6 February 2011

Dear Mr. Schmidt:

I was pleasantly surprised by your editorial “A Seasonal Dilemma” in the April issue. Surprised that a science fiction magazine would devote several pages to a pedagogic educational topic. Pleasantly, because it was an insightful commentary on a subject that has been baffling me since I became a high school English teacher and avid science fiction fan. 

I also teach summer school now and then and have always wondered why kids would choose to give up their vacation to spend more time in a place they apparently didn’t want to be. I used to use summer school as a threat. I would tell them that if they didn’t do the work they would end up spending their summer in class to make up the credits needed for graduation. It didn’t work. When I asked them why they would jeopardize their vacation I was surprised by the answer most of them gave: “To hang out with my friends.” It seems summer school has become a social venue. 

Coincidentally, I recently heard an NPR discussion with ex-District of Columbia school superintendent, Michelle Rhee, who said that America sees education as a social issue, whereas other countries see it as an economic issue. Although she used it in a different context, the word “social” struck me as a term that has often come up in the news lately with the increasing popularity of social networks such as Facebook and Twitter. Has school become a place to socialize, then? Even in the summer?  

I look back on my own experiences when I was in high school and remember that I used to shudder at the thought of losing my summer vacation. But 50 years ago, San Jose was a different place. There were reservoirs for swimming; there were bike trails and places to camp along the creeks and in the uninhabited hills surrounding the valley. 

In the summer of 1959 my friend and I took our bikes up to Mount Hamilton. We camped at Smith Creek, about halfway to the observatory. The following day we walked the rest of the way up (leaving our bikes and camping gear at the creek without fear of them being stolen). When we got to the top we sat down to rest on the curb in front of one of the houses in the little village where the observatory staff live. 

It was a hot day and a man came out and invited us in for cold lemonade . He and his wife fed us and told us stories about the observatory. He was a professor who was there to prepare the new Shane telescope for commissioning later that year. He took us on a tour of the 120” reflector, showing us the lower workings. I remember being fascinated by the fact that, according to him, the upper dome was rotated by a motor equivalent to the one in our home blender.  

After the tour he suggested we climb up to the fire tower and visit the lookout station. He said the lady there would welcome the company. We climbed up the high ladder and pounded on the trap door. She invited us in and showed us around, allowing us to look through the scopes and binoculars. She was a Julia Child clone it later occurred to me – ebullient, large and motherly. She fed us and gave us a lesson on fire prevention and the geography of the surrounding vista.

That summer adventure was singularly responsible for my later passion for astronomy and science fiction. 

The point, however, is that there was, in “those days” ample opportunity to explore, and socialize with friends away from the confines of a classroom. The reservoirs are now polluted and most of the areas where we used to hang out are either closed, fenced in with locked gates, or posted with “Keep Out” signs.  This sad point was made eminently clear to me recently when I took my teenage son up to the observatory in the hopes of sharing that experience with him. I was sadly disappointed. The place had gone commercial, complete with a souvenir shop where you can buy posters of the planets, funny hats and sunglasses. 

Most of the visitors were foreigners and there were no school age kids at all. The fire tower path was blocked by a locked gate, and the 120 inch Shane telescope was closed to visitors. 

A few months later my older son and I took our telescope up to Grant Park, near Smith Creek, to get away from the light pollution of the bay area. We were setting up in the parking lot at dusk when a ranger came by and told us we couldn’t stay there because they had to lock up for the night. I asked if there was another place we could park and was told, “Not around here.”

Is it, therefore, any wonder that summer school may be a preferred alternative to the mall or the streets, for both kids and adults who want to keep them off the streets? The adventure and discovery that lies just over the hill is left unexplored. And the learning experience that comes with it is left unrealized. 

Every kid now has a cell phone with which they communicate and socialize, often surreptitiously in class. Can a book or the library really compete with a video game or Facebook?

I have seen statistics that claim more children are reading than ever before. If that is true then we need to change the curriculum because many of my students do not read the books they are assigned. They most often go directly to Google and search for one of the myriad sites now available offering essay writing services and brief summaries.

Plagiarism is increasing at an alarming rate. Our school doesn’t have the resources to pay for the service that catches it so the students are taking a chance that the teacher doesn’t have the time or is too lazy to check each essay on line, even if it looks like it was written by a college graduate. 

I was recently instrumental in getting Card’s Ender’s Game included on our district’s list of freshman English texts. It is one of the few books that they actually read. Many of them borrow my copies of the sequels (no one has ever requested a Gatsby sequel). During that unit I also show the movie Serenity, which has become a favorite and is the only movie they have ever requested to be shown again. Perhaps this will result in a new generation of sci-fi fans.

Don Donschikowski,

308 Chateau La Salle Drive,

San Jose, CA 95111

