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alls to redress alarming inade-
Cquacies in science education ap-

pear regularly, most recently fol-
lowing the latest National Assessment
of Educational Progress report on urban
school districts (November. 15, 2006).
The report showed that students in
urban schools lagged badly in scientific

literacy. What is missing from the con- -

ventional response is.abroader per-
spective on sclence education and its re-
lationship to the status of science in con-
temporary culiure.

The inadequacies of science educa-
tion in our schools and the low level of
scientific literacy among the -American
population are often blamed on deficien-

cies in the publie-school system.
However, the behavior of both studenis
and teachers seems to reflect widely
held, ambivalent, and even' confused
attitudes toward the progress of science
and its benefits for society as a whole.

~ The prevalence of such atiitudes at
the very pinnacle of the U.S, govern-
ment indicates their wide circulation.
President Bush often highlights his en-

_ deavor {o reinvigorate the American

dream of education for all under the
banner “No Child Left Behind.” Yet, the
president has failed to send the public a
clear message of trust in the universal
value of a secular science and its con-
comitant of free ingquiry. Rather, he has
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. suggested that Americans must trust
first .and foremost in their religious
- beliefs and then evaluatie the progress of

science .in areas such as stem cell
research in light of their personal reli-
gious commitments.

Historically, the Amerlcan ‘dream of
education and progress for all has been
predicated on the notion that the form of
education that can. truly empower indi-
viduals is scientific in both spirit and
principle. Now, if the president of the Uni-
ted States does not fuily trust the pro-
gress of seience, it could be expected thai
large sections of the American public also
do not genuinely believe that science edu-
cation is erucial fo the mte]]ectual g’rowth
of American children.

.. if the president of the
United States does not fully
trust the progress of science, |
it could be expected that large
sections of the American
public also do not genuinely
believe that science education
is crucial to the intellectual
growth of American children.”

The American dream of harnessing
scientific progress to the beiterment of

“each and every cilizen arose in the hey-

day of the Progressive era in the early
twentieth century. It was originally prop-
agated by a coalltion comprising a new
breed of industrialists, public servants,
and academicians, who believed that

science and its universal method of -

knowledge acquisition could unify the
nation and generate economie and so-
cial progress. This vision was predicat-
ed on the idea that secular science was,




"~ and should be, value-neutral and thor;
. oughly indifferent to each component of.
the amalgam of distinctive identities

and beliefs that make up the American
people. The Progressives professed that
this indifference on the part of science

~ “Most Americans still believe
that science, technology, and

- the market are reliable means
of distributing material afflu-
ence in society. Nevertheless,
too many citizens have, unfor-
tunately, discovered at school
that scientific work is not a
model they wish to embrace.”

was basic to its credibility and that the
neutrality of empirical science was its
strength.

The proclaimed indifference of sci-
ence to belief is now being reciprocated.
Teachers fail to relate factual knowl-
edge adequately to the distinetive expe-
riences and values of an increasingly

ethnically and religiously diverse body

of students. As a resuli, science in the
classroom often fails to inspire stu-
dents. Some students feel alienated, gi-
ven the pressure of covering the basics
of modern science. In addition, some par-
ents believe that the integrity of their
family’s religious beliefs is undermined
by the forces of scientific indifference.
This hostility is expressed in their chil-
dren’s attitude toward science in the
classroom. In addition, there is even a
fashionable relativist outlook that belit-
tles the achievements of science. More-
over, in an age when technology is
increasingly user-friendly, one can easi-
ly be indifferent, alienated, or hostile to

science yet at the same fime continue to

enjoy the benefits of science-based,
hlgh -tech industry.

This reciprocation of indifference.
: a,nd counter| pr oductlve in practice.
much of the general public has gradually: -

between the scientific community and

eroded the status of science as a common
good. Most Americans still believe that
selenee, technology, and the market are

reliable means of distributing material _

affluence in society. Nevertheless, too

many eitizens have, unfortunately, dis-

covered at school that seientific work is

not a model they wish {o embrace, As a

result, the tfraditional model of science

education appears more elusive than

ever. Though parents recognize that
their children’s futures depends on a
good education, the swell of scientific
illiteracy prevents these parents [rom
assessing with confidence and clarity
preecisely what a “good education” means.

And, despite the public’s general expecs: -

tation that science will progress, more
and more individuals do not seek person-
al engagement in this adventure. In this
respect, the dream of science for all has

become a cliché rather than a source of

personal inspiration.

: The ﬁrst step in reversing this unfortu-
nate trend is recognizing the reality of plu-

ralism. Diversity of personal identities and
beliefs in American sociefy is inevitable
and indelible. For this reason, secular tra-
ditions—such as modern science—which
are not subject to the authority of any par-
ticular creed or set of beliefs, are vital,
These traditions generate a seeular Hving
space that enables individuals fo iran-
scend their distinctive identity and beliefs,
This allows them to reach out and learn
from others, thereby creating with others
conmmon assets that they could not con-
ceive of on their gwn. In a culturally het-
erogeneous society, the cultivation of secu-
lar common assets is in the best interest of
everybody, including those who hold dear-
Iy to their distinctive identities,

The second step requires a change of
outlook among scientisis and educators,
They must recognize that deficiencies in
science education are the effect, rather
than the cause, of the deteriorating status
of scienee n society Science in contem-
porary society must be a collective en-
deavor aimed at achieving a shared
understanding of our world. For this rea-

son, it must be much moere than factual

knowledge and ought to be taught and

learned as such, In this respect, the no- -

tion that scientific progress is value-neu-

tral because it is confined to the expan-

sion of knowledge is misleading in theory

“Diversity of personal identi- '

ties and beliefs in American -
society is inevitable and indeli-
ble. For this reason, secular

traditions—such as modern- -

science—which are not sub-
ject to the authority of any -
particular creed or set of -
beliefs, are vital.” -

Research scientists and educators
ought to assume a leadership role that
demonsirates, in theory and practice,

- that science is a model of human growth

and development. This mode! should be
applied in the elassroom to address the
values, concerns, and life experiences of
individual studenis. Studenis will then

" come to recognize that science offers

abstract knowledge as well as a mode of
understanding their place in the world.
It is hoped that they will be more likely
to assume more active roles in the class-

room. The result will be improved scien-

tifie literacy in society.

Needless to say, science as & model of
human growth and development will
never be immune to public debate. How-
ever, if the suggested steps are adopted,
then the debale about science, education,
and the eommon good could transcend
the Iamentable mood of ambivalence and
confusion that we have currently. HE
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