PERMANENT CHAIR OF POLISH CULTURE
AT CANISIUS COLLEGE PRESENTS

opera

singers in

concert

La Bohéme, Rigoletto,
La Traviata, Carmen,
The Haunted Manor

Curry’s

“a very friendly pub”

casual
dining & spirits

SATURDAY, MARCH 11, 2006
7:00 P.M.
Montante Cultural Center
2001 Main Street, Buffalo, NY

Admission at the door: $10.00
Students: free

SOPRANO SOLOIST
Maria Knapik
Carnegie Hall, NYC

BARITONE SOLOIST
Boguslaw Szynalski
Opera of Poznah and Wroclaw, Poland

Wy

Casual Atmosphere with a
fine dining flair ...
at a very casual price

Curry’s Homestyle
Dinner Specials

Meatloaf

Chicken A-La-King
Oven Roasted Turkey
Chef’s Choice!

monday
tuesday
wednesday
thursday

For more information, call 888-2835

WNY’s BEST FISH FRY

Where leaders are made

864 Kenmore Avenue
Buffalo 447-0502

ACROSS FROM ST JOE'S =i

Open Call for Artistic Exhibitors

to individual artists and group exhibitions at
Genesee Community College’s Lobby Gallery 2006-2007

Available time slots (exact dates to be determined):

OPEN CALL
for

APTistC
EXHIBITORS

Call 585-343-0055 x 6291

for further information

1. Mid-September 2006 through mid-November 2006
2. Late-November 2006 to mid-February 2007
3. Mid-February 2007 through March 2007

To submit exhibition proposals:
Individual artists and groups can submit
work in the form of slides, color prints,
or electronic images on CD Rom in .jpeg
format only (72dpi) to:

Alan Gordon, Exhibition Chair
Genesee Community College,
One College Rd., Batavia, NY 14020

«Brief one-page exhibition proposal

+*No submission materials will be returned

“+Accepted artists will be contacted by the
exhibition chair

“*Submittal deadline: April 28, 2006

GENESEE

COMMUNITY COLLEGE

State University of New York

Genesee Community College is an equal opportunity/affirmative action institution.
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Keeping Kids Stupid

The Intellectual Lynching of Jay Bennish

ne of the biggest problems

confrontinghighereducation

is the fact that most students

entering colleges and univer-

sities lack basic social science
skills and knowledge. In