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Traditional “recipe-based” practical exercises may have a high degree of outcome predictability, but, because
they absolve the student of a great deal of thinking, such exercises have a low degree of value as learning
experiences. Practical exercises could instead become problem solving activities, where the student must de-
vise a method as well as generate an answer to a question. The student is given prior warning only of the
broad outcome of the task. A common objection to this sort of exercises is that realistically, it can only be
performed by students after the relevant ‘theory’ has been covered. This can present a difficulty for service
courses where prohibitively large groups of students would have to perform the same practical exercise si-
multaneously. In addition, economic and logistic obstacles such as the cost of purchasing large quantities of
laboratory equipment, and problems of storage can be seen as prohibitive. In this paper, two exercises are
presented that are potentially good learning experiences and can easily be performed by first year Physics
students without detailed procedural instructions as problem solving activities compared to traditional ‘cook-
book’ practical exercises. Furthermore, the apparatus for these exercises is cheap to acquire and relatively
easy to store, hence the objection mentioned above becomes invalid.
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