
 
 

PHY 151, INTRODUCTORY ASTRONOMY (ONLINE) 

Summer 2020 — SYLLABUS 
 

THIS SYLLABUS DESCRIBES COURSE CONTENT AND PROCEDURES,  

ACADEMIC EXPECTATIONS, AND GRADING POLICY. READ IT CAREFULLY.  

 

“Scientists must learn to teach … in the light of the history of human thought and human effort, rather 

than as the geography of a universe uninhabited by mankind.” – I. I. Rabi, Nobel Prize winner in physics 

 

Description: Astronomy is the scientific study of the universe, its contents, and its physical processes. PHY 151 

charts the historical development of astronomical ideas and techniques, and describes how astronomers came to 

know what they know — and what they don’t know! — about the universe.  

 

Instructor:  Dr. Renuka Rajapakse E-mail: rrajapakse@umassd.edu    

Contact Info: Send me an email anytime and I will do my best to respond within 24 hours. 

 

Prerequisites: PHY 151 is designed for non-science majors with no prior experience in astronomy. However, 

lectures, exams, and class assignments will involve the use of basic mathematics, including scientific notation, 

algebra, geometry, and simple trigonometry. Mathematics tutorials are available at the course website.  

 

Required Materials:   

1. Astronomy Activity and Laboratory Manual, through the Campus Shop or online vendors.  (Do not purchase 

a used copy, as pages will likely be missing.) 

2. Strobel, Astronomy Notes, web-text at www.astronomynotes.com (free online). 

3. Any basic scientific calculator or phone-app calculator (must have trigonometry keys SIN, COS, and TAN).  

 

Video Lectures and Reading Assignments: There are twice-a-week video lectures and also reading 

assignments in Strobel’s web-text Astronomy Notes. Refer to the course schedule for the date by which each of 

these videos must be viewed and each of the readings completed. A schedule of readings in the Strobel web-text 

plus my own online notes are located on the course website. Please note: The Strobel web-text is NOT on the 

course website, but at www.astronomynotes.com. The readings provide the fundamental vocabulary, 

definitions and other relevant information found in the video lectures. If you have a question about the video 

lecture or reading, feel free to post the question on the student Q & A Discussion Forum or email me the 

question, which I will try to answer within 24 hours.  

 

Course Assignments (“Tasks”):  
 

(1) Each instructional unit is divided into three parts:  

• a video lecture (narrated PowerPoint presentation), lasting approximately 30 minutes, which covers the 

day’s topic;  

• an instructional “Task” for you to complete, usually an activity from the Astronomy Activity and Laboratory 

Manual, sometimes accompanied by a video lecture explaining the activity. (Don’t confuse Task numbers at 

the course website with Activity numbers in the Activity Manual; they are not necessarily the same.) 

• a graded, multiple-choice assessment quiz, based on your completion of the assigned Task.  

 



(2) Deadlines: Each day’s instructional unit — video lecture + Task + assessment quiz — should be completed 

no later than 11:59 PM on the scheduled date of the unit. However, if you get stuck on a Task and cannot 

complete it by the deadline, notify me by email before the deadline. Assignments more than a week late will be 

counted as a zero.  

 

(3) If you need assistance with any part of an activity, feel free to post a help request to the student Q & A 

Discussion Forum. (Do NOT post a help request like “What is the answer to question number 3?”, but rather 

inquiries about procedures, interpretation of instructions, etc.) There is no grade penalty for posting help 

requests; students providing a clear, nontrivial, and correct response to help requests will receive an extra point 

(out of 10) on their assessment quiz score for that unit. The Q & A Discussion Forum is a great place to foster 

group-based cooperation to complete the Tasks or review course material. Of course, you may ask me for help 

anytime by email, and I will try to respond within 24 hours.  

 

(4) There are no make-ups for missed Tasks for any reason; however, you are permitted to miss up to THREE 

Tasks during the semester without excuse and without penalty. After these “freebies,” each missed Task counts 

as a zero.  

