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Journal Entry for 1/14/00

MTH131.03


I must admit I was kind of scared about MTH131 section 3. I looked at the syllabus and saw all the group work and in-class projects and I became very overwhelmed. I had a laboratory component to my MTH031 class [differential calculus] and I must admit that I did not have a very comfortable experience. I really don’t like the idea that my grade depends on someone else or someone else’s grade depends on me. In MTH031, I felt the need to do as much of the work as I could get my hands on because I was never satisfied with the effort that my other lab partners were putting in. As a result, I became kind of bitter about the whole idea. However, I must admit that Professor Smith made a very valid point that in the real world you have to be able to work with other people. Also, you need to be able to resolve any problems within the group because there won’t be any teacher there to hold your hand. I am really eager to take another crack at group work because I have realized that you need to take advantage of situations like this where you can improve real world skills. 


Today in class, I was kind of shocked that we were doing a project already, but by the end of the class I was blown away. I’ve never seen a teacher ask students what they were really interested in learning from a course. It gives one more of a sense that the course is tailor made for what the student is interested in. I am definitely very eager to pursue this class because of the effort being put forth by Professor Smith to listen to his students. Finally, I learned today that I need to be more assertive in my group. I need to be more open in expressing my ideas. I was very tentative.

Journal Entry for 1/21/00

MTH131.03


I guess there’s even less to talk about this week since we only had one class this week, but it was our first official class. The subject material doesn’t seem too hard as of yet, but it is still interesting. I came across a separable equation where I had to perform partial fraction decomposition in order to integrate. I think it’s really neat to test how much I remember from MTH032 [integral calculus], without having to look back on anything. I actually am happy we’ll be applying integration techniques. I haven’t done them for so long, so it’ll give me a chance to review them. They are so important in engineering so I want to stay on top of them.


Finally, I’d like to comment on the textbook. Somehow it seems that the three authors are actually speaking to the student. The book seems more personal or at least less informal. Maybe I can’t exactly put my finger on it yet, but the reading of this book seems a lot easier than any math textbook I’ve ever had. It just seems to flow a lot easier. Perhaps it is only because I am reading about things I’ve seen before. It is still premature to make a definite conclusion.

Journal Entry for 1/28/00

MTH131.03


We had our first taste of MAPLE this week. The tutorial was a little intimidating at first. Although it doesn’t seem extremely complicated, the code for MAPLE does seem a little strange. The program has a lot of nuances and it looks as if it will require a lot of getting used to. It is going to be a powerful tool. I’m happy to see it will make plotting graphs and slopefields, as well as carrying out Euler’s method, a lot easier. The program does however beg the question of why people need to learn mathematics, if we have such a powerful tool as MAPLE. I mean, if MAPLE can do all these things without our thinking about it, what’s the point of us taking the class? Professor Smith was indeed very timely in the example he gave in lecture on Friday, and I also got the same impression from my EE64 class. It was made very clear that MAPLE cannot do everything and it does make mistakes. At times it may even be inconsistent, that is, you can tell it to do something two different ways, and it gives you different answers. Even more generally, computers are dumb beasts. They have to be told what to do. We have to know exactly how to tell MAPLE to do something, and thus we need to understand the theory behind these math problems. I guess I received a contemporary motivation as to why we need to pursue such studies despite the growth in technology.


I also wanted to comment on the format of Friday’s lecture. I must admit I was always comfortable with the old chalk and blackboard method, but MAPLE really injected life into the class. We could actually see the accuracy of the Euler’s method approximation change as Professor Smith decreased the step size. Plus it is so much easier to visualize solutions with the slopefields and plots, which would be horribly tedious to carry out with chalk and board. Technology really should be integrated more and more into the classroom.

Journal Entry for 2/4/00

MTH131.03


I think this week was very important in terms of assessing my ability to work in group-oriented projects. Looking back, I feel I need to be more vocal in voicing my ideas, but I also think that could have been said of every member of the group. We really don’t know each other yet, in particular our tendencies and habits, but I’m positive we can only improve with time as our comfort levels increase. I think that its imperative in these early stages that someone try to “lead” the group, not in the sense that he or she does all the work, but that he or she makes an effort to get everyone involved. He or she needs to get people to talk and ask questions like “What do you think, Joe?” Also, our group needs to be better at scheduling time to complete the assignments together [this emphasis is the student’s]. For some reason, we ended up completing the last problem of our Wednesday assignment in class today. Everyone in the group did not have a chance to put in our final input and a general consensus was not reached. But again, things will improve.


I enjoyed the style of Friday’s class in that the students are not just there listening to a lecture. It is more like a discussion. Of course, Professor Smith should indeed be dominating the class time, but I think it is great that he poses questions to the class because it will show whether or not the students understand the material while stimulating the student intellect. 

Journal Entry for 2/11/00

MTH131.03


We spent a good deal of time this week using computer modules. I must say that interactive learning is a very effective tool, but its effectiveness is compounded even more by the collaborative efforts (i.e., the groups). I like the fact that we are collectively discussing a problem and working our way through it together. We have a chance to exchange ideas freely and explore everyone’s perspective. I myself gained some new insights today. 

