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REFLECTION ON “A PRIVATE UNIVERSE”

The short documentary “A Private Universe” is shocking.  The prevalence and severity of superstitions about science among graduates of high-end institutions of higher learning, and even among their faculty members, is appalling.  At the high school level, the persistence of preconceived superstitions about science, even in the wake of accurate teaching, is frustrating.  Clearly, the science teacher shown in the documentary is a dedicated educator in no way incompetent.  Her generous use of a model of the solar system should have been effective in the dispelling of such preconceived superstitions.  Even the brightest student in the class, when pressed, still stubbornly clung to her preexisting confusion between the phases of the moon and eclipses, as well as her bizarre superstition regarding the Earth’s orbit around the Sun.  Only one-on-one tutoring was able to dispel all of her superstitions, and even so, there is no guarantee that she will not revert to these superstitions months or years after the tutoring had taken place. 


By depicting the difficulty of remediation at the secondary level, the film implies the urgency of the prevention of such superstitions about science at the early childhood and elementary levels.  However, it does not mention that the bulk of early childhood and elementary educators are weak in math and science.  The documentary did specifically cite the common textbook illustration of the Earth’s orbit around the Sun in three-dimensional perspective, rather than as a two-dimensional top-down view, as inadvertently causing confusion among students as to its shape.  It also indicated that the girl profiled was confusing the orbit of the Earth around the Sun with the table of the anathema.  The project never explicitly mentioned the term constructivism, but its subtext clearly implied the necessity of this educational approach in the teaching of science at all levels, including higher education.  


Among my immediate relatives (parents and older brother), only my mother harbors a private universe of superstitions about science, to the perennial frustration of the rest of us.  As a point of honor, my father, my brother, and I have always conscientiously avoided such superstitions.  Recently, my mother has directly indicated that her private universe is the result of her having grown up in poverty during the First World Depression (the current historical moment representing the emergence of the Second World Depression, an event I had foreseen in the 1980s).  Unlike my father, who had grown up on a farm and had never experienced hunger—even after his father had worked himself to death when my father was eight—my mother had grown up in the city, where backyard space is invariably inadequate to grow enough food to sustain life.  Exacerbating the matter was her father’s having never gainfully worked on account of alcoholism, forcing her mother to work full-time, substantially below a living wage.  Because of inadequate daily caloric intake, my mother had had a chronic sinus infection all winter each winter, in addition to innumerable common colds, flu, and bronchitis.  At one point, she had turned to the family of a more affluent classmate for nutritional and clothing support.  Of the five children in that family, the three oldest siblings, including my mother, harbor superstitions about science, while the two youngest siblings are more scientifically astute, particularly the very youngest.  One of the youngest is a burned-out nurse and the very youngest is a self-taught engineer, substantially augmented by extensive on-the-job learning.  The younger children had been the beneficiaries of the two oldest brothers’ paper routes and adolescent part-time work, which brought additional income into the family to better meet its nutritional needs, as the two youngest siblings are also significantly taller than any of their older siblings.


This family experience of a strong correlation between poverty and superstitions about science suggests that nutritional, substance-related, and sociopolitical causes are playing a major role in the pandemic misinterpretation of science education by students, over and above flaws in textbook design and poor scientific literacy among early childhood and elementary educators.  Indeed, such scientific ignorance among presecondary educators represents a positive feedback loop:  as superstitions about science accumulate in the general population, so do they accumulate in the teacher pool, accelerating the rate of formation of superstitions about science in each succeeding generation.  Global climate change caused by the accumulation of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere represents an exquisite analogy.  It is well-documented and irrefutable that the performance of American students, not only in math and science, but in all subject areas, has been precipitously declining with each succeeding generation.  Consequently, the proportion of foreign nationals and naturalized immigrants in US colleges and universities, as well as in high-tech jobs, has been meteorically accelerating.  


The causative forces behind general American academic decline and accumulating superstitions about science are being obstinately denied by the military-fossil-fuel-agribusiness-medical-media-fashion-prison-industrial complex, because acknowledgment of their existence would not only result in large-scale ending of careers, but probably large-scale, internationally-sanctioned incarceration and/or public capital punishment.  Recognition of these causes lies firmly in the provinces of progressive peace-and-justice politics and alternative medicine, perspectives to which I have become profoundly committed over the past decade.  Such causes include geopolitical and domestic militarism, chronic noncaloric malnutrition (in stark contrast to the American diet between 1850 and 1950 having been the best in the world), trans fat poisoning, addiction to processed sugar, caffeine, alcohol, tobacco, and other substances; addiction to television, spectator sports, and gambling; compulsive shopping and overscheduling, chronic sleep deprivation, neurotoxic effects of pesticides, herbicides, fungicides, household and industrial products, pollution, and radiation; widespread somatic and psychiatric iatrogenesis, gutting of arts education since Sputnik, misogyny, racism, elitism, neo-eugenics, and homophobia (actual or imaginary).  Clearly, constructivism represents an attempt at educational compensation for the escalating ravages of industrial capitalism.  Although constructivism certainly has significant merit as a means of effective teaching, I seriously doubt that constructivism alone can stop the intellectual hemorrhage being experienced in this country.
