Computers in Teaching

UK Centre for Physics

Within the UK, the University Grants
Committee and the Computer Board for Uni-
versities and Research Councils have been
jointly funding the Computers in Teaching
Initiative, which covers the whole of higher
education, ie. education beyond the high
school. Subject Centres to support potential
users opened on 1 April 1989. The Centre
for physics is at the University of Surrey in
the Department of Physics. The Subject Co-
ordinator is Dr. lan Thompson and the Pro-
ject Director is Professor Daphne Jackson.

Use of Computers

The task of our Physics Centre is not so
much the enhancement of conventional
computer awareness among physics staff,
but rather the development of the use of
computers in physics teaching as well as in
research. Both in the UK and overseas,
especially in American universities, physics
teachers have been experimenting with
computers in undergraduate teaching, but
their efforts are not widely known. The Sub-
ject Centre for Physics will therefore be used
to provide a focus for information on the use
of computers at undergraduate and postgra-
duate level, in the classroom, the laboratory,
and project work. One of our first tasks is to

make contact with the diverse activities that
are already in progress, and by means of
electronic mail, news sheets and work-
shops, to bring information concerning
them to a wider range of academics.

Experience in this Department

During the period 1973-77, the Physics
Department at Surrey received support from
the National Development Programme in
Computer Assisted Learning (CAL) to set up
a computational physics teaching laborato-
ry, and to make its use an integral part of the
physics degree course.

Since 1987, the Physics Department has
moved on from CAL towards a fuller use
of computers in undergraduate teaching.
There has been particular emphasis on mi-
crocomputers for interfacing to physics ex-
periments and the development of facilities
for signal and image processing. At postgra-
duate level, activities range from the appli-
cation of dedicated microcomputer systems
attached to experimental equipment, to ad-
vanced numerical modelling and simula-
tions on the CRAY. There is now an interest
in developing the advanced undergraduates’
and postgraduates’ abilities in algebraic
computing. Overall the programme encou-

rages the teaching of these techniques and
instruction in new methods of computing
and the new computer architectures that are
beginning to be made available.

Contact with Schools

Animportant feature of the Surrey Centre,
in which it differs from the other Centres, is
the contact made with teachers of physics,
and with science advisors. This is designed
to promote an awareness among academics
of curriculum changes and the use of com-
puters in schools, to inform teachers and
harmonise school practices with the use of
computers in higher education.

External Connection

There will be extensive cooperation with
the Institute of Physics through its publica-
tions and subject groups and itis intended to
exploit the Department’s extensive links
with industry and with other universities
and laboratories throughout the world in
order to exchange experience on methods of
teaching using computers.

European colleagues with an interest or
expertise in the field are invited to contact
the Subject Coordinator, and to indicate if
they would like to receive news sheets from
the Centre and if they have computer-based
teaching material which could be listed in a
directory.
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