TEACHING ASTRONOMY ONLINE
Anahita Sidhwa

Brookhaven College is one of seven colleges in the Dallas County Community College District.  Two online courses in Astronomy were developed by Anahita Sidhwa almost ten years ago when online education was in its infancy.  Over the years, the courses have seen many changes, and now Blackboard is used as the course delivery system.

The two courses offered are Fundamentals of Astronomy (PHYS 1411) which deals with planetary astronomy and General Introductory Astronomy (PHYS 1412) which is about stars and stellar evolution.
The web sites for both the courses were shown at the HOU meeting.  A summary of lecture notes is found under the COURSE DOCUMENTS button.  When students click on the ASSIGNMENTS button, they can go to the folder for each week, and see the objectives, reading assignments, and quiz questions.  The weekly quiz has a combination of multiple choice and short-answer type questions, which students input online.  While students can see the results of the multiple-choice right away, the instructor must grade the short answers manually, which allows the instructor to get to know the students.

Doing the labs online was a major challenge as each course is a 4-credit hour, lab science course taken by non-science majors.  The list of labs was shown, and they are accessed with the LABS button.  Some labs are done using the planetarium program on the CD provided with the textbook, and some involve a hands-on activity using simple materials that are easily obtained.  Some labs involve surfing the net to read of NASA projects, and some are paper-and-pencil type activities, that involve computations and graphing.  The questions in each lab are carefully crafted to enable students to follow the steps, even though they are working independently. Most lab responses are also submitted to the instructor via the course website.  

Being an astronomy course, it was important to give students the opportunity to look at the real sky and put eye-to-eyepiece.  Observing activities are also included which students may do on their own or on campus during the weekly star gazing sessions.  A Discussion Board also exists, the instructor poses some discussion topic at regular intervals, and students respond.  One of the most successful topics has been to let students explore the dollar amounts earned by commercial companies (Exxon-Mobil, Walmart etc) and compare it to the amounts spent on specific NASA projects like the Mars Rovers, Hubble etc. 
To view the courses follow the steps below.  Guest Access will be available through August 2007.   
1. Go to http://ecampus.dcccd.edu
2. Click on Spring 2007

3. At the login page, click on COURSES.  This is the blue tab on the top. 

4. In the course search box type in FUND ASTRONOMY SP 2007 and click GO.  This gives access to PHYS 1411, the planetary astronomy course.  Click on the blue 2007SP-PHYS 1411-2426 again to finally reach the website. 

5. Repeat steps 1, 2, 3.  In the course search box type in GEN ASTRONOMY SP 2007 and click GO.  This gives access to PHYS 1412, the stellar astronomy course. Click on the blue 2007SP-PHYS 1412-2426 again to reach the website.   
If you have questions, please email Anahita Sidhwa at afsidhwa@dcccd.edu  Thanks for your interest! 
