
EARTHSCI 1100 - ASTRONOMY 
 

Your friendly instructor: Dr. Siobahn Morgan   Office: 121 or 108 Latham 

E-mail : Siobahn.Morgan@uni.edu      Phone: 273-2389 

WWW site:     www.uni.edu/morgans/astro    

Office Hours: After class or by appointment 

 

Course Description: The official UNI Catalog description of this course is the following –  

Introduction to the Universe, solar system, stars, and galaxies, including 

apparent motions of bodies in the sky; development of astronomy and its 

impact on humankind.  

Basically this course is really about science, specifically astronomy.  As part of the Liberal Arts 

Core (LAC), you are required to take science courses, not because we think it is important that 

you memorize facts and strange names, but to help you learn about the ways in which science is 

done, how science changes, how science doesn’t have all the answers (yes, that’s true), how it is 

a process, and how it provides a way of understanding the world (or Universe) around you.  In 

general most of you are taking this course to fulfill your LAC requirements, and you aren’t likely 

to become professional astronomers.  Upon successful completion of the course you’ll likely 

learn enough to be able to impress your friends and family with your familiarity of the night sky, 

astound them with your insight into the scientific theories that explain the Universe and the 

objects within it, and come away from this course with an appreciation of science and its impact 

on your life. 

Learning Goals:  

Upon completion of this course, students should gain the following proficiencies:  

 A cosmic perspective—a broad understanding of the nature, scope, and evolution of the 

Universe, and where the Earth and Solar System fit in 

 An understanding of a limited number of crucial astronomical quantities, together with 

some knowledge of appropriate physical laws 

 The notion that physical laws and processes are universal 

 The notion that the world is knowable, and that we are coming to know it through 

observations, experiments, and theory (the nature of progress in science) 

 Exposure to the types, roles, and degrees of uncertainty in science 

 An understanding of the evolution of physical systems 

 Some knowledge of related subjects (e.g., gravity and spectra from physics) and a set of 

useful “tools” from related subjects such as mathematics 

 An acquaintance with the history of astronomy and the evolution of scientific ideas 

(science as a cultural process) 

 Familiarity with the night sky and how its appearance changes with time and position on 

Earth 

 1. You will be exposed to: 

 The excitement of actually doing science 

 The evolution of scientific ideas (science as a cultural process) 

2. You will be introduced to how science progresses and receive information on: 
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 The roles of observations, experiments, theory, and models 

 Analyzing evidence and hypotheses 

 Critical thinking, including appropriate skepticism 

 Hypothesis testing (experimental design and following the implications of a model) 

 Quantitative reasoning and the ability to make reasonable estimates 

 The role of uncertainty and error in science 

 How to make and use spatial/geometrical models 

3. Once you finish the course, you should be: 

 More confident of your own critical faculties 

 Inspired about science in general and astronomy in particular 

 Interested in and better equipped to follow scientific arguments in the media. 

 

Course Material: Online 

Course website: www.uni.edu/morgans/astro 

Textbook, assignments, syllabus, helpful links 

e-Learning website: www.uni.edu/elearning 

Tests, optional homework uploading, and current grades.  If you have never used an on-

line test system before, there are free workshops to help you become familiar with it. 

Course Material: Physical 

 3x5 note cards (don’t get any that are sticky backed) 

 Scientific calculator  

 

All of the course content material that you will need, including this syllabus, assignments, test 

study sheets, useful links, recorded lectures, and full lecture notes are available on the 

course website.  The web material should be treated as your textbook, since that is basically 

what it is – if you printed out all of the notes it comes out to around 500 pages.    

You are responsible for knowing the material in the notes that are available on-line as well as 

information given in the lecture for the tests. 

  

Schedule:  There is a weekly schedule for the readings and other important items at the end of 

this document.  Odds are I may spend slightly more or less time on the material for that week, but 

the schedule at least indicates where you should be in the course for the material.  It is your 

responsibility to keep up with the readings.  Since it is impossible to go over all of the material 

that is at the course website, I will mainly spend the class time going over the more complex 

material and content that requires more explanations.  In addition, this is a very visual science, so 

there will be quite a few images shown during class time.   

