“Bridgewater educates its students to think critically ….” 

from the Mission of Bridgewater State College

First Year Seminar
PHYS 199-002; Fall, 2006
Class times: Monday and Wednesday, 12:20 – 1:35, Conant Rm 211
Prof. M. Arndt
Conant Science Center 107


508-531 – 2084


marndt@bridgew.edu

Office hours: Monday 10 – 12, Tuesday 2 – 3, Wednesday 11 – 12 or by appt. with 24 hour notice

Important Dates: 

Wednesday, September 6: FDOC

Monday, October 9: NO CLASS (Columbus day – school closed)

Wednesday, November 8: NO CLASS (Friday Schedule)

Wednesday, December 12: LDOC
Monday, December 18: (Potential) final exam 11 – 1

What is a first year seminar (FYS)?

A first year seminar is required of all incoming students who have fewer than 24 completed credits. It is part of a new Core Curriculum that was put into place starting this academic year. As a result, you are really the first group of students who are taking part in this new curriculum.

In my opinion, the FYS has three main purposes. 

1) The course is writing intensive, so you will continue to hone a skill you will need throughout college – and well beyond. 

2) Since the course is held during your first year, it should help you transition into the college experience we all hope you have – one where you are responsible for your own learning, where you become curious and have the resources to satisfy that curiosity, and become a real thinker.

3) Because several different departments offer FYS courses, students have the opportunity to explore a topic they are interested in and interact with other students who have the same interest. I am excited to work with students who chose a physics course for their FYS!
What will you learn in this class?

Well, there are several things I hope you will get out of this course. Before I list them, let me first describe the concept behind the course.
The Astronomy Picture of the Day (APOD) is a website maintained by scientists at NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center in Maryland. Each day there is a new astronomy related photograph (hence the name), accompanied by several sentences describing the details of the image. Embedded in the text are hyperlinks to explore topics further. The topics are relevant, diverse, and the accompanying text is interesting and rich with information.

In addition, the APOD has a searchable archive that allows you to look for specific pictures or topics. This website is a resource I use myself and incorporate in every astronomy related course that I teach.

Given the structure of the APOD and this course, I hope you will learn:
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1) How to think outside of the box. Every successful student learns how to think outside of the box and beyond the basic task at hand. You need to challenge and investigate information you are given: HOW do you know that? WHY is this important? WHAT is it? You are going to have many opportunities to ask questions, and hopefully answer them, too. 
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2) How to dig deeper. Part of thinking out of the box is following through with your line of thought. HOW do you know that? Well, try to find out! That is where the hyperlinks in the text under the APOD comes in handy. It provides you with a launch pad (ha ha) from which to explore further. You are going to have the opportunity to discover and utilize resources (online and not) to help you dig into material further on your own.
[image: image3.wmf]3) Content: Along the way, you will learn some astronomy content. What we learn will be driven by the questions we ask and what the APOD is!
4) How to write: Learning to write well is a lifelong process – it is a craft to be honed, even for scientists. We will use the APOD as a source for topics and you will improve your own writing skills. You will also get practice at referencing materials.
What types of things will we do?

You will be responsible for several writing assignments, mostly centered around the HOW, WHAT, and WHY questions. Some of these assignments will be reading quizzes in class, group work, and work to be done at home. These will be smaller parts of what will culminate in an end of the semester project: writing a grant.

People (students, professors, parents, and others!) write grant applications to ask for money. The money can be for things like scholarships, salary for doing summer work, or money to develop a satellite to observe the edge of the universe. Everyone should know how to write a grant. (FYI – there are several opportunities at BSC for you two write grants to do your own research – we will talk more about that during the semester.) 

Large grants, like the ones I write to the National Science Foundation (NSF), require a project summary, and you will see one of these summaries later in the semester. In a project summary, you must make clear to the reader WHAT it is you are planning on doing, HOW you plan to do it, and WHY it is important. So, clearly, it is a good idea to get some practice at asking – and answering – WHAT, HOW, and WHY questions. 

