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Introducing Geoscience students to coding in MATLAB



My course is a 400-level course called “MATLAB Applications in the Geosciences”

It’s actually an intro class. It’s at the 400-level so beginning grad students can get credit 
for it, too. The only pre-req is calculus.

I use MATLAB 
notebooks. I assess 
students via problem 
sets and a handful of 
low-stakes quizzes

PSU uses Canvas as the LMS.

What I assume they can do at the beginning: 
1. Find the MATLAB icon on the computer lab’s desktop 
2. Snapchat their friends during class :)



Screenshot of the first half of problem set 1.
At the beginning students struggle with 
• assignment right to left 
• radians vs. degrees 
• log vs. log10 
• non updates of past calculations 
• other things that aren’t wysiwyg as in a dumb spreadsheet program

The way to get them past 
these beginning struggles is to 
make them practice a lot.

…..students admit this is true :)



Overall course goal: 

Students think through approaches to unfamiliar problems without panic. 
Anecdotal success according to colleagues and the students themselves

So far ….

I’ve taught this class face to face in the past, so we used class time for coding 
practice with me right there immediately to help.  

Also the class is only ~20 students. 

But in the spirit of always messing with what works**, folks up the line 
want me to put it online, and make it bigger:

Maybe MATLAB Grader? 

(And why oh why do deans and department heads think you can just “put it 
online” and “double the enrollment” without any more work involved??? This is 
a perpetual mystery to me)

**OK I admit coronavirus gets some 
of the blame here, but still…