 

The course is divided up into 4 parts, each lasting about 4 weeks (one part is only 3 weeks).  At 

the end of these parts there will be a test that covers the material in that section of the course.  As 

previously stated, you’ll be responsible for all of the content in the notes that are on the website 

and anything covered in lecture – any of this material can be on the tests. 

 

http://www.uni.edu/morgans/astro
http://www.uni.edu/elearning
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LAC Skills: Since this course is an LAC course, you’ll need to make use of several skills, and 

those skills will likely be enhanced by taking this course.  Obviously you will need to make use 

of math skills since this is a science course (see the cartoon).  You should have a scientific 

calculator. This would be one that has an exponential button (something labeled EE or EXP), and 

a Log key.   You will often need it in lab, for homework assignments, and there will be a few 

math problems on the tests as well.  

 

In addition to math skills, writing skills are important.  So for homework assignments I naturally 

will be expecting the correct answer, but I will also expect that for questions that are not 

exclusively mathematical, you use proper grammar, punctuation and spelling. Points will be 

taken off for incorrect grammar, punctuation and spelling on homeworks, even if the answers are 

correct in terms of their content. Written answers submitted during tests will not be scrutinized as 

closely, since you will be under more pressure at that time. 

 

Homework: There will be 7 homework assignments during the course.  All of the homework 

assignments and materials needed to complete them is posted at the course website. Due dates 

are given on each assignment.  You’ll notice that the assignments are due on Friday, when we 

don’t have class.  You have the option of turning the assignment in on Thursday during class, 

dropping it off at my office (Latham 121) later on Thursday or during the day on Friday, or 

uploading it on the e-Learning system. No matter how you turn it in, it needs to be submitted 

before the deadline of 11 PM on the due date. 

 

There will be a penalty for late assignments regardless of the excuse and no credit will be given 

for assignments turned in after they are graded and handed back, again regardless of the excuse. 

And, as if you haven’t heard this before, make sure you do your homework well before the due 

date – waiting until the last minute does not help your grade. Some of these assignments require 

access to a computer, and if you can’t get computer access on the day the assignment is due, then 

you’ll be out of luck.  If you have problems with the homework, please contact me as soon as 

possible or ask a question during class.   
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Constellations:  Nearly every week you’ll learn about stars and constellations that are visible 

from Iowa.  There will be two quizzes during the semester about constellations and the objects 

contained within them.  The quizzes are scheduled for February 25 and April 26.  

 

Tests:  All tests will be offered through UNI e-Learning.  This is the on-line course system 

available at UNI.  There is a link to it from the course website.  If you have never used e-

Learning before, you can take free workshops that will show you how it works (again – link on 

the course website).  There are also many animated tutorials available that show you how the 

system works.  Tests will need to be completed by the following deadlines –  

Test 1 – Sunday, February 7, 11 PM 

Test 2 – Sunday, March 6, 11 PM 

Test 3 – Sunday April 3, 11 PM 

Test 4 – Thursday, May 5, 11 PM 

Since you can take the tests pretty much any time you want over a roughly 1 week period, there is 

really no excuse for missing one.  However, emergencies or unusual situations can arise.  If 

something does happen that prevents you from taking the test during the time that it is available, 

you must contact me as soon as possible.  If you do not want to take the test in an on-line format, 

but would prefer to have an old “pencil and paper” type of test, that can also be arranged.  

 

Each of the exams has equal weight and will have 50 points worth of questions. The exam format 

consists of the following -  10 true-false questions, 10 fill-in the blank questions, 20 multiple 

choice questions and 10 points for something else which could be essays, matching or something 

I haven’t even thought of yet. Material covered in the lecture and the web notes are the only 

sources for the exam questions.  Each exam is timed (75 minutes), and you can go over the time 

limit a little bit, but if you go over the time limit excessively, you’ll lose points for each minute 

over the time limit.  It is therefore possible to get 0 points on a test if you spend too much time 

on it. 

