8/28/2026
ASTR124-The Solar System
Fall 2026							         Section 1
Professor –Dr. Todd Vaccaro
Office: CS 443; Department of Physics & Astronomy
			
Course Description: Introduction to the scientific study of our Solar System and Earth as a planet. Topics include scientific methodologies, object classification, planetary environments and components, formation and evolution of the Solar System, space science, space exploration, and the search for life in the Solar System.  3 Credits

Lectures: In person; MWF 2-2:50pm).  You are expected to be in class and participate with the Poll Everywhere app on your electronic device, which will be used for daily polling questions along with Canvas.  Answering these polling questions outside of class is not allowed.

Contact Information:
Email: trvaccaro@bsu.edu (best way to contact me)
Office Phone: 765-285-8870
Office Hours: (MWF 330-5pm; or by appointment) or via Zoom; May be in CS425.
TA: A student teaching assistant or tutor (TBD) may host in-person office hours (TBD).

REQUIRED MATERIALS
1) Text: Understanding Our Universe, 4th Edition, Palen & Blumenthal

2) [image: ] 5 Online Homework (One-Term Access code): 
Bundled with your new book or self-register online through Canvas (see video link in Canvas).

3) A Scientific Calculator (NOT your cell phone) will be required for some Activities, Homework, and Tests; be sure to bring to class!

4)   Poll Everywhere:  We will be using Poll Everywhere (https://www.polleverywhere.com/student-guide (Links to an external site.)) for class participation. You should be able to submit answers to in-class questions using Apple or Android smartphones and tablets, or laptops.


GRADING
[bookmark: _Hlk80103937]Exams 40%: 3 in-class exams will be offered, no makeups.  A missed exam will count as a zero; however, the lowest midterm score will be dropped.  The Final exam is equally weighted; it will be cumulative and mandatory (can’t be dropped).  Exams are taken in class, closed book/notes and will be administered by Canvas.  Formulas/constants will be printed on handouts (made available on Canvas prior to the exam), but no other resources (other than a calculator that is not your cell phone and your electronic device used for Canvas) may be used.


[bookmark: _Hlk80104068]Participation/quizzes 15%:  Interactive, in-depth activities & discussion will be done mostly during class time with polling/quiz questions using Poll Everywhere and/or Canvas; these are open notes/discussion questions and are not meant to be closed book quizzes.  There are no makeups for these activities, but the equivalent of about 3 days’ worth of points will be added to the total at the end of the semester to form a final grade for this component.  There may be other outside-class events announced in class/Canvas that can add points, such as colloquium attendance, observing sessions, or a planetarium show report.  Points are based on answering, not on correctness.  This allows you to test yourself on the fly and provide me with information on the grasp of topics as we go, many of these questions will make good exam questions.

Mission to Mars Project 20%: The class will be divided into 3 competitive teams. Each team will design and plan an unmanned mission to Mars. All members of each team receive the same team grade. It’s important that every team member contributes. At the conclusion of the project each team will make an in-class presentation, discussing the required elements of their plan. Each team member will present their contribution.


SmartWork5 online homework 25%:  These are questions from the textbook’s publisher.  A set of chapters will be due on the designated Wed (see schedule below) by 11:59 pm, usually during the same week an exam is given. There will be no extensions!  You should work on these every day; do not wait till the last minute! These assignments are accessed through Canvas; they may not show up in the Canvas Calendar.



Registering for Smartwork5
Canvas is your one-stop-shop for all course materials, including Smartwork5. When you access Smartwork5 through Canvas for the first time, you will be prompted to register into Smartwork5.
To register for Smartwork5, do the following:
1. Click a Smartwork link from the Canvas course
2. Sign in with a Norton account. If you do not have a Norton account, select “No, I need to register, purchase, or sign up for trial access.” Click the green button to continue.
3. Fill out the form with your full name, your school email address and your password. DO NOT register for Smartwork5 with a personal email address. Doing so will make it difficult for your instructor to track your grades. Please use the email address issued to you by your school, if you have one. Once you have set up your account, you will not be able to transfer any of your work  (completed or in-process) or grades within Smartwork5 to an account set up with a different email address.
4. Determine how you would like to access Smartwork5.
a. If you have a registration code, select “I have a registration code” and enter it into the text field. Then, click “Register My Code.”
b. If you want to purchase access, select “I want to purchase access.” Then, click the “Show Purchasing Options” button.
c. If you do not want to purchase access and do not have a registration code, select “I want to sign up for free trial access.” Then click “Sign Up for Trial Access.” If you select this, you will have the opportunity to enter in a registration code at a later date. Trial access lasts three weeks.
5. Follow the prompts for agreeing to the terms of service.
7. Further info and tech support can be found at http://wwnorton.knowledgeowl.com/help/smartwork5-students-getting-started

