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learned. Apparently, this method
worked great with the boys, but not so
well with the girls. The disparity both-
ered me, since it was clear to me that the
female students were more mature, just
as well prepared, and as capable as the
male students. Over time I observed
that the boys were not very careful
about the intermediate steps in their
work and often rushed to a solution that
they found reasonable. This brazen
fearlessness benefited them, as they
would often receive partial credit for
sloppy work on their way to the correct
final answer.

In my second year, I made a consci-
entious effort to teach good problem-
solving techniques and to outline gen-
eral methodologies for broad classes of
physics problems. I found that the fe-
male students rose to the head of the
class, and they have remained there
ever since. My explanation, based on
my experience, is that boys are trained
by society to be fearless and aggressive,
which empowers them to dive toward
a solution even without a clear idea of
what they are doing. Girls, on the other
hand, frequently want to know where
they are going before they start out on
a physics journey. I believe that the
emotive aspects of teenage boys and
girls come into play in physics problem
solving and reasoning.

The solution? More female high-
school physics teachers will surely help,
but in the meantime, let’s train the male
teachers to break problems down, elu-
cidate the steps, and make sure they are
talking to everyone in the class, not just
to the ones that respond to problems the
same way they do. By following these
methods myself, I believe I have be-
come a better teacher for all my stu-
dents, not just the girls.

Ken Rideout
(rideoutken@hotmail.com)

Manchester Essex Regional High School
Manchester-by-the-Sea, Massachusetts

Shirley Malcom’s article begins by
assuming that the US physics commu-
nity should reflect the diversity of our
nation. This assumption is not self-
evident. To my knowledge, no one is
excluded from studying physics.

I believe that physics could be better
taught in primary and secondary
schools, but that is not a problem of race
or gender. My children attended public
schools in the Maryland suburbs of
Washington, DC, and their classes were
predominantly white and middle class.
But the high-school physics teacher was
pathetic.

Malcom’s article does say that 65% of
undergraduates are female or “under-
represented minorities.” If we apply
her argument that the low percentage
of underrepresented minorities is un-
desirable on its face, we should be se-
lectively encouraging white males to go
to college.

I believe the problems with our
school system include teachers who are
certified without being trained in the
subjects they teach and curricula that
do not require all students to study sci-
ence, real literature, and other funda-
mental elements of literacy.

Nicholas C. Nicholas
(ncn3@psu.edu)

Pennsylvania State University
State College

Before declaring a call to arms in the
name of diversity, it would be prudent
to briefly evaluate whether the ends jus-
tify the means. Shirley Malcom cites
statistics illustrating the gender and
racial disparities in physics to support
her disapproval of the scales being
tipped in favor of the white male. After
presenting her case, she sets forth a pos-
sible course of action—the use of pref-
erential treatment toward women and
minorities; she contends that such a
policy will end the injustice.

On the surface, this aggressive pol-
icy to recruit minority members into
physics may seem like a good idea; it
would appear necessary, given the in-
equality of representation with regard
to men and women and to Caucasians
and minorities. However, the issue is
surely not as straightforward and easily
rectified as Malcom suggests.

First, her initial imperative that
women and minorities be represented
in numbers “commensurate with their
proportions in the general population”
is naive. Given the variability of cul-
tures and individual histories, it would
seem natural that various segments of
the population might be geared to pur-
sue certain disciplines over others. 

Second, many high schools around
the nation do not require that students
take a course in physics. I attended high
school in Missouri, which required
courses in biology and chemistry;
physics was an elective. In light of the
lack of a physics requirement, compar-
ing the number of high-school students
who took physics with those who took
other sciences essentially constructs a
straw man, strips the percentages of
their context, and omits relevant fac-
tors. And further, physics may very
well be one of the most difficult disci-

plines to study, possibly more demand-
ing both conceptually and analytically
than any other science; thus, more indi-
viduals are apt to pursue study in the
other spheres of science. 

Third, I have seen no substantiation
for the idea that actively recruiting
women and minorities into physics—at
least by the method Malcom pro-
poses—would be beneficial to the over-
all health of the discipline. In essence,
this is the quality versus equality debate
that has plagued affirmative action pro-
grams since their inception. Should her
proposal be taken at face value, it would
hardly be good for the advancement of
the physics community. It would sacri-
fice quality of members for the end goal
of diversity in the guise of proportional
representation. The solution to the
problem of integrating women and mi-
nority members into physics is not, and
should not be, diversity for diversity’s
sake. Rather, the best solutions are edu-
cational outreach programs such as
those already initiated by universities
in primary and secondary schools
across the nation and an overhaul of the
family and traditional cultural norms
that pervade and further embed the
current stereotypes and injustices. The
programs should not be directed to-
ward only women and minorities, and
institutions should not be rewarded for
being preferential in their offering of
these programs—such a practice can
only hurt the study of physics. In fact,
the inclusion of race or gender in any
matter does nothing to alleviate sup-
posed injustices, but instead hinders the
goal of one day achieving a truly gen-
der-free and colorblind society.

So indeed, as Malcom says, “failing
to consider change is unacceptable to
the health of the field.” But the solu-
tions she puts forth are equally unac-
ceptable. Should those in positions of
power feel inspired to work for the bet-
terment of mankind, they would do
well to realize that the ends often do not
justify the means. 

Kristofer Gryte
(kgryte@spc.edu)

Saint Peter’s College
Jersey City, New Jersey

Malcom replies: Ken Rideout has
made some perceptive comments in his
letter: The initial tendency for most of
us who serve as faculty is to teach as we
are taught. He recognized that in doing
so, he was rewarding poor problem-
solving techniques, thus hurting all stu-
dents, the female students who were
frustrated and the male students whose