 

I would strongly advise you to carefully read the material on the course website before the tests 

and go over your course notes thoroughly.  Remember, the course website is just like a regular 

text book, and you are responsible for the material there.  I cannot cover everything in lecture 

that is in the website notes, so you need to know the on-line material as well!!!!   Also many 

of the questions are written in a manner that requires you to come up with the answer by using 

your thinking skills, not just by looking things up.  This is particularly true for the first two tests. 

 Fortunately the exams are not comprehensive, but only cover the material for that part of the 

course. This does not mean that you should completely dump everything out of your brain after 

one of the tests. It will be of use later on in the course, especially the material covered during the 

first 4 weeks. Study sheets are available at the regular course website.  

 

Mini-Quizzes/In-Class Activities: To encourage you to attend class and to help your learning, 

there will be mini-quizzes and random in-class activities that will be given during the semester.  

The mini-quizzes are worth 5 points each and the in-class activities will be worth 10 points.  This 

is where you’ll need the 3x5 index cards.  All mini-quizzes will use those, so make sure you get 

a pack of index cards.  No other index card sizes or types of papers will be accepted for credit.  
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Do not turn in random bits of paper – those will not be accepted. Since it is a quiz, there will 

always be correct answers, and you’ll need to provide them to get full credit (up to 5 points).  If 

you put down a wrong answer for the quiz, you’ll still get at least 2 points just for being in class 

and making an effort.  So it really does pay to attend class.   

 

The in-class activities, which will be in a variety of formats, will be worth 10 points.  As with the 

quizzes, you’ll need to get the correct answers to get full credit and all of the points available.  

There will be a total of 120 points for these items (quizzes and in-class activities).   

 

Attendance:  As a university student you are responsible for your own education.  One of these 

responsibilities involves attending class.  Even though all of the lecture material is available on-

line, you should always come to the lecture, as a way to gain insight into the material, something 

you don’t always get just by reading the on-line material, or to ask questions, get help on 

assignments, learn about events or other things important to you and your education, and so on.   

   

If you do miss class, and there is a graded activity that day, the only way you’ll be able to make it 

up is if you send me an e-mail that states why you were gone.  You don’t have to go into details 

about your life, or tell me about your illness, but just provide a simple honest statement saying 

why you were gone.  If I do not get the message by 10 PM of the day of the absence, you will not 

be able to make up the activity.  Also, I don’t always know when I will have quizzes/activities 

since the schedule may get disrupted, or plans could change.  If you know you are going to be 

gone before hand you should always tell me about your planned absence at least a day earlier, and 

again you must provide me with an honest excuse.  This will be the only way that you can make 

up the in-class graded activities (usually you’ll be given a different quiz/assignment, which will 

be based upon the material that you missed).   

 

Plagiarism: All work submitted in this course must be your own.  If you work with others, all of 

your answers must be in your own words.  Any assignments having similarly phrased or identical 

answers, particularly when answers should be unique, will not be given any credit for the entire 

assignment.  On tests, no credit will be given for answers that are copied or cut and pasted from 

on-line sources.  For further information on university policies concerning plagiarism, see 

http://www.uni.edu/policies/301. 

 

Course Grade:  You will be graded on a straight percentage basis. You can calculate your point 

total and determine what percentage you are earning of the total available by using the following 

table –  

 

Percentage Grade Percentage Grade 

92% and higher A 68 – 71% C 

88 – 91% A- 64 – 67% C- 

84 – 87% B+ 60 – 63% D+ 

80 – 83% B 56 – 59% D 

76 – 79% B- 52 – 55% D- 

72 – 75% C+ Less than 52% F 
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There is a My Grades tool at the e-Learning website which I will update after major assignments 

have been graded, such as homework, and tests, approximately every 2-4 weeks.   

 

The breakdown for your grade is as follows 

 4 Tests     200 total points 

 7 Homework Assignments   150 total points 

 2 Constellation quizzes   30 total points 

 Mini-quizzes/In-class activities  120 total points 500 total points 

 

Extra Credit: There will be extra credit opportunities available.  These will only be announced 

in lecture.  At most you can earn only 20 points in extra credit. 

