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May 3, 1975

To the Editor

Teaching science

I have been receiving your magazine for
the past two years and am constantly
delighted at the clarity and scope of your
articles. Many of my students are able to
learn of the latest research developments
in their fields of study this way and are
avid readers of your publication.

I was, naturally, extremely interested in
your latest report on science education.
The apparent dearth of quality science
reading materials, despite efforts to the
contrary, has long disturbed me. Younger
readers especially would greatly benefit
from a well-thought-out coordinated pro-
gram. Surely, I was not the only one who
noticed the irony of the placement of an
article regarding decreased scientific liter-
acy alongside another which bemoaned the
decrease in available jobs and funding?

As more scientists become aware of the
necessity to integrate a science communi-
cations program all through the primary
grades we will be able to look forward to
a jump in our popularity and understand-
ing. Perhaps more emphasis should be
placed upon scientific museums and ex-
hibits. Certainly an article describing, ex-
plaining and comparing the present state
of these Halls of Science would be of
value. (The Hall of Science in Toronto,
Canada, or the Smithsonian Institution are
great potential resources!) I would look
forward to a thoughtful evaluation and
comparative description and wonder if any
has been attempted.

Esther Sobel

Science Coordinator

Manhattan Day School

New York, N.Y.

(An article on science museums is in
preparation.—Ed.)

Vinyl cyanide in space

Indicating that vinyl cyanide has been
found in intersteller space (SN: 3/1/75,
p- 137) opens channels of thinking in my
mind. Though vinyl cyanide was a well
known chemical prior to World War II
and was, in fact, at that time made from
ethylene, albeit indirectly, it did not be-
come an article of commerce until tech-
nology was developed for making it from
acetylene. At about that time the major
producer of vinyl cyanide, American Cy-
anamid Co., decided that a more salable

name was acrylonitrile and it is under that
name that it became a true article of com-
merce and a major fiber precursor. More
recently, Standard Oil Co. of Ohio has
commercialized on a worldwide basis a
process for making acrylonitrile from pro-
pylene. These facts are pertinent to your
speculation, “the presence of vinyl cyanide
also suggests the presence of the simplest
olefin ethylene . . .” because to my knowl-
edge there is no facile way for acryloni-
trile to decompose to ethylene, nor is its
synthesis from ethylene straightforward.

Another noteworthy point is the fact
that one wonders whether the vinyl cya-
nide “in space” had a terrestrial origin. It’s
only been in recent years that it has been
a major article of commerce. If, in fact,
it did have extraterrestrial origins then
one might imagine that it came from pro-
pylene rather than ethylene, or at least
from acetylene.

Finally, it is noteworthy that Dr. James
Idol of the Standard Oil Co. of Ohio will
this month receive the American Chemi-
cal Society’s Award for Creative Invention
for his discovery of the route by which
nearly all acrylonitrile and many of its de-
rived products called acrylates are made.

B. J. Luberoff, Ph.D., P.E.
Editor, CHEMICAL TECHNOLOGY
American Chemical Society
Summit, N.J.

Fevers and survival

Regarding the article, “Fevers: A means
of survival?” (SN: 4/12/74, p. 237), 1
have been under the impression that this
phenomenon has been known for years.
The example that is alluded to in several
texts (i.e. Chandler & Reed, Introduction
to Parasitology) is that of treating cases
of syphilis, prior to the advent of antibiot-
ics, by purposely innoculating the patient
with Plasmodium knowlesi. In rhesus mon-
keys this causes a rapidly fatal malarial
infection but in humans results only in a
relatively mild infection which apparently
induces sufficient fever to be destructive

to the syphilis organisms.
Phillip A. Nickel, Ph.D.
Department of Biological Sciences
California Lutheran College
Thousand Oaks, Calif.
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