in groups of two. Each group will be allowed a rock sample for one minute (timed rigorously) before they pass it onto the next group in the circus. A countdown clock or YouTube video can be used to add to the drama.

Suggested learning activities:

After a quick clear explanation run the circus activity keeping strictly to the time allowed. Although this is not a competition the framework of rules helps to motivate students make decisions and not to worry about getting it wrong.

Have the igneous rock classification scheme prominently displayed and allow students a couple of minutes to classify all three rock samples.
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· If you focus on description rather than classification as the goal then students can earn up to six points (for each characteristic and the name) per rock and use feedback to reinforce positive outcomes. Some students will focus on minor errors in classification rather than their almost complete rock description.

· Get feedback from the students; what was hard/easy?
· What were the key features you used to identify the rock?

· How many things do you need to know before you can apply a rough name to a rock?

· What’s more important – the name or the observations?

Once the students are familiar with the format it can be used again with different rocks at points in the course where familiarity with igneous rocks or processes is important (for example in: Module 5: Petrology and Economic Geology).
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