PIERCE COLLEGE:  PHYSICS & PLANETARY SCIENCES DEPARTMENT

PHYSICAL SCIENCE 4 CLASS SYLLABUS

Spring 2009

Dr. Wessling

Course: 
Physical Science 4: Physical Science and Laboratory (UC:CSU), Section 0767

Classroom and 

meeting times:
Physics 0918; MW 12:45-3:45 pm.  

Textbook/workbook:
Physical Science and Everyday Thinking (2nd edition), Goldberg et al., Herff Jones Education Div., 2009. Buy it ASAP!

Contact Info:
Office: Physics 902.  Office hours: MTWTh 11:45-12:30, MW 3:45-5:15, and by appointment.


Phone: (818) 610-6541.  Email: wessling_physics@yahoo.com.

Useful web pages:
Class website: http://www.geocities.com/wessling_physics

PSET simulations: http://cpucips.sdsu.edu/psetsims
This class is taught in an “inquiry-based” style.  This means that there is essentially no lecture component; the class will consist almost entirely of group activities and discussions.  (A large body of research suggests that students learn science much more effectively in this format.)  If you miss a class activity—no matter what the reason—it will not be possible to make up that activity.  Thus, it is important for you to attend all class meetings if you possibly can; the course only works if everyone takes an active part.  Although you are not specifically graded on attendance, your grade will suffer if you miss more than one or two classes.
After more than one week of unexcused absences, you might be excluded from the class.  However, if you stop attending class, it is your responsibility to drop the class at the Pierce College Office of Admissions and Records.  Do not depend on me to exclude you.  Otherwise, you will probably receive a grade of F in the course.
Your grade in this class will be based on four categories: classroom activities (10%), homework (15%), chapter tests (55%), and the final exam (20%).  Each of these will be discussed in detail below.
Classroom activities (10% of grade): 

During each class meeting, you will work in small groups on the activities in your textbook, Physical Science and Everyday Thinking.  (Groups will be randomly assigned, and will change each class period.) Activities will include making predictions, doing experiments, recording data and observations, viewing short movies and computer simulations, analyzing your findings, and answering questions that apply what you have learned.   

Each activity will begin with a discussion of your initial ideas about the topic; sometimes each group will be asked to make a presentation of their ideas to the rest of the class.  This part of the activity will be graded on participation only; it does not matter whether your predictions turn out to be correct.  The idea is simply to bring out and clarify whatever ideas you may already have, and allow you to compare your intuition with the experimental results.  If your prediction was wrong, do not go back and change it; instead, comment on how your ideas have evolved when answering the later questions.
During the rest of the activity, the groups will work separately, performing their own experiments and discussing the results.  I will circulate around the room during this time; I will help with equipment and try to steer you in the right direction, but I will not directly tell you the answers to any of the questions, or confirm whether you are right or wrong.  The idea is for you to rely on experimental results and on your own reasoning to figure out what makes sense.  Your written work for this part of the activity will be collected at the end of the class period.  Only one person’s work from each group will be graded; the choice will be made at random after everyone’s work is handed in, and the entire group will receive the same grade for the activity
.  Thus, it is important to be sure that everyone in the group understands what is going on and answers the questions clearly.  

If you miss a class activity for any reason, it is not possible to make up the grade for that activity, unless you are able to make special arrangements to come in and work with another section of the class.  However, it is a good idea to go over any missed activities either with me or with a classmate, in order to learn the material for the exams.  You may still do, and receive credit for, any homework associated with a missed activity.  When your final grade is calculated, your two lowest activity scores will be dropped.
Homework (15% of grade): 


Your textbook includes written homework assignments associated with many activities (see schedule for the due dates).   Some of these involve using and interpreting computer simulations via the internet.

Written homework will be graded based not only on the correctness of the answers, but also on the clarity and logical structure of the writing.  You will always be asked to explain your reasoning.  Your text provides examples of “good” and “poor” explanations, which you should study carefully.  When your final grade is calculated, your lowest two homework scores will be dropped.  