Also, Professor Smith made a very interesting point in class today about what it is we are really learning by exploring these computer modules. Are we learning how to use a helper application, Maple, or are we learning the mathematics? Obviously, our goal should be to learn the math, and as Professor Smith pointed out a simple matter of such as learning the notational conventions of Maple is in effect giving us insight to the actual math. From what I have seen, Maple is very strict about notations in adhering to the conventions that reflect the true state of the mathematics. Thus, in order to be able to even use the helper application, one must really have an understanding of the problem in front of them. It’s not a matter of the computer solving the whole problem and the user has no idea what is going on. From what I gather, that’s not the point of Maple. It’s more geared towards taking care of some tedious tasks and supplementing analytic techniques. At least that’s what I’ve seen so far.

MTH131.03

Journal Entry for 2/18/00


This week we did a spring mass experiment in class, in order to model damped and undamped harmonic oscillatory systems. We then used the data to complete a computer module. I must say it’s much more interesting to actually see how physical systems exemplify certain characteristics such as oscillatory motion then to just take it for granted when you see it in the textbook. Plus, I think it was better that we performed such an experiment in a class such as MTH131, whose applications are so important in the realm of modeling physical systems. Its like getting some hands-on, real world experience. 


Next week is the test – my first ever take home test. I’m really anxious to see what it’s like. I don't know if having such a test is an advantage or a disadvantage for someone like me. Professor Smith made an interesting point that some people may spend too much time on the test. I think I am one of those people, and I honestly don't think I can afford to spend so much time. Oh well, we'll see. 

Journal Entry for 2/25/00

MTH131.03


We had our first test this week, and I enjoyed the experience. There was no pressure of time limits, and I feel that allows for freedom of thought. I can write as much or as little as I want. Plus, we have the time to read the problems and perhaps reflect on how we should go about solving them in the most efficient manner. In the real world, the key is not always solving the problem – it is solving the problem in the cheapest, quickest, and most efficient manner. That’s where the money is made. Also, I feel this testing format is more indicative of the real world as Professor Smith pointed out – practically, we shall always have resources available to us in the real world so memorization should not be such a large focus. We should concentrate on problem solving and simply understanding the material.


Finally, we had our new groups assigned today. I was extremely satisfied with the way [previous partner] and I worked together, and I hope I can continue to develop my collaborative skills with [new partner].

Journal Entry for 3/3/00

MTH131.03


Back to the grind this week. Computer modules and homework are on the plate as usual. I really like chapter 3 since its topics are so intertwined with Linear Algebra. I think it’s really important that previous courses carry over into successive courses. That way you don’t forget previous material and its very interesting to see how all these different courses are related especially in mathematics. It’s pretty amazing how one thing always seems to lead to something else. Of course, the textbook is set up that way, but there always seems to be something new that springs from our growing foundation.

Journal Entry for 3/7/00

MTH131.03


SPRING BREAK!!!!!!!!! But before I get too happy – the homework for week 9 looks as if it could get tedious with systems of 3 equations instead of 2. Also, the level of conceptual difficulty should increase with the addition of the third dimension. The module seems to be helping though. Other than that, I don’t have much to say. Professor Smith, have a nice break!!

Journal Entry for 3/24/00

MTH131.03


I think I’m struggling with this new module. I don’t really like how the book covers these topics. I’m still trying to grasp what it is we are supposed to see in the solution curves, where the solution and its derivative are plotted together [i.e., phase plane]. I mean, I see the intricate mesh of loops and the closed loops which indicate the periodicity, but they graphs just don’t seem to contain the information of the phase portraits we’ve studied previously. Of course, the problems we are solving are a little more complicated. Plus, it’s really important to plot them for a proper time scale. I guess I just don’t like questions that leave so much uncertainty for the reader – one could really go overboard in describing those curves. 

Journal Entry for 3/31/00

MTH131.03


Maple was a problem this week. In the gain and phase shift module, the code suggested does not seem to be working – namely, the “solve” command. I must say I was impressed by the approach taken by Professor Smith. Someone else also had the same problem and a very interesting, productive debate ensued concerning the method that should be taken towards solving the problem. Instead of intervening, Professor Smith allowed us to develop our ideas and think through the problem ourselves. Whether the problem will be solved is another matter, but more importantly we were given an opportunity to show our “stuff.” We are forced to think for ourselves, which is a very important life lesson.

MTH131.03

Journal Entry for 4/7/00


This was a rough week for me. Engineering isn't an easy path, and handling the stress has been difficult. I think I put too much effort into my homework for all my classes and its starting to have an adverse effect. I need to learn how to be more efficient, and, most of all, I need to learn when to stop. Often, I go too far. I must say my partner [name] has taught me a lot. Group work has definitely had a positive effect on me this semester.

MTH131.03

Journal Entry for 4/15/00


We have our second take-home test this week, so we mostly did review problems on Wednesday and Friday. I must say that although the review problems we were assigned were much harder than our homework, they were also much more interesting. I think it was very beneficial to look at such problems because they make you think harder and deeper about the topics to which they apply. However, I also feel that we should really take a look at these problems when the specific topics are fresh in our minds – perhaps the day our homework is due for the topic. That way, you’ll ensure that everyone has taken a look at the material. Ideally, of course, everyone should be doing the reading assignments prior to the due date of the homework, but we all know that rarely happens for the majority of college students. 

