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Hollywood Physics 

Teacher’s Guide
by Tom Oberst, CSIP Graduate Student Fellow, Cornell University
Description: Students will watch action scenes in popular Hollywood movies and then use basic physics to calculate whether or not the events in the scene are really possible. The students are forced to think about how to analyze what they have seen and set up the problem themselves. This is a real attention getter that helps them realize that the physics they are learning in the classroom and in their textbooks can actually be applied to their lives.

Subject: Physics

Grade Level: 11-12

Time required: 1-2 class periods (45-90 minutes)

Background

This project is best done by students who have already covered velocity, acceleration, Newton’s Laws of Motion, force diagrams, momentum, and impulse. Two of the movies only require an understanding of velocity and acceleration.

Learning & Behavioral Objectives
Exposes students to techniques of analysis and problem-identification by requiring them to set up a calculation based on an event they have witnessed, rather than from explicitly written directions. In this way the lesson mimics real laboratory science in which one must derive conclusions from the results of an experiment. Furthermore, it teaches students to look for physics in the world around them outside of the classroom. Such awareness has been the inspiration for scientists who have come up with many of greatest breakthroughs in recent times. Finally, this lesson will strengthen students’ problem-solving skills and increase their familiarity with topics of velocity, acceleration, force, and momentum. 
National Science Education Standards Addressed:
· Motions and forces

· Abilities necessary to do scientific inquiry

· Evidence, models and explanation

· Science and technology in society.

Assessment Strategy

Students jot down calculations and conclusions on a blank worksheet which is provided.
Teacher Tips/Potential Problems

Watch the movies ahead of time and note the time (on a VHS tape) or the chapter and scene (on a DVD) at which the scene of interest occurs on each tape. This will help you avoid wasting precious class time fast forwarding and rewinding. It is also highly advised that you go through the calculations ahead of time.
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