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“He’s a smart young man!”
“Learned it all from you, Dad...”

BY TY PELFREY

Special to The Union

Ham was our space
chimp. In the infancy of

America’s space program he
piloted a rocket into outer
space.

Ham’s schooling took
months and was advised by
famed behaviorist B.F.
Skinner.

In 1960 the four-year-old
chimpanzee performed simple
timed tasks in response to
electric lights and sounds.

Amazingly, chimp per-
formance rivaled human
astronaut candidates.

Ham was taught to push
a lever within five seconds of
seeing a flashing blue light;
failure resulted in positive
punishment - a mild electric
shock to the soles of his feet.

A correct response earned
Ham a tasty banana pellet.

What differentiated
Ham’s mission from previous
primate flights was his wasn’t
a passive ride. Ham’s success-
ful test flight led to Alan
Shepard’s flight in 1961
aboard Freedom 7.

I pondered Ham’s
achievement, Skinner’s train-
ing and public school.

Was Ham a better chimp
for the space experience
strapped to electrodes con-
templating sequenced
blinking lights — I think not.
But, the chimp’s pain was our
space program’s gain.

While public school isn’t
teaching chimps to fly we are
engaged in training young
human minds to solve prob-
lems. I wonder what Ham
could have done if he spoke
English.

I do not espouse corporal
punishment or hooking kids
to electrodes! Although, some
caring parents ask me to hold
their child’s feet to the fire.

I’ve been thinking. If a
chimp can fly a spaceship why
can’t a kid of 14 perform long
division? Is it the training, the
learning - genetics?

By eighth grade
American students have had
10,000 hours of school seat
time.

Yet a third of recently
polled seventh- and eighth-
grade students couldn’t
demonstrate mastery of basic
multiplication and division
facts. “Nine times eight” was
particularly challenging.
Fractions and decimals buck-
led the boisterous braggarts.

Many graduates today
can’t calculate or write in
complete sentences.

Some middle school stu-
dents emphatically believe
five sentences constitute a
paragraph and five para-
graphs compose an essay.
Seemingly inflexible logic
prepared in a cubical system.

Even the word “indivisi-
ble” in our country’s Pledge
of Allegiance remains a for-
eign concept although recited
daily. So much for the theory
repetition builds comprehen-
sion.

Some in our educational
system train kids not to
think, and reinforce false suc-
cess with inflated
self-confidence undermining
cognitive growth.

Heaven forbid educators
are honest with kids and their
parents. Intellectual expecta-
tions often don’t equate with
grade level promotions or
dendrite development.

Can you believe kids with
a 0.0 GPA readily promote
while reading years behind
grade level. The concept even
confuses kids.

A “misery loves compa-
ny” mindset often makes
academic perfection a nega-
tive social stigma; especially
for students groping from the
primordial ooze of ignorance
only to be slammed into
mediocre mud by indolent
peers.

Substitute teachers can
draw parallels between
chimps and middle schoolers
replete with examples, but
that’s beside the point.

I told my students about
Ham, Skinner and the space
program.

Again, I don’t promote
corporal punishment, hurting
kids, or electric shock treat-
ments! The teens reeled at
Ham’s electricity induced
education.

“We use shock collars to
train our dogs - they work!”
A boy added.

Several kids suggested,
“Foot electrodes would work
on us!”

A youngster shared, “I
put a paperclip in an electrical
outlet - twice. It hurt both
times.”

The kids missed the
point - or did they? Kids
need to reach for the stars
like Ham.

I’m convinced electricity,
and all associated gadgets,
won’t improve modern educa-
tional performance - the root
cause for grounded kids is
societal.

The question remains: If
Ham the chimp could fly a
spaceship, why can’t all of
America’s teenagers multiply,
divide and write? 

Regardless, America’s fir-
ing space age mathematicians.
Astronauts are unemployable.
A job once held by a chimp
can’t be had by an American.

Ty Pelfrey is a Nevada County resident

and teacher. His column appears each

Thursday on the Learning page. Contact

Ty at ty@digitalpath.net and facebook.

Space chimps, public school

BY MIKE BLOEBAUM

Special to The Union

What happens when kids are
exposed to live classical music in
school?

Student Charlie commented, “I
liked E. Grieg because it was exciting.”

Caleb explained, “I liked to listen
to Mozart because he is a great com-
poser.” And Lana chimed in, “I also
liked Mozart because I like him.”

Children do love all kinds of music,
including classical, but unfortunately
their opportunities to experience it in
school are limited these days.That’s why
Music In the Mountains (MIM) pres-
ents “Music Live” to Nevada County’s
K-8 schools, bringing children face-to-
face with professional instrumentalists
performing a wide range of pieces.

The free program is funded by Music
in the Mountains’ education program. In
the school year that ended in June, MIM
presented eight concerts at seven sites,
exploring music from Bach and Mozart to
Scott Joplin. At Deer Creek, Hennessy,
Alta Sierra, Cottage Hill, Clear Creek,
Ready Springs and Lyman Gilmore, stu-
dents were treated to an hour of
information-filled performances.

The kids are involved, truly interested
and often inspired. Student Emree says, “I
want to play the violin and piano. I’m
already right now playing the recorder, but
I really feel like you guys inspired me.”

Mark Vance, MIM’s education
coordinator, is passionate about the
“Music Live” program.

“This is an opportunity to give kids
an experience that many have never had
- seeing live musicians playing wonder-
ful music.”

That passion is also shared by the
organization as a whole and its educa-
tion committee, and the professional
musicians themselves. A string quartet
featuring Nevada County professional
musicians Richard Altenbach and
Nancy Hill on violin, Melinda Rayne on
viola and David Eby on cello, performed
during the last school year.

As part of the program,Vance and the
musicians share information about the
composers and the pieces and demonstrate
features of the instruments. Students might
learn that Thomas Jefferson was a fan of his
contemporary, Mozart, who would send
him new pieces that the violinist-President
would play in a string quartet like the one
performing for the kids.

“I like the ‘Mountain King,’” says stu-
dent Aiden. “I also liked the cello player
because he does the lowest note.”

Evelyn says, “I think it’s interest-
ing that the bows are made of horse
hairs like a paint brush.”

Each year brings a different combina-

tion of instruments. Coordinating musi-
cians’ schedules with the time and schedule
requirements of the schools is not an easy
task and Vance works closely with the office
of the Nevada County Superintendent of
Schools to set things up. The results
are clearly worth it.

Children conduct imaginary
orchestras or play invisible violins
and move to the rhythm of the
music, involved in a world they rarely
hear. Hands shoot up when they rec-
ognize the music from the movies or
advertisements, such as the theme
from “Pirates of the Caribbean.”

“Music education is such an
important facet of our mission,”
said Sherry Bartolucci, president of
the MIM board of directors. “We

rely to a great extent on donations to
keep these youth programs available
and growing. So much is due to the
continued ongoing support that comes
from our wonderful community.”
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MIM brings live
music to schools
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MIM school performance.
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Children engaged at a Classic Concert.
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Zachary A. Lund received a scholarship from the Sutter
Buttes 99s, an international organization of women pilots.
The scholarship is offered annually to a senior high school
student interested in a career in aviation.

SUBMITTED TO THE UNION

Zachary A. Lund, a Nevada Union
High School graduate, has received a
$1,000 scholarship from the  Sutter Buttes
99s, an international organization of
women pilots. This scholarship is offered
annually to a senior  high school student
who is interested in a career in aviation.

Lund plans to use his scholarship to
complete his private pilot’s certificate at
Mach 5 Aviation in Auburn.

He will attend Sacramento City
College this fall in the Flight Technology
program before transferring to a four-year
college and plans to become a professional
pilot. He is the son of Matt and Angela
Lund of Grass Valley.

For more information contact charley.alpha@the

union.net.

Lund earns aviation scholarship
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