Chapter tests (55% of grade):
There will be six chapter tests during the semester, each covering one unit from the textbook.  All the tests will be given in an essay format, requiring you to explain your reasoning for each answer.  After the tests are graded, you will have an opportunity to look over your results and discuss them with me, but you will not be allowed to keep the tests permanently.  When your final grade is calculated, your lowest test score will be dropped.
Final Exam (20% of grade):



The final exam will be cumulative, including all topics covered throughout the semester. Your score for the final exam cannot be dropped.
Your grade will be calculated using the formula


Final grade = (.10)(Classroom activities) + (.15)(Homework) + (.55)(Chapter tests) + (.20)(Final Exam). 

 (Note that each category appears as a percentage, not as a number of points.)  Final grades will then be determined using this scale: 90%-100% =A, 80%-89% = B, 70%-79% = C, 

60%-69% = D, below 60% = F.  (Note: in some circumstances, the grading scale may be adjusted downward: for example, a 78% may qualify as a B based on a particular student’s effort (exemplified by speaking up in class, asking for help, taking extra care with assignments, etc.) and the overall distribution of grades.  However, the scale will never be adjusted upward: 80% will always be at least a B.  In theory, it is possible for everyone in the class to receive an A.)

Late work:  Homework assignments will be frequent in this class, and keeping up with them is crucial in order to be well-prepared for the exams.  Therefore, late homework will not be accepted for credit. I will occasionally grant extensions if someone has a very good reason; if you feel your situation warrants this, ask in writing (preferably by email), before the assignment is due.  Be sure to explain the reason for your request, and specify how much extra time you need for the assignment.
If you are absent for an excused reason (e.g., illness or a religious holiday, which you have discussed with me in a timely way), you may turn in homework due on the day you missed as soon as you return, and it will receive full credit.  If your absence is unexcused, homework due on the day you missed will not be accepted. 
Asking for help:
Please do!  My job is to help you learn, and I am willing to do whatever I can to make that happen.  If you are having trouble with a homework assignment, didn’t understand something in class, or have any questions at all, please stop by my office hours, make an appointment to meet with me, talk to me after class, or send me email.  (Email is the best way to get in touch with me; I check it frequently, including at times when I am off campus.)  The best and most successful students are those who ask for help when they need it.

A few guidelines:  

Begin assignments early.  This way, you can be thinking over the assignment in the back of your mind, and will have enough time to ask questions if you are confused.  

If you come to see me about an assignment, bring along whatever work you have done so far, and be prepared to talk about what you have tried.  If you are writing an email, be sure to say which question or concept you’re asking about, what methods or reasoning you have tried, and what sort of difficulty you are having.

I would prefer that you not ask me questions right before the beginning of class (between 12:30 and 12:45); this is a very busy time when I will need to be setting things up.  Save your questions for the break or after class.  (I will not count your homework late if you hand it in after talking with me at these times.)
Collaboration and Cheating: 

Many people find that they learn most effectively from their peers. This class is set up to give you plenty of opportunities to work together. Likewise, you are very much encouraged to get together with other students to study and work on homework outside of class.

That being said, the work you turn in should be your own.  You may discuss how to approach a problem, and even work it all the way through to the answer, as a group, but you should then go write it up by yourself. If someone else comes up with an idea or method that makes sense to you, it is fine to use the same idea or method yourself, but explain it in your own words.  If you cannot think of a way to rephrase the idea, that’s a sign that you don’t really understand it. If two homeworks are turned in with identical (or nearly identical) answers, both parties will receive a zero on the assignment.  
Even if someone manages to get away with copying homework, it’s ultimately a losing proposition.  The purpose of homework is to give you practice in solving problems and thus help you learn; copying will not accomplish that.  Those who have been copying their homework never do well on exams. 

Obviously, all work on exams should be entirely your own.  Anyone caught cheating on an exam—this includes copying, communicating with other students during the exam, using references not allowed by the instructor, or doing anything else that would give an unfair advantage—will automatically receive a zero on that exam, and a report will be submitted to the dean’s office, which may result in more serious consequences.
� Individual group members may lose points if they arrive late, leave early, or do not actively participate.