 

(5) If you miss an assigned Task, complete it anyway (with help, if you need it). General concepts from the 

Tasks will appear on the tests. 

 

Exams: There will be 3 multiple-choice/short-answer/fill-in tests during the course on the dates indicated on the 

attached schedule. Unlike the Tasks above, tests are to be taken individually; that is, do not ask for help on 

the student Q & A Forum  or consult with your fellow students in any way during the test! Students who 

collaborate on tests will receive a test score of zero. The tests will be based on material covered in the 

lectures, reading assignments, and Tasks. Most of the test questions go beyond mere memorization of facts and 

are designed to test your conceptual understanding of astronomy and the underlying science. Review questions 

will be distributed one week before each test. Missed tests must be made up within 1 week by individual 

arrangement with me; after that, a zero is assigned for the test. There is no final exam. 

 

Grades: Your grade for the course will be based on your overall score, which is computed from the following 

components: each of the three tests counts as 20% of the overall score, for a total of 60%; Tasks count for the 

remaining 40%. Your semester grade will be based on your overall score, according to the following 

breakdown: A 90-100;  B 80-89;  C 70-79;  D 60-69;  F less than 60. For example, if you score 80 on each of 

the three tests and 90 on in-class activities, your average score is: .20(80) + .20(80) + .20(80) + .40(90) = 84, a 

grade of B. Please note the following: 

 

• With the exception of occasional extra class assignments at the instructor’s discretion, NO INDIVIDUAL 

EXTRA CREDIT WORK IS AVAILABLE. 

 

• Your overall semester letter grade, as determined from the formula above, will be lowered for poor 

“attendance,” that is, if you miss too many Tasks during the semester. Your overall semester letter grade will 

be raised if you frequently and correctly answer your fellow students’ questions in the student Q & A 

Discussion Forum.  

 

How to Do Well in this Course: Here is my advice, based on years of experience: 

• Don’t fall behind the schedule.  

• Complete all of the assigned Tasks.  

• Ask questions of me or your fellow students if you don’t understand something.  

• Don’t leave test studying to the last minute.  

• Contact me if you are having trouble understanding the material. I am glad to help! 

 



Educational Goals of this Course: By the end of the course, in addition to practice in critical thinking and 

quantitative reasoning, you should have gained: 

 

• a broad view of the history of astronomy and the evolution of scientific ideas (science as a cultural process) 

• a cosmic perspective – a broad understanding of the nature, scope and evolution of the Universe, and where 

the Earth and Solar System fit in. 

• a knowledge of crucial astronomical quantities and physical laws. 

• an understanding that the same physical laws and processes are valid everywhere in the Universe. 

• an understanding of the roles of observations, experiments, theory and mathematical models in science. 

• a realization that uncertainty is inevitable in science, but that this does not mean that a given scientific theory 

is wrong. 

• some knowledge of related subjects, such as physics and mathematics. 

 

Course Conduct: UMass Dartmouth policies regarding equal opportunity, discrimination, harassment, and 

sexual violence apply to all learning environments wherever they are located and from wherever they are 

taught. This applies to all face-to-face, off-campus, blended, and online courses. Please see the Office of 

Diversity, Equity & Inclusion brochure for information at Student Affairs.  

 

Academic Integrity: All UMass Dartmouth students are expected to maintain high standards of academic 

integrity and scholarly practice. The University does not tolerate academic dishonesty of any kind, whether as a 

result of a failure to understand academic regulations or as an act of intentional dishonesty. A student found 

responsible of academic dishonesty, such as cheating on tests or submitting another student’s work as their own, 

is subject to severe disciplinary action which may include dismissal from the University. The procedure for 

responding to incidents of academic dishonesty may be found in the Student Handbook. 

 

 

http://www.umassd.edu/studentaffairs/departments/studentconductanddisputeresolution/studentcodeofconduct/

