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Stem without Roots:
Selling STEM Education through Fears of “Others”

On warm nights in the late 1950s, my family would sometimes gather in the dark expanse
of front yards in Kansas City, to cook hotdogs and hamburgers. It was time for marsh-
mallows when the coals turned to a scattering of orange nicks of light in the bottom of the
kettle-shaped grill and lightning bugs blinked in the distance.

The adults on Adirondack chairs, the kids on the grass, we would gaze into the
sky until our necks hurt, in hopes of spotting other tiny points of light, drifting across
black skies. We talked softly, if at all, at the new wonder of “moving stars,” at the same
time giving little voice to the deep fears that pooled beneath the surface.

Russia had launched Sputnik 1 on October 4, 1957, and Americans were stunned
into fear—even deeper and more irrational than the paranoia already spawned by the
growth of nuclear weaponry and the McCarthy witch hunts for Communists. The
following month, the USSR launched Sputnik 2, carrying a dog named “Laika.” My
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we may achieve “economic development” and “global competition”—or, maybe more
aptly, corporate (and hence cultural) dominance.
President Bush recently called for STEM education, especially math and science,

to be a national priority.
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Disciplines do not exist in a vacuum because they are connected through
language. As well, they often function more within language, than within their own
symbol systems. This is why schools require students to read and write in each of their
classes. Mathematicians and scientists often engage in language, as they debate the merits
of “The New Math” or argue the ethics of stem-cell research, abortion, or evolution. Such
language delves into ethics, literature, history, religion, and culture. Some teachers use
music to teach reading, painting to teach writing, sports to teach physics, and physics to
teach business. Such practices are known as “great teaching.” And great teaching is a
complex tapestry, woven with language. The most effective way to grasp complex
concepts and data is to untangle them through written and spoken discourse. The child
who articulates why and how she employed formula X instead of formula Y usually

understands the problem better than the child who is
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achievement tests and comparing apples and oranges). While competition is Mr. Bush’s
official rationale for again investing heavily in math and science education, the rallying
cry of many governors is “economic development.” However, beneath these virtuous
goals, resides an old-fashioned “fear of foreigners.”

Most Americans will favour the goal of “economic development.” But it should
give us pause. First, there are better reasons for students to engage in science, technology,
engineering, and math, than ratcheting up the gross national product—~better reasons that
are seldom noted, such as the self-perpetuating pleasures of discovering and exercising a
life of the mind—of questioning and hypothesizing, of demystifying the universe, of
conserving the natural environment, of shedding light on ignorance.

Second, haven’t we already, more than once, poured huge resources into math and
science, beginning with our fear of Russians and Sputnik in the late fifties? According to
the National Science Foundation, just between 1994 and 2000, America’s spending on
research and development increased from $169 billion, to $264 billion.> The President’s
recent initiative, the proposed House bills, and many governors’ current plans will ensure
that such increases continue. What’s more, the rationale for this funding hardly differs
from the Red Scare of the late fifties—a fear of “foreigners.” Us vs. them.

The old Cold War fears of a “common enemy” resonate within today’s calls for
enhancing STEM education. Let’s start with Congress and the three bills mentioned
earlier. In the press release, one bill’s sponsor, Senator John Schwarz (R-Ml), stated that,
“Countries like China and India are graduating millions more math, science, and

engineering students than the United States. We cannot afford to sit idly by or we face a
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more students in these areas due to their larger population.) This time around, it’s not
Russia to fear. It’s China, India, and “countries like [them].”

At the state level, Texas Governor Rick Perry stated that, “if... China and India
continue to graduate higher numbers of students equipped with these skills, the next
generation of Texans will face a future of limited opportunities....”® Delhi vs. Dallas.
Hong Kong vs. Houston. New York Governor George Pataki warned that, “In
tomorrow’s economy, our students’ competition for jobs, investment and opportunity will
not come from places like South Carolina or Indiana; it will come from places like South
Korea and India....”’

Missouri Governor Matthew Blunt stated that America is “becoming more

»8

dependent on foreign talent to work in the areas of math and science.”” Governor Blunt

further noted that, by the year 2010, “more than 90 per cent of all scientists and engineers

in the world will be living in Asia if current trends continue.”®

While being careful to
avoid naming “Asians,” Blunt, like the other governors, nonetheless evokes fears of
“foreigners.”

Are we, again, and however unwittingly, using those old fears of common
enemies (Communists, Chinese, Arabs, et al.) to inject more money into math and
science, so that, again, global economic development is more nurtured than students?—so
that fears of “foreigners” are more cultivated than perceptions of global interdependence?
Are there authentic roots beneath these stems? Educators, especially, are responsible for
asking these questions and pursuing answers. And this means looking at ourselves and

other countries, such as China and India—and even gazing up at the night sky—without

fear.
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