Your final project is to write a project summary for a grant to the Bill and Melinda Gates foundation, who recently were given several BILLION dollars of Warren Buffett’s money to spend on worthwhile projects. Your grant will be based on your favorite APOD that we study (or another you find in the archive), and will be 5 pages long with standard formatting (more info to come). Leading up to this project will be smaller writing assignments.
Revision is a very important part of writing well. There will be ample opportunity for you to revise your work and provide feedback on other student work. This will be done mostly in small groups during class time, and I will be part of each group. I will also provide feedback on papers through comments and notes. We will also make time for individual conferences as well.
As we make our way through the semester, we will keep a running list of bad writing habits to break. These habits will expose themselves over time, and we will all add to it. This list will be kept on Blackboard (more later) so it can be easily updated and accessed.
What should you bring to class? 
You should bring an open mind and a laptop if I ask you to. No need to bring it every day. There is also no official textbook, but I have many introductory astronomy texts that you may borrow for the semester if you would like another resource. I will keep a sign-out sheet in my office and you should take good care of the book and return it at the end of the semester.
Class policies: 
Missed classes: You should try to not miss any classes because we will miss you, and you will miss material. But, there are occasions where you may have to miss class (say, if you have the chicken pox – please stay home!), and if so, do what you can to hand in HW assignments (generally in an email to me), and look on Blackboard to see what the next assignment is. Also, you should know at least one person in the class whom you can contact to ask about missed material. I DO NOT re-teach classes, and if an in-class activity was assigned and collected, you cannot make it up. Regardless, it is good practice to contact the professor to let her/him know that you will not be in class.
Internet usage: We will be using Blackboard in this course – go to blackboard.bridgew.edu to get a blackboard account and to log in. Blackboard is a great way to collect course related information, to track your grade, and to even turn in HW.

Clearly, we need to use the internet in this course. However, just because information is on the WWW does not mean it is correct. So, we need to get some experience with critically assessing material we read online. For this course, it is safe to assume that any NASA site is acceptable, as are any links that are provided by me. If you find an interesting link that you would like included on Blackboard, please forward it to me, and I will post it if appropriate. 

With respect to Wikipedia: if the APOD references wikipedia, you can assume that link is legitimate. You may only reference Wikipedia sites referenced by APOD.

Late Work: Work should be completed and submitted by the stated deadline. Because there are so many of you, I cannot accept work at different times, so late work cannot be accepted. If you have a serious issue, please talk with me. 
Plagiarism: Cheating is simply unacceptable. There are rules to follow in your student handbook. If I find that you have inappropriately quoted material as your own, you will earn a 0 on the first assignment and get a warning. A second offense will lead to a failing grade for the course. If you have any questions about quoting material, please free to ask!
Cell Phones: Please turn off cell phones. Class time is your time and you deserve to not be interrupted. So do we.

Email: I will only read and respond to email sent from your BSC account.

Grading: Your grade will be made up of several components:
1) smaller writing assignments – take home and in-class (reading quizzes etc): 60%

2) final project: 25%

3) class participation (attendance, contribution to class discussion, thoughtful feedback on student work): 15%
Expectations:

What should I expect of other students in the class? Since this course involves sharing your thoughts and ideas through writing and discussions, you should expect other students to be respectful of your ideas (and you of theirs.) You should also expect that others can challenge your ideas (respectfully, of course) – and that is OK. It gives you the chance to defend your ideas and to see another side to things. This may seem intimidating at first, but as we all get to know each other, this scholarly discourse will become easier. 

What should I expect of the Instructor? My job is to create a learning environment in our classroom that is stimulating, safe, and helps meet the goals of the course. I will apply course policies fairly and to everyone, and you can expect that my grading will be clear and fair. I will also be available during posted office hours (any changes will be announced) for issues related to the course. 

What does the instructor expect of me? Ultimately, I want you to come to class prepared and contribute to the goals of the course by participating in class and providing intelligent, fair, and thoughtful feedback on your colleague’s work. You are also responsible for staying up to date on assignments, and checking Blackboard for any announcements.
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