
a lot of accurate and interesting con-
tent for students; the presence of this
better material should be empha-
sized. Criticism may be fun—and
gets a lot of publicity—but is less ef-
fective than pointing out the best of
the available materials. Alternative
distribution systems will not soon
match those of the existing publish-
ers, so students and teachers should
be encouraged to use and appreciate
the good material that exists in the
current textbook system.

Jay M. Pasachoff
(pasachoff@williams.edu) 

Williams College
Williamstown, Massachusetts

Hubisz replies: I am quite pleased
with the response to my article on

middle-school texts. The large num-
ber of letters both supports my mes-
sage and makes it clear that many
others are concerned about the prob-
lem and are attempting to do some-
thing about it.

Martha Schwartz asks if I have
looked for signs of change in the text-
book selection process. Admittedly, 
I am most concerned about the end
product—the adopted texts. But be-
cause of the publicity that my work
on the textbook problem has received
through print, radio, and television, 
I have responded to hundreds of re-
quests (from a governor, several state
senators, and a host of science cur-
riculum supervisors and teachers) for
my suggestions on a procedure for
selecting science textbooks. Their
replies suggest that changes are
being attempted. After a radio inter-
view in California, I received a bliz-
zard of horror stories about the selec-
tion process. Schwartz’s description of
the process is similar to my proposal,
except that many excellent texts
never get to the first stage. My arti-
cle at http://www.johnlocke.org/
policy_reports/2003012933.html 
describes why many publishers do
not even bother to submit their texts.
Richard Feynman once served in Cali-
fornia on a textbook selection com-
mittee that graded a blank mathe-
matics book higher than the two
other books in the series.1 That inci-
dent suggests that time and man-
power can overwhelm even the most
conscientious and expert reviewers.
Schwartz’s reference 2 contains a dis-
cussion of how that can happen.

Kimball Milton is correct to point
out that we have to be precise, but
we are not likely to change the his-
torically sanctioned language. I have
suggested that texts clarify the vo-
cabulary and now suggest that when
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referring to such words used inap-
propriately, we include them in
quotes as our grammar dictates.

Richard Factor’s letter reminded
me of the first time I heard “antipode”
spoken aloud. I was glad that I had
never needed to use it in conversa-
tion. Pronunciation guides for special-
ized vocabulary are generally a good
idea, but box 1 of my article referred
to standard English/American words.
But, then, how do you pronounce “lab-
oratory” and “apparatus”?

I thank Norman R. Dotti and
Borut Gogala for two practical exam-
ples of the importance of precision to

add to my collection. I have just fin-
ished reading an informative forensic
science book (they are great for
demonstrating the scientific ap-
proach to solving problems). The
book informed me that “7,000 volts
of electricity jumped into the body of
Theodore ‘Ted’ Bundy,” that one
could “send 50,000 volts of electricity
for 8 seconds into the wearer [of a
shock belt used to control difficult
prisoners],” and that “the current
generated . . . could be detected and
measured in millivolts.” Middle-
school texts frequently confuse cur-
rent and voltage.
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Jay Pasachoff and I have dis-
cussed these problems in e-mail ex-
changes. He would admit that what
a writer produces for textbook pub-
lishers is out of the author’s hands
once submitted, and the manuscripts
do get edited to “simplify the sci-
ence” and “adjust” the readability, as
one editor told me. The original re-
port did speak of some excellent ma-
terial in one of the reviewed texts,
but only because it was removed in
the next edition. I am concerned that
“emphasizing the good parts” as
Pasachoff suggests may give readers
the idea that the whole book is being
recommended. There certainly are
good parts, but the large number of
people involved in developing these
books militates against such a con-
clusion. Although my Web site
http://www.science-house.org/ middle-
school reports errors in textbooks, its
main purpose is to point out good 
resources for the middle-school class-
room and for teacher enrichment.

