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Obtaining a teaching certificate in math before I started a degree in Physics put me at a different perspective than most physics pursuing professionals.  I was coming into the physics education program with math as my strength and physics as a weakness.  The result was my ability to do the math in a problem, but lack the understanding of what was physically happening in the scenario.  This proved to be a major issue in blocking me from truly understanding concepts.  This is a situation that I believe physics students in high schools are faced with as well.  “How could having math as strength block me from true understanding?”  By simply giving me a false confidence that I new what was going on because I was getting the math correct (which led to getting the answers correct).     


I believe this is how many students at the high school level feel while doing physics; as I know it was how I felt in high school and how I felt in my masters program.  Many times high school students enter physics at a higher grade (usually juniors or seniors).  Thus, students inherently enter physics with a lot of math experience, (being of higher grade levels you would assume these students have more math ability).   There will surely by a time when a student hears the comment, “Physics is just a lot of math.”  This comment alone can kindle a false confidence that students develop in physics.  A confidence that is rooted in the students’ strong math skills.  Unfortunately, this is a common and dangerous situation for our physics students.  Dangerous not because they will fail the course and exam, but because the real learning that will take place will be minimal.  The students preceding knowledge in math will at times give them a false idea that they understand, “physics.”  When in truth, it is only the math that they understand, the math that they have already learned.  Hence, you have students who pass the course with flying colors by learning almost nothing besides a reapplication of math.   


Perhaps introducing some key applications of physics in the mathematics classroom would be a solution to this issue.  If students were exposed to some key concepts and connections with math it could fuel the ultimate realization that math and physics are different ideas.  In other words, understanding the math is only half the issue with physics.  Really seeing the physics and separating it from the math is essential to a solid foundation of a strong physics learner.  

