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Why Nuclear 
Education?

Children are more frightened by the
specter of nuclear holocaust than

most adults realize.

TONY WAGNER

M ost of us acknowledge, at 
some level, the possibility of a 
nuclear holocaust, but we try 

to push it out of our minds. In our work 
as educators, we numb ourselves to the 
contradiction of preparing students for a 
future that may not be. Yet the evidence 
is growing that children do not ha .e this 
kind of defense mechanism.

Recent research projects by Roberta 
Snow, John Mack, William Beardslec, 
and others' suggest that children deeply 
fear nuclear war. In the May 1982 issue 
of McCall's Magazine, Mack summa 
rized the implications of his research: 
"We may be raising a generation with 
out hope, without promise of a future, 
cynical about the adult world and help 
less to change it."2

A recent conversation with a fourth- 
grade boy made clear to me the nature 
of the problem to which Mack was 
referring. I asked this nine-year-old if he 
believed anything about nuclear "is 
sues" should be taught in school. I did 
not mention the word "war."

"Yeah, for sure," he replied.

"What would you want to know?" I 
asked.

"I want to know what the danger of 
nuclear war is," he said. "And 1 want to 
know what would happen if there is a 
nuclear war."

Why do you want to know those 
things?"

He turned way and mumbled, "You 
really don't want to hear my answer." 
When I assured him that I did, he stared 
at me and said, "So that when we all get 
blown up, I'll know why it happened."

How Students Feel
More and more frequently, teachers are 
finding that students want help dealing 
with these feelings. Younger children 
arc asking questions about what nuclear 
bombs really do, ,or expressing their 
deepest fears about the end of the world 
through fantasy play. They crave reas 
surance from adults. Older students arc 
not immune to these concerns and are 
sometimes heard to say such things as, 
"What's the use of learning this when 
we could all be blown away tomorrow?" 
Their repressed anger at the adult world 
sometimes flares up unexpectedly. They 
demand to be taught the facts about the 
nuclear arms race and the possible con 
sequences of nuclear war. In the follow 
ing letter, sent to the office of Educators 
for Social Responsibility (ESR), a 13- 
year-old girl from Evanston, Illinois, 
expressed her concern:
Dear ESR.

/ am an eighth grader and I'm very- 
scared about nuclear war. When I'm older I 
would like to be a psychiatrist or a pet store 
owner. But how can you expect kids to live 
normal lives when we could be blown up to 
smithereens in a minute^

My teachers say we cannot study about 
nuclear weapons or what to do because it is 
not part of American history or biology, 
math or English. Anyway, the principal de 
cides what kids learn I asked the principal 
and he said that I should ask my parents or 
team about it in church. My mom thinks 
we should have a course in school because it 
affects us so much But my father thinks 
teachers should not be interested in politics 
and I should learn more enjoyable subjects.

Tony Wagner is Executive Director, Educa 
tors for Social Responsibility, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts.

So do you have information that could 
teach me and my friends about nuclear 
war? My teachers might listen to you. But 
please help us quick. Next year we'll be in 
high school, and it's about time we got edu 
cated

Sincerely, 
Karen

Students are much more aware of the 
threat of nuclear war than we realize. 
The essential question now is, how do 
we respond?

What Educators Can Do
There are no easy answers, no nuclear 
education curricula that can simply be 
pulled off the shelf and taught tomor 
row. We must begin trying to answer 
such questions as these: What nuclear 
issues should be taught in schools, 
when, and by whom? What materials 
and questions arc appropriate for stu 
dents of different ages? How do teachers 
deal with their own biases in presenting 
the issues? What kinds of support and 
special training do educators need to 
teach courses like Decision mating in a 
Nuclear Age,* a curriculum primarily 
concerned with creating an informed 
democracy? How can teachers be given 
opportunities to develop new units 
about the history of nuclear weapons or 
the biological consequences of their 
use, to be included in required high 
school classes such as American history 
and science? Einally, what is the role of 
parents and school boards in educating 
themselves and helping decide what ap 
proaches to nuclear education are ap 
propriate for their local communities?

Educators for Social Responsibility, a 
national organization of teachers, par 
ents, and school administrators, is orga-
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Nuclear War

nizing chapters around the country to 
actively explore possible answers to 
these questions. On Octoher 25, 1982, 
ESR initiated a national Day of Dia 
logue to discuss students' concerns 
about nuclear war and to consider how 
educators and parents can respond. Pro 
grams were held in at least 500 schools 
on that day, and many more communi 
ties have organized their own local "day 
of dialogue" in 198V These discussions 
have been aided by the ESR Planning & 
Curriculum Resource Guide. 4 This 
book, written by 60 Boston area teachers 
and parents, helps educators consider 
ways of approaching issues related to 
nuclear war and peace education in the 
classroom, and identifies useful re 
sources for developing curricula.

T'he issues related to nuclear educa 
tion are very complex. A great deal 
more work needs to be done to find the 
best ways to teach about them, to devel 
op new materials, and to research the 
effect of new curricula on students.

Those of us who have begun to grapple 
with these questions have already made 
several discoveries. One is that if we 
listen carefully to students and explore 
their questions and concerns without 
trying to impose a particular point of 
view, students respond with a great deal 
of openness and depth of feeling. They 
no longer feel alone and powerless in a 
solitary world of unshared fears. They 
are glad for the chance to talk, and they 
begin to find some basis for hope in the 
recognition that their concerns about 
the future are shared by others adults 
as well as peers.

In taking action as adults, some of us 
have discovered another truth as well: 
we, too, begin to wake up. feel hope, 
and have a sense that we can make a 
difference. By working actively for a 
more caring and cooperative world, we 
transcend the awful contradiction of 
preparing students for a future that may 
never exist, and we begin to feel more 
whole ourselves.D

Another CTB area of expertise: Instructional Support Materials

Increased levels of 
achievement are 
made possible 
through more ef 
fective integration 
of assessment and 
instruction.

Assessment Instruments:
CTB/McGraw-Hill leads the 
way in meeting your need 
for information that supports 
the instructional process 
Our widely used achieve 
ment tests—both norm- 
referenced and criterion- 
referenced — help focus in 
structional resources on the 
greatest needs of individual 
students as well as groups 
Of particular instructional 
value are the results, 
reported in terms of objec 
tives mastery, of these 
CTB/McGraw-Hill instru 
ments: CTBS U and V, CAT 
C&D. PRIRS. DMI MS, and 
WPP IS.

For additional information write or call Dept. AP. CTB McGraw Hill, 2500 Garden Road. 
Monterey, CA 93940 — 800/538-9547 (in California 800/682-9222)
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Membership in Educators for So 
cial Responsibility is $20 a year 
and includes a subscription to 
ESR Newsletter. To join or to 
order the publications men 
tioned in this article, write to 
ESR, 639 Massachusetts Avenue, 
Cambridge, MA 02139. Phone: 
(617)492-1764.

Instructional Support 
Materials: CTB McGraw-Hill 
provides materials that sup 
port virtually any objectives- 
based instructional pro 
gram The new BASIS kits, for 
example, provide more 
than 6.000 Learning Ac 
tivities in the basic skills for 
Grades K to 9 + . Also of 
great value are our Teacher 
Resource Files Class 
Management Guides and 
basal Master Reference 
Guides
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