
“Op-Ed Article by Dr. Lawrence D. Woolf for the San Jose Mercury News," by invitation of the editor, who decided at the last minute not to publish it on March 9, 2004, evidently because an opposing OpEd favoring the Criteria by CCC science chair Sandra Mann was suddenly withdrawn.

The draft Criteria for Evaluating K-8 Science Instructional Materials will eliminate the best science instructional materials from California’s classrooms.  

The Criteria are strongly opposed by both the California and the National Science Teachers Association (NSTA) and its limitations are at odds with curricula and programs advocated by every major national science and education society. The Criteria are also opposed by the leaders of Genentech, Intel, Bechtel, Pixar, Lucasfilm, Adobe Systems and higher education, including the Presidents of the University of California (UC), Stanford and the California Institute of Technology, and all 10 UC Chancellors.

According to the Criteria, instructional materials must meet a number of requirements (shown in italics): 

“… the California Science Standards [CSS] can be comprehensively taught … with hands-on activities composing no more than 20 to 25 percent of science instructional time.”

This criterion contradicts the position of the NSTA that for elementary grades, “A minimum of 60 percent of the science instructional time should be devoted to hands-on activities…”   Exemplary research-based science instructional materials often require more than 25% of hands-on instructional time to cover a standard, which will eliminate them from adoption.

 “There should be no reference to national standards or benchmarks...” 

The National Science Education Standards (NSES) were developed under the guidance of the prestigious National Research Council.  The Benchmarks for Science Literacy were developed by the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS).  Many research-based science instructional materials, often developed using National Science Foundation funding, are guided by the NSES and Benchmarks. Yet, the mere presence of the forbidden words “national standards” or “benchmarks” in these science instructional materials will prevent them from being adopted.  

“Extraneous lessons or topics that are not directly focused on the standards are minimal, certainly composing no more than 10 percent of the science instructional time.” 

“Comprehensive teaching of all CSS at the intended grade level(s)”

Nationally developed science instructional materials often contain more than 10% of topics considered "extraneous" at a given grade level by the Criteria because such topics are in the NSES, but are missing from the CSS.  On the other hand, some topics required by the CSS for certain grade levels, e.g. “there are more than 100 different types of atoms, which are included in the periodic table of the elements” for third grade, would not be contained in materials written to satisfy the NSES because the NSES considers the periodic table to be a high school level topic. Thus, science instructional materials written to satisfy the NSES may not cover every California state standard at every grade level.  This means that the Criteria will prevent the adoption of most nationally developed science materials based on the NSES. 

The restrictive criteria of the previous adoption resulted in only science textbooks being adopted for 2000 - 2006. Studies by the AAAS and the David and Lucile Packard Foundation of middle school science textbooks found them to be riddled with errors and ineffective – not one was rated satisfactory by the AAAS.  Yet, our teachers are restricted to using these flawed materials.

Districts should be permitted to purchase materials from different sources that best allow them to meet the state science standards.  This approach follows the Business Roundtable’s Principles for K-12 Education that “districts should have flexibility for their educational … innovation and instruction” and schools should use “world class educational materials.”  California science policy should not restrict teachers from obtaining the educational materials that will allow their students to excel.  

The Criteria should be rejected.
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