Science Seminar – winter 2004  (10.March.2004 draft)  Prof. E.J. Zita

In winter quarter, we studied the historical development of the theory of Special Relativity, together with original writings by Poincaré.  We learned about historical, political, industrial, academic, philosophical and technological developments that motivated standardization of measurements of space and time, including clock synchronization for the purpose of mapping, trade, and travel.  We learned about knowledge creation as a complex community activity, and compared this to the myth of discovery by a lone genius. Texts:

Einstein’s Clocks and Poincaré’s Maps, by Peter Galison (2003)

The Value of Science: Essential Writings of Henri Poincaré, ed. Stephen Jay Gould 

We (also) read and discussed weekly articles from Science News, Physics Today, and Sky & Telescope.  These covered diverse topics ranging from life sciences to astronomy and new developments in fundamental physics.  We had several naked-eye observing sessions to learn the night sky and note the motions of heavenly bodies.

Students were expected to meet with small teams to prepare key points and questions before our seminars, to write two 1-page essays per week, and to respond to classmates’ essays.  Learning goals included improved critical thinking and use of evidence to support ideas; improved ability to effectively read, evaluate, and synthesize diverse perspectives; and improved communication skills, in writing and speaking.

Equivalencies:

4 credits History of Science (the development of the special theory of relativity)

4 credits Readings in Science

