
perhaps need to examine their teaching
methods.

When I taught Newton’s third law of
motion, I demonstrated how to use a bal-
loon to propel a small cart and explained
why it worked. Then I gave students the
homework assignment of finding other
ways to move the cart or to improve its
efficiency, and I required that they make
their own carts. They could search the in-
ternet for instructions, but they eventu-
ally had to make a real cart, which in-
volved their using technical skills. Since
grading of the homework was based on
how far the cart could go and how inno-
vative the method was to propel the cart,
my students spent much more time on
testing their carts than in front of the
computers. As a teacher, I also had to
spend a lot of time on the internet so that
I could judge whether the students’ de-
signs were really their own.

Finally, let me underscore that the
proper uses of science and technology
are keys to making life better, for our-
selves and for the planet.
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John Fang writes that in his assess-
ment, the motivation, sociability, and

intellectual skills of college students
have diminished in the past 30 years.
He provides no data to substantiate his
claims, and I don’t agree with him one
bit. I have thoroughly enjoyed working
with the students enrolled in my intro-
ductory physics courses in the past
three years.

I would caution all teachers, espe-
cially physics teachers, who tend to op-
erate on a different intellectual plane al-
together from the rest of mankind, not to
allow their assessment of their students,
their attitudes toward teaching, their
philosophies about teaching, or their be-
havior in the classroom to be shaped by
anecdotal evidence. We are scientists,
and we should look at all of our work-
related ventures, even teaching, as scien-
tists. When we sense that something is
amiss in the classroom, we should seek
to understand what and why and how
we might change it; and in doing so, we
should consult the literature.

There is truth in the idea that the in-
ternet has changed how people behave,
but the critical question is how? The
field of media ecology deals principally
with the interaction between the media
environment and the human mind. I di-
rect anyone interested in the subject to
read the works of Neil Postman,1 who

was a high-school teacher, college pro-
fessor, and principal contributor to the
discipline. Undoubtedly, modern col-
lege students have far less contact with
the natural world than students did 30
years ago. Today, work and play take
place almost exclusively on the com-
puter, in a virtual world. So to under-
stand this generation of students, we
must ask two questions: What is the na-
ture of that virtual world? How does it
affect how students interact with teach-
ers, with one another, and with the nat-
ural world? Their media environment,
not our classrooms, is the dominant
force that shapes their lives. I’m not say-
ing that we must move into their media
environment—Postman would argue
exactly the opposite, that we must pre-
serve our media environment—but un-
derstanding one informs the other.
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