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Physics 50: Robotics with a Purpose 
Janice Hudgings, Pomona College Seeley W. Mudd Professor of Physics, discusses 
her course development project: Physics 50: Robotics with a Purpose, funded by the 
Hahn Teaching with Technology Program. 

Transcript 

Hi, my name is Janice Hudgings. I'm a professor in the physics and astronomy 
department here at Pomona college. This last fall, I taught a brand-new course called 
Physics 50: Robotics with a Purpose. This course is a community partnership class, so 
it was sort of 50-50, divided between time spent on campus and then time spent out in 
the community, working at one of the local high schools in Pomona.  

The goal of this new introductory course was to offer a sort of a new pathway into the 
physics major that was specifically intended for students who maybe haven't, um, had 
much exposure to physics before, haven't taken physics in high school, or even haven't 
really thought about whether they might be interested in physics.  

For the robotics piece, we used these drones. With the community partnership aspect of 
the class, we actually went out, um, to the Fremont Academy of Engineering and 
Design, which is a public school in nearby Pomona, and worked with a group called the 
Femineers, who are 9th through 12th-grade girls with an interest in engineering and 
physics. So, the vast majority of the class were, um, women and students of color, and 
the field of physics tends, um, to not look like that, right? So we did a lot of work around 
identity development. If you're black, or queer, or brown, or female, how do you see 
yourself as a physicist in a field that just doesn't look like you?  

My advice to someone else starting off with a new and sort of innovative course like this 
would be to think about how to find some active forms of feedback and assessment as 
you go along so you can kind of course-correct as you go. Thanks to some prodding 
from the Hahn Grant application, I thought pretty hard about this in advance.  

So some big takeaways for me, I actually completely switched out my pedagogical style 
with this class. Everything we did in the class was collaborative with this sort of constant 
ethos of you are a collective, and part of your responsibility is to make sure everybody 
in the class is succeeding. That went phenomenally well. I was so impressed with the 
degree to which every member of the class leaned into those goals and supported each 
other, not just in class, but outside of class. The second really big takeaway for me was 
I tried something fairly radical, which is that I got rid of exams. And I shifted to a style of 
grading, which was, you can have as many chances at something as you want. And I 
wasn't sure how that would go, but the students just were amazing. They did the work, 
they were enthusiastic, they were engaged the whole way through. I developed a really 
deep sense of respect for our students and the degree to which they really want to 
learn. And I don't need to threaten them into doing it with the grading. 
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