The Joys of Doing Physics Homework
We know that physics can sometimes be a scary subject to many students. On top of that, there is math! And now this professor expects us to do homework and turn it in for a grade. Why? – Well, your professor thinks you will get more out of the class if you actually do some physics outside of class. And it is a wonderful feeling when you actually understand the physics and are able to begin to think like a physicist. It is generally true that students who do not due their homework on time (or at all) will typically not do well on the exams and will fail the course. 
Ok, so you think there is no joy in Physicsville. But just look all around you. There are many exciting things to understand. You have been asking questions for years. Why is the sky blue? What makes rainbows? Why do I look funny in amusement park mirrors? What is NMR? Understanding the answers to these questions and others is just one goal of physics courses. The more effort you put into this course, the better you will get with the concepts. You cannot just sit there and expect to get everything just from listening to a lecture or watching demonstrations. 

The other byproduct of taking physics is that you learn to think differently than you have for your other courses. Working on physics problems can help you to cultivate systematic and logical methods for solving many types of problems. Such skills can prove to be beneficial in the long run in future jobs and relationships. 

Part of being successful at doing homework has to do with your study and organizational skills. It is not only about turning in the problems, which is one of your goals. It is also about how you go about it. You need to manage your time, learn how to assimilate information, take good notes, and then prepare neat, orderly and readable papers. The more you practice good organizational and time management skills, the easier it will be to maintain such practices in later life. You should not be proud of sloppiness, lateness, etc.  
So, how can you start being organized and neat in physics?

1. Have a positive attitude. There are times when you might not get everything, but you know you can learn physics. Start your work well before it is due. If there is something that is frustrating you ... then go do something else for a while. You should not spent more that 20 minutes on a problem and getting nowhere!

2. You should not go through the class without knowing anyone else in the class. Sharing ideas about how to solve problems can often lead to better understanding. One often learns better when trying to explain a concept to another person. If you do not understand something, perhaps talking out loud will help you or the other person pinpoint any misconceptions. 

3. Of course, you should feel free to contact the professor. Also, there are tutors available. Though they should only give you hints about how to do the work and not work out every detail for you. 

4. No matter how much feedback you get from peers, tutors or the professor, you need to neatly write up your own solutions.   Rewriting (sometimes sloppy) your homework solutions can help you to review what you have done, reinforce what you have learned and make it easier for the professor to read and grade. In fact, it will make it easier for you when you are studying for exams. Whatever you do, the final work is supposed to be your own wording. You will not learn anything if you just copy someone else’s work. 

5. You should also look at more than just the assigned problems. Practice reading some of the unstarred problems and thinking about the physics involved. How would you start the problem. Do not get stuck on the details, just think through the physical concepts.
Homework Tips

1. Read the chapter before the lecture. Go to the lecture and take appropriate notes. Go back and reread the chapter. What are the key concepts? What are the new definitions? 

2. Now you are ready to start the problems. You need to work on the problems well before they are due and not wait until the day/night before. For each problem, find out what is to be done.

a. Write a brief summary of the problem – short and in your words.

b. List the information that is given in the problem.
c. State clearly what is to be found

d. Draw a sketch and label it. Draw free body diagrams, ray diagrams, etc.

3. Your work needs to be clear and neat. 

a. Neatly printed work will be easier to read and review prior to exams.
b. Put the problem set on the first page of your assignment. 

c. Make sure your name is at the top of each page.

d. Staple the pages together and do not hand in crumple, torn or raggedy pages. You might consider investing in a stapler of your own.

e. It is often helpful to neatly rewrite your solutions so that you and your instructor can later read your work. 

f. You should have the problems listed in order. The logical flow of how you did the problem should be seen. You should not have numbers and calculations all over the paper and then “Suddenly” there is a number with a box around it. 

g. Most problems should have the explicit equations written out before any numbers are plugged into them. At the end, a box should be placed around each answer.

h. Most answers should have units and appropriate significant digits (2-3). Take time to double check this.

