To:
All Physics I Students

From:
Prof. Bedrosian, Coordinator

Subject:
The Right Wavelength

Please read the following message carefully, since it is likely to affect your grade in Physics I.

It has come to my attention that many students are on the wrong wavelength in the course, for one or more of the following reasons.  Other professors and TAs share my concerns, which prompted me to take the unusual step of writing this letter to all students.  If we can get everyone back on the right wavelength before Exam 1, it will work to everyone's benefit.

The first problem is misuse of laptop computers during lectures and Problems of the Day.  This topic was clearly covered in the syllabus.  We have reports of students chatting with their friends on IM, playing computer games, surfing the net, and who knows what else but it certainly wasn't physics.  Misuse of your laptop during class not only means that you personally are missing the full benefit of class, but it is distracting to your neighbors and disrespectful of your professors.  I have allowed students in my sections to use their laptops to follow the lecture notes during class because I understand that visibility is less than ideal from many seats in the room.  However, I may change my mind if the misuse continues.  Other professors may disallow laptop use during lectures and Problems of the Day at their discretion.

The next problem is lack of thoughtfulness during the activities.  The symptoms range from asking your professors or TAs for help when you haven't read or followed the directions, making modifications to the equipment that will impact the ability of the next class to complete the activity, and leaving trash on the tables and floor.  Our activities are geared at the college level, which means we expect you to understand what you are doing and take responsibility, not just follow steps blindly.  If, after carefully reading the activity write-up and thinking about it, you still are unclear what to do, then ask for help and your instructor and/or TAs will be happy to give it.

The last problem area is understanding what is required when you answer a quiz or exam question where you need to "show all work."  The professors' understanding of what that means and the students' understanding can be very different.  When we grade an exam, we look for evidence that the student understood the principles of physics needed to solve the problems.  It is your responsibility to show this clearly, not our responsibility to guess what you had in mind when you jotted down some numbers.  I think an example will help illustrate what I mean.

Consider the problem of the elevator in the lecture notes from Class 03 (slide 03-10).  The problem is to find the tension in an elevator cable when the elevator of mass = 1000 kg is accelerating down at 2 m/s2.  Here is what we would not like to see when we grade:

9.8  – 2 = 7.8

7.8 * 1000 = 7800

Although the final answer is numerically correct, there is no way for us to see if you understood the problem and applied correct laws of physics, or just made a lucky guess.  And of course, where are the units?
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Here is the same problem the way we would like to see it, including a free-body diagram:

m g – T = m a

T = m g – m a = m (g–a) = 1000 (9.8–2) = 7800 N

This solution clearly shows the correct analysis of the problem and application of Newton's 2nd Law.  It also allows for awarding partial credit in case of errors.  And importantly, it has correct units.

Thank you for reading this note.  If you feel you are doing your best to tackle Physics I in the manner I described, then you are on the right wavelength.
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