Many years ago, I visited one of my
son’s classes. After the students suc-
cessfully identified biologists and
chemists and were asked which scien-
tists studied the stars, they answered
in unison, “astrologers.” After class, 
I pointed out that they were astrono-
mers and the teacher asked, “Aren’t
they the same?” Perhaps now her next
20 years of students will not be led
astray. We need more physicists to
visit more classrooms and to attend
more school board meetings and to
volunteer to review new text offerings.
Together we can accomplish much.
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John Hubisz
(hubisz@unity.ncsu.edu)

North Carolina State University
Raleigh

Counterterrorism
Priorities and Policy
The dangers of nuclear and biologi-

cal terrorism are now recognized
across the entire spectrum of intel-
lectual and political opinion. In their
article on counterterrorism (PHYSICS
TODAY, April 2003, page 39), Jay
Davis and Don Prosnitz focus on
technical and policy issues related to
homeland security. Although their
focus is understandable in a piece
written primarily for physicists, the
article is incomplete, given the ex-
traordinary importance of avoiding

nuclear explosions in our cities.
Deployment of weapons of mass

destruction (WMDs) in the US re-
quires that someone bring them
across our borders. In box 2 of the ar-
ticle, the authors addressed the diffi-
culties of checking the entry of 540
million people at more than 420 ports
of entry. But Davis and Prosnitz
wrote nothing about the thousands 
of miles of wide open borders across
which more than half a million 
people, along with tons of drugs and
machines, illegally cross each year.

To reduce the probability that
WMDs will be used in the US, we
must terminate illegal immigration
and seriously crack down on all
smuggling across the border. We 
cannot have homeland security 
with open borders.

Presently, it is much easier to
monitor and prevent the entry of
people than of WMDs. It is ludicrous
and self-defeating to claim, as some
do, that border enforcement is im-
possible. Significantly fewer re-
sources would be required to defend
our borders than to wage war and
engage in nation-building in the
Middle East or elsewhere.

A national poll conducted in mid-
2002 by the nonpartisan Chicago
Council on Foreign Relations found
that 60% of the general public re-
gards the present level of immigra-
tion as a “critical threat to the vital
interests of the United States” (http://
www.worldviews.org/detailreports/
usreport). However, the poll also
showed that only 14% of our nation’s
leaders hold the same view. As a re-
sult, our level of national insecurity
remains the same as before Septem-
ber 11th, 2001.

Many people are haunted by the
saying that those who do not learn
from history are condemned to re-
peat it. Yet a repeat of September
11th would be like a picnic in the
park compared to the effects of a 
nuclear bomb. We must secure our
borders now.

Ben Zuckerman
(ben@astro.ucla.edu)

University of California, Los Angeles

In their article, Jay Davis and Don
Prosnitz use the now common

phrase “weapons of mass destruction”
(WMDs). I have yet to see a working,
decisive definition of the term.

According to some sources, a Scud
missile with a conventional high-
explosive warhead is a WMD, but a
flight of B-52 bombers carrying tons
of high explosives apparently is not.
What about a bunker-buster bomb,

or an artillery shell with a mustard-
gas warhead? In public policy de-
bates, especially those regarding
warfare, clear definitions of the key
words or phrases would be helpful.
What is a WMD? What do the ex-
perts mean when they use this term?

Henry E. Heatherly
Lafayette, Louisiana

Many thanks to Jay Davis and
Don Prosnitz for fascinating in-

sights into both the technicalities of
keeping a nation safe from terrorism
and the role physicists may play in
that effort. However, the article is
written from the viewpoint that con-
tributes to global instability—intro-
spection without a global outlook.

Australians applaud the efforts of
the US to counter terrorism. We have
also suffered significantly in the past
few years: Several Australians were
victims of the September 11th at-
tacks, and 89 Australians were killed
on 12 October 2002 in the Bali bomb-
ings. Our troops have subsequently
gone to war on several fronts in re-
sponse to terrorism threats.

Terrorism cannot be stamped out
simply by protecting ourselves from
it or by attempting to destroy those
who initiate it. Countering terrorism
means tackling the political and so-
cial origins of the problem world-
wide, not just understanding what
the authors call the “fundamental
technical basis of the threat.”

Physicists, and scientists and
mathematicians in general, can con-
tribute in an enormous way. Science
has a long history of international co-
operation strengthened by global
communication and travel. Scientists
are in a unique position to promote
international cooperation. They recog-
nize the value of their trade to soci-
ety; the combination of knowledge, a
common language, and the ability for
ethical and moral discrimination is a
force capable of breaking down politi-
cal, racial, and religious barriers.

The precedents of terrorism are, 
I think, inequality, social suffering,
intolerance, and lack of understand-
ing. Physicists need not just concen-
trate on defending the potential vic-
tims of terrorism. They can develop
better ways to ease suffering, reduce
famine, provide more equal distribu-
tion of resources, prevent civil un-
rest, and accommodate the world’s
diversity in our social outlook.

Martin A. Ebert
(martin.ebert@newcastle.edu.au)

University of Newcastle
Callaghan, New South Wales, 

Australia


