Classroom Philosophy: What is SCALEUP?

Prior to a several years ago, all introductory physics classes at Miami were taught
in a lecture format where students listened and took notes as the instructor
covered the material and did example problems. The most frequent student
comment that the department received during this time was, “/ understand
everything that you do in lecture, but when I try to do the homework problems, |
don’t know where to start.” This represented a real problem for both the
instructors and students; exams consist entirely of problem solving — if students
don’t know where to begin their homework problems, they surely will struggle
with exams.

If there is a single universal truth in physics it is this:

Learning physics is very similar to learning how to play a sport or a
musical instrument. If your goal is to learn how to hit a nine-iron shot in
golf or play a Mozart sonata on the piano, you can read books and watch
videos that describe the proper technique, and you can watch experts do
it properly. However, until you actually try it and work on it yourself, you
have made very little progress. Physics is the same way. You can read
your text and watch your instructor solve problems, but until you pick up
your pencil and try it yourself, you can't say that you are learning physics.

SCALEUP stands for “Student Centered Activities for Large Enrollment University
Physics.” The original version of SCALEUP was invented and pioneered by Dr.
Robert Beichner at North Carolina State University. Many schools have adopted
this format of teaching for introductory physics.

The Miami version of SCALEUP is based on the two premises: (1) learning physics
is hard for most students, and (2) most students learn best by active participation
in hands-on activities, especially problem solving. Our approach to SCALEUP is
divided into three activities:

1. Reading Assignments. Students are assigned to read a few sections from
their textbook before class. We realize that most students won’t
completely understand what they have read —it is the rare student or
professor for that matter, who can understand a new topic in science or
engineering with the first reading. But, it is the necessary starting point.



2. In Class Work. The instructor briefly lectures on the most important topics
from the assigned reading, concentrating on those ideas that are essential
for applying the material to problems. Students then work in groups of
three to solve problems on whiteboards. Only after the students have
attempted the problem, does the instructor go over a complete solution of
the problem and how it should be approached. The purpose of this is to
address the student comment “/ understand everything that you do in
lecture, but when | try to do the homework problems, | don’t know where to
start.” We bring this step into the classroom where students who are
confused can get help from their classmates, teaching assistants, and the
instructor. This pattern of short lectures followed by a student activity is
repeated for the entire class. All of the instructors have noticed that
students are typically baffled with the first few whiteboard problems, but
as the class goes on, most are showing definite signs of beginning to
understand the material.

3. Homework. Several problems covering the material from class and similar
to the whiteboard problems are assigned for homework. Students may
work on these independently or in groups. If students have questions about
the homework, our graduate teaching assistants staff a drop in help center
where students can ask questions, and all of the instructors have office
hours and are available by email.

Does the Miami version of SCALEUP work better than our old lecture based
format? That is a difficult question to answer. It would be nice if we had a set of
students who could take the entire course in the lecture format. Then, we could
wipe their minds clean, and have them repeat the course under the SCALEUP
format and see if they do better. To date, we have had no volunteers to
participate in this study.

Is SCALEUP a Harry Potter-like magic wand that can be used to wave over
students’ heads and they will magically become educated in physics? No. Physics
has always been and always will be very difficult to learn. There are no magic
wands, only hard work. Our hope is that SCALEUP is a better way to attack the
hard work part.