 

HELP!  There are several ways to get assistance.  First and foremost, ask questions in class, or 

come see me about any questions you have.  Second, there will be various tutors available to 

provide help at the Academic Learning Center.  Schedules for those individuals will be made 

available once the semester has started. 

 

The Academic Learning Center provides assistance with writing, math, science, reading and 

learning strategies.  There is no charge for currently-enrolled UNI students.  The Academic 

Learning Center is located in 007/008 ITTC.  Visit the website at www.uni.edu/unialc or phone 

319-273-2361 for more information. 

 

Respect:  Do not bring food or drink (excluding water) into Latham 125.  If you do this, it will 

result in the loss of points.  Also using, looking at, checking, or any other interaction with 

electronic communication devices or toys (including, but not limited to cell-phones, smart 

phones, iPods, etc.) is strictly forbidden.  I provide you with my undivided attention during the 

class period and expect you to have the courtesy to pay attention during lecture.  Such activity is 

not only discourteous and disruptive to others, but also will result in the loss of points. 

 

Please address any special needs or special accommodations with me at the beginning of the 

semester or as soon as you become aware of your needs. Those seeking accommodations based 

on disabilities should obtain a Student Academic Accommodation Request (SAAR) form from 

Student Disability Services (SDS) (phone 319-273-2677, for deaf or hard of hearing, use Relay 

711).  SDS is located on the top floor of the Student Health Center, Room 103. 

 

It is the policy of the University of Northern Iowa that there will be equal employment and 

educational opportunity without regard to age, color, creed, disability, gender identity, national 

origin, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, veteran status, or any other basis protected by 

federal and/or state law. This includes the provision of a campus environment that is free from 

illegal discrimination and harassment. The University will not tolerate any form of illegal 

discrimination or harassment and will not condone any actions or words that constitute such. 
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Part I. Background principles - simple observations of the sky, history of astronomy, 

physics of motion, principles of gravity, light and telescopes. 

Week Readings Assignments/Tests 

Week 1 – Jan 11 - 15 

 

Math Refresher 

Introduction to the Sky 

 

Week 2 – Jan 18 – 22 The Sun and the Moon Homework #1 – Fri. Jan 22 

Week 3 – Jan 25 – 29  History of Astronomy  

Week 4 – Feb 1 – 5 Light and Telescopes Homework #2 – Fri. Feb 5 

End of the First Part  TEST #1 – Sunday Feb 7 

   
Part II. The Sun, Stars, Their Evolution and Demise 

Week 5 – Feb 8 – 12  
The Sun 

Stars 
 

Week 6 – Feb 15 – 19 Star Formation and Main Seq. Homework #3 – Fri. Feb 19 

Week 7 – Feb 22 – 26   
Stellar Death – Small Mass Stars 

Stellar Death – Large Mass Stars 
Quiz – Thurs. Feb 25 

Week 8 – Feb 29 – Mar 4  Black Holes and Neutron Stars Homework #4 – Fri. Mar 4 

End of Second Part  TEST #2 – Sun. Mar 6 

   
Part III. The Milky Way and Other Galaxies, The Universe – its origin and fate 

Week 9 – Mar 7 – 11 
Milky Way 

Galaxy Types 
 

Week 10 – Mar 21 – 25  
Galaxies and Clusters 

Unusual Galaxies 

 

 

Week 11 – Mar 28 – Apr 

1 

The Origin and Fate of the 

Universe 
Homework #5 – Fri. Apr 1 

End of Third Part  TEST #3 – Sun. Apr 3 

   
Part IV. The Planets, their moons, and other stuff floating around in the solar system. 

Week 12 – Apr 4 – 8  
The Solar System 

The Earth and Moon 
 

Week 13 – Apr 11 – 15 
Mercury and Venus 

Mars 

Homework #6 – Fri. Apr 15 

 

Week 14 – Apr 18 – 22 
Jupiter and Saturn 

Uranus, Neptune, and Beyond 
 

Week 15 – Apr 25 – 29  
Comets, Asteroids, Meteors and 

Impacts 

Quiz – Tues. Apr 26 

Homework #7 – Fri. Apr 29 

End of Fourth Part  TEST #4 – Thurs. May 5 

 


