Moaday, January 23, 1989 O&4E

{oBA

Starstruck: Kids wowed by astronomy wizard

Dr. Clyde Tombaugh was stil) fn high uchool on when ha began mnking lkelchet ol planatl he
his famlly's Kansas wheat farm in the 19208 observed

BY Pat Murphy
staff writer

About 700 students in Wam
County had a rare opportunlty
meet with the man credited with dis-
covering ke planet Pluto.

Dr. Clyde W, Tombaugh, 82, was
the main attraction at a oneday
meeting in November at Bentley
High School Lo Livonia. The meeting
was put together by the Wayne
County Math and Sclence Council, an
informal group of teachers, with
belp from entities like the Livionia
School District and the Mlchigan De-
partment of Education.

State officials clted Tombaugh's
appearance as an excellent example
of learning by doing.

“Teachers and students had the
chance to meet with somebody of ex-
treme stature,” said M. Cherie Cor-
nlck, consultant to the Michigan De-
partment of Education.

They got the chance to ask ques-
tions and hear what he had to offer,
They followed up with small work-
shops where youngsters could do
some hands-on experiments. Most
had to do with astronomy, but some
of the workshops deait with other
earth sclences.

Tombaugh was remarkable, said
Richard B. Braun, sclence coordina-
tor for Livonia schools.

SCIENCE TEXTBOOKS note that
Tombaugh was stil] in high school on
s family’s wheat farm in Ransas in
the 1920s when he began making
sketches of planets he observed
through a home-made telescope.
Some of those sketches were da-
tailed enough to include the polar
caps of Mars and the moons of Jupi-

ter,
When Tombaugh sent some of his

. sketches to the Lowell Observatory

for comment, offlcials responded by
offering him a job.

Tombaugh was hired iz 1929 ~
without first being interviewed, ac.
cordlng to reference books — to con-

Fourth-grader Danielle Sock-
oloski said she enjoyed Tom-
baugh's discussion of how
cometns are similar in makeup

toa “dirty

perturbaticns were caveed by gra
ty of & largs vbjict pearby, p..uu.y

an undiscovered
Tambuugb estimated that be ob-

clval Lowell and the dlscoveq of the
planet Uranus.

TOMBAUGH KNEW he was mak-
ing history and ly told col-

“a few minutes of 4 p.m.” oo Feb, la
1930,

The astronomer talked about the
discovery to groups of youngsters,
answering questions as young minds
were ted. Ope group, fourth
graders f{rom Cass Elementary In
Livonla, made the following obser-
vations about meeting with Tom-
baugh and the cccompanying work-
shops,

‘Tombaugh talked about bullding
his first telescope (about six feet
long), said Greg Hnatiuk. “His next
Nluﬁope was about two stories

Nancy Staffend sald Tombaugh
discussed how the orbits of Pluto and
Neptune would change. “He (Tom-
bauxb) put a lo: or time and effort

to finding " gh

ed Tombaugh's discussion about the

tinue the search for an undiscovered
planet whose existence was predlet-
ed by Sir Percival Lowell, the Eng-
1lsh astronomer who died in 19186,
Lowell kad observed some irregu-
larities In the orbit of neighbaring
Neptune and bypothesized that the

of comets, and how
comets are simllar in makeop to a
“dlrty snowball.”

Steve Spabb said he m}cyed Tom-
baugh and the discusslons
omy. But be also enjoyed lhe work-
shop be attended because ae and oth-
ers could touch or handle md;,
smakes and lzards.

Ford’s better idea: encourage careers in science:

Contlnued from Pago 3

would make at a hamburger stand,”
Bomback sald, “We're expanding the
program this year to Include seven
teachers (who will earn about $2,850
for slx weeks).”

Summer interns are selected from
those who partlcipate in Saturday
classes and are recommended by
thelr teachers. “We're Intererted tn
those students motivated enough Lo
roll out of bed on their day off,”" sald
Domback. “We alsd require a 2,500-

word paper on one of the toples we
covered at the Saturday classes dur-
ing the year.'

Some Ford stafl personncl were
Initially skeptical about the atudents,
Bomback said, “They were con-
cerned about the added work and re-
sponsibtlity. But after scclng what
the students could do, those same
people were looklng for wa 1ya to keep

em on.”

Holllaone A. Holdeman, a scnior
2t Jobn Glenns High School in West-

land, is a former intern who now
works about 12 bours a week at the
Ford Enginccring and Research Cen-
ter.

BOTH THE Intern program and
the part-time jobs give students “a
100k at real-life science,” said Holde-

man,

At her part-time job Holdeman,
who will study clvil englneering un-
der a joint program sponsored by
Central Michigan Unlversity

Science bewilders adults, too

Natlonal and international report
cards suggest that students are
scientifically illiterate.

But public opinion polls suggest
thelr ignorance may be reflective of
a general lack of sclentlfle knowi-
edge among the publlc.

A 1985 survey by the Public Opio-
lon Laboratery at Northern Ilinols
Unlversity, for example, reported
that more than 400 adults, or about
21 percent of those responding, sald
the sun revolves around the earth.

About 7 percent, or 140 respon-
dents, said they dldn’t know.

Other findings reparted from that
survey include:

® Some 39 percent of the adults
questioned said they thought astrolo-
gy Is scientific. About 7 percent =atd
they sometimes change their plans
after reading thelr horoscopes.

® About 41 percent of !.he adults
responding agreed with the state-
meat, “Rocket launchings and ather
space activitles bave caused changes

our weather."

® About 48 percent of adults
agreed with the statement, “It is
likely that scme of the unidentified
ﬂylng objects that have been report-

¢d are really space vehltles from
other civilizations.”

® About 29 percent of the adults

questioned responded “true,” when
asked If lasers work by focusing
sound waves,

All of the above statements are
false.

The lack of science knowledge is -

also evident among groups that are
supposedly educated. In response to

a questionnalre malled by an Oberlin
College blology professor to newspa-
per edltors, only 51 percent sald they
disagreed strongly with the state-
ment: “Dinosaurs and humans lived
contemporancously.” Some 37 per-
fcnt said they agreed or had no opin-
ion.
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structure, sh
“It's work,"” said her

woru wlth a ery
to slice polymer for analysls under a
transmission electron microsco;

She slices polymer, a plastic-lke
synthetie, to about lllﬂﬂlh the width
of a human halr or plece of paper,
Holdeman sald. Samples are then
put under the mlcroacopc that
transmits electrons through the po-
lymer for analysls of the tnternal

boss, H. Kiel Plummer, research sci-
entlst. “It's tedious and demands pa-
tlence and attention to detail, I be-
Lieve about one in 100 students could
do that work."

While the ultimate goal Is to en-
courage students to go inio sclence
or engineering, Bomback sald there
is more lmmedlate gratification.

“There's the reward of seeing some-
body’s face when the light goes on
and they beﬁnmleawhltlt 's all
nbout.luvatyrew
ot dent
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