OSU prof uses 14,000-acre monument as teaching tool

An Oregon State University
professor s using o 14,000-
acre nutlonal monument as a
teaching tool

The professor js John Ruben
of the university’s zoology
department; the national
monument is the John Day
Fossil Beds, one of the world's

premier  paleontology  pre-
HOTVeS,
Through &  cooperative

agreement with the National
Park Service, which adminis-
ters the eastern Oregon nat-
fonal  monument, Ruben 4
omploying finds from the
Fousil Beds for his closses in
beginning  biology, general
zoology, comparative anat-
omy and physiology
"Fonsils are great teaching
! aids,” sayvs Ruben '"They

beginning  students--and help
get them super-interested in
the topic.

“Studving fossils gives stu-
dents n  chronological per-
spediive about what kind of
animals lved in the past, that
they just can't get by looking
only al living things."

Ruben  began  assembling
the vertebrate fossil collec-
tion, which now includes &
major display In the main
foyer of the university's Cord-
ley Hall, after receiving a
Local Course Improvement
Grant from the National
Seience Foundation,

He used funds from thai
grant, not only to collect
fossils-on a permanent loan
basis from the Park Service--
for use in his undergraduate

classes and for the display,
but also to establigh a prepar-
ation laboratory in the zoology
department, Eventually. the
professor wants to expand the
program (o give students the
opportunity to do actual field
studies at the Fossil Beds.

“If vou take the age of
mammals-the last 60 million
yvears-1 dont think you'll find
any specimens  from  any-
where that are betler presery-
ed than fossils from John
Day." savs Ruben. “And it's
nol onlv the quality ol preser-
vation vou find there, but also
the unbroken sequence of
preservation,

“Other places have fossils,
but they're bits and pieces of
time. At John Day. on the
other hand, we have one

period-from 32 million years

ago o 26 million vears-that is
continuous, That's important.
I makes il very easy 1o siudy
unbroken evolutionary linea-
ges, lo follow the evolution of
one line of animal,” he
explains.

“In order to collect fossils
from the monument, estab-
lished bv Congress in 1975,
Ruben reached an agreement
with the Park Service that
pays dividends to both the
university and the govern-
men! agency. Ruben and his
students are allowed to collect
specimens and. in return. the
national monument! receives
fossils that have been prepar-
ed by OSU's zoology depart-
menl!

“The reason the monument
was established in 1975 was for
the protection and scientific

resource in the upper John
Dav  Vallev. and random
collecting. of course. is il
legal." savs Benjamin Ladd,
the national monument's su-
perintendent.

“"Bul we're a small monu-
men! with a small staff and we
don’l have the curatorial
capabhilities that larger insti-
fulions have It's not our intent
to mainlain a large fossil
collection, we just don’t have
the facilities so we utilize the
fossil resource by cooperaling
with institutions like Oregon
State.” savs Ladd.

The zoologv department has
alreadv presented the Park
Service with three ‘very
good'' specimens-—a rare [os-
silized turtle and two fossil

related fo the pig) that are on
display al the Fossil Bed’s

visitors' center at Cant Ranch
near Davville,

“We also have plans to take
plastic easts of fossils, which
to the unirained observer are
virtually identical to the real
thing. and put them back
where the original specimens
were collected al the Fossil

Beds and make in-place ex-
hibits." save Ruben.

“We want students and
visitors to see what fousils look
like when thev're still in the
groumd. We also want tn sel
up. in ahoutl one vear's time. a
program supported in part by
OSU" and the Park Service
where graduate students can
ennduct actual research at the
Fossil Beds and publish their
results.” he adds.
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