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During my fist few years of teaching NYS Regents Physics one of the major obstacles that I have had to overcome is my preconception of what knowledge my incoming students have.  In many of my graduated classes, we have discussed students’ preconceptions of the subject matter that we will be teaching.  However, we have never talked about what non-content skills students will or won’t have.


One of the skills that I thought that my students would have is full use of the TI-83 calculators.  These students have been using the TI-83 for numerous mathematics classes and I took for granted that they could use these tools.  Although all of my students could do simple calculations, I have seen many of them have trouble with the TI calculators when using them for calculations involving scientific notation.


After polling my students this year only 42% said that they had ever been explicitly taught the use of the [EE] button on the calculator.  Of those that responded that they had been taught, 80% gave credit to one math teacher in our district.  The rest that knew about the [EE] button responded that they had picked it up from other students or using other calculators.  33% of my students said that before taking physics they didn’t know about the [EE] button or its use.


All of my students stated that an activity such as reading through this website would have helped at the beginning of the year to either remind them of the [EE] button or to teach them how to use this function on their calculator.  Many of my students mentioned that they probably lost points on tests or could not get the right answers on homework problems due to incorrect use of their calculator. 