Letter grades will be assigned from the following table, with + or – grades given at the discretion of the instructor:
	87 – 100		A
	 76 – 86		B
	 65 – 75		C
	 54 – 64		D
	 54 or lower	F



[bookmark: _Hlk80114812]Academic Honesty: Cheating is prohibited at Ball State University. Copying other peoples’ work without attribution is not permitted.  Exams in this class are to be taken in class with closed notes/textbook and no other human or technological assistance (except a calculator, one electronic device to access Canvas (if used), and the provided equation/scratch sheet); using any other outside resource is considered cheating and may be subject to disciplinary measures. 
Assignments should be your own work and not services provided by other people, AI tools, online searches, or other commercial websites that provide answers (Chegg, Course Hero, StudyPool, etc.).  Without the instructor’s written permission, giving away, buying, or selling graded assignments class notes, exams, study guides, or other course materials to other students or to third-party vendors (Course Hero, Chegg, 24HourAnswers, etc.) is also a violation of academic integrity.
Disability Statement:  If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, please contact the instructor of record as soon as possible. Ball State's Disability Services Office coordinates services for students with disabilities; documentation of a disability needs to be on file in that office before any accommodations can be provided. Disability Services can be contacted at 765-285-5293 or dsd@bsu.edu.
 If you are experiencing mental health concerns, telehealth services are available.  https://www.bsu.edu/campuslife/counselingcenter
· Call Us: 765-285-1736
· Email Us: counselctr@bsu.edu
University Statement

We are committed to ensuring that all members of the community are welcome, through valuing the various experiences and worldviews represented at Ball State and among those we serve. We promote a culture of respect and civil discourse.

Generative AI Statement
No Generative AI Use:  All work conducted and/or submitted in this course should reflect your own ideas and demonstrate your current knowledge, abilities, and skills. Therefore, generative AI should not be used to complete any portion of the assignment(s). Doing so constitutes a violation of Ball State University’s Student Academic Ethics Policy.

****Changes and updates to the syllabus will be announced in class/Canvas.
Schedule for ASTR 124 Vaccaro Section 1
                            	Fall 2026
	Sunday
	Mon
	Wed (Content covered for week)
	Fri

	Aug 23
	Intro/Survey
	Our Place in the Universe
	Preview/Ch 1

	Aug 30
Last Day to Add/Drop
	Ch 1/2
	Patterns in the Sky
	Ch 2 (Planetarium)

	Sep 6
	Labor Day no classes
	Ch 2: Motions of Earth and the Moon
	Ch 2 (Planetarium)

	Sept 13
	Ch 3
	Laws of Motion
	Ch 3

	Sept  20
	Ch 3
	SmartWork5 ch1, 2, & 3 due by midnight.  No Extensions!
	Exam 1 (Ch. 1-3)


	Sept 27
	Ch 4; 
	Light and Telescopes
	Ch 4

	Oct  4
	Ch 4/5
	The Formation of Stars and Planets
	Ch 5

	Oct 11
	Fall Break no classes M-T
	Ch 11:  The Sun
	Ch 11

	Oct 18
	Ch 11
	SmartWork5 ch4, 5, & 11 due by midnight.  No Extensions!
	Exam 2 (4, 5, & 11)

	Oct 25
	Ch 6; Mars Project begins/teams announced
	Terrestrial Worlds in the Inner Solar System
	Ch 6

	Nov 1
	Ch 6/7 
	Atmospheres of Venus, Earth, and Mars
	Ch 7

	Nov 8
	Ch 7/8
	The Giant Planets
	Ch8

	Nov 15
	Ch 8/9
	Ch 9 Small Bodies of the Solar System
	Mars Project Presentations


	Nov 22
	Mars Project Presentations
(if needed)
	Thanksgiving Break, No Classes W-F
	Thanksgiving Break, No Classes W-F

	Nov 29
	Ch 9
	SmartWork5 ch’s 6, 7, 8, & 9 due by midnight.  Ch 9 (Planetarium)
	Ch 9 (Planetarium)

	Dec 6
	Ch 9 (Planetarium)
	Final Exam (cumulative and new material); not eligible for drop; Thur, Dec 10, 2:15-4:15pm
	


Bold dates indicate SmartWork5 online hw is due that week on Wed; the hw covers all chapters up to that point that will be covered on the exam at the end of that week.
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