
Second Night Homework 
Today in class, we began to formulate hypotheses that could explain the disproportionately low 
number of physicists in the U.S. who list their race as black.  As I mentioned at the start of the 
project, I’m hoping that we can approach this complex question as scientists.  We have now 
formed a hypothesis…now we will try to use data to address its validity.  
 
We want to approach this analytically, not anecdotally.  Luckily for you, there is a huge amount 
of demographic (population-related) data available to the public in America!   
 
Your Homework:   

•  Choose a hypothesis, a possible explanation for the disproportionately low amount of 
black physicists.  Explain specifically how this could impede potential black physicists. 

•  Use the resources below to try to address its validity, and bring in the statistics/trends 
you find that seem relevant (Document your sources!)  Some key points: 

o Work in terms of %s, not absolute numbers (populations are different size) 
o Compare %s between races – how are the stats different for black/white, etc.? 
o Remember what you’re trying to explain (both the question and hypothesis) 
o If you find anything too big to jot down (like a graph), e-mail it to me 

•  Summarize what you think the data is saying (not what the implications are…yet) 
•  List possible interpretations.  Make sure you identify potential complexities:  in what 

way does the data tell a more complex story than simply confirming your hypothesis? 
o Very important:  be skeptical.  There is a temptation to simply see things as 

confirmation of what you already believe, especially if the results are ambiguous.   
•  Explain what you believe the significance of the results to be.  Does it point to a cause 

that is from inside or outside of the black community (or both/neither?) 
•  Lastly, design an experiment – what census-type question would you want to ask to try 

to get to the bottom of the low number of black physicists?  Who would you ask it to? 
 

•  Don’t forget to write in your journal, too. 
 
As you research, consider these questions.  These could be journal writing prompts, too: 

- How does it feel to be having this conversation?  What’s going on in your head? 
- At what point do black Americans fall out of the ‘track’ to becoming physicists? 
- Do all have the same opportunity?  What would this look like, statistically? 
- How are these trends changing?  (the WMPD report comes out every 2 years…) 
- In what ways would causes within or without the black community affect each other? 
 

If you’d like to take this further:   
- Look into other countries.  Are there large countries in which there is no lack of black physicists? 
- How are the trends that you found changing?  (the WMPD report comes out every 2 years…) 
 

Online Resources 
- Census data is online here (http://www.census.gov). The census collects racial information 

but does not collect information about careers and professions--just basic demographic info.  
 

- The American Institute of Physics’s data, research and summaries can be found at 
http://www.aip.org/statistics/trends/minoritytrends.html 

 

- You may find more useful data with the National Science Foundation’s study, ‘Women, 
Minorities and Persons with Disabilities in Science and Engineeering.’  The NSF releases this 
data every two years, and it can be found at http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/wmpd/   

 

Finally, for those who want to go a little deeper into yesterday’s exploration of black physicists: 
 

• Listen to the 1/26/07 episode of This American Life (streaming audio is 
at www.thislife.org).  Among the stories featured in the episode was one 
of Ron Mallett, a black physicist interested in time travel (check out his 
website).  It’s a beautiful story, and I highly recommend listening.  

 
• Neil deGrasse Tyson is an amazing guy and a hero of mine.  He 

appears frequently on The Daily Show and Colbert Report, educating 
people about astronomy.  He’s currently the host of the updated 
Cosmos, which you should totally watch:  http://www.cosmosontv.com/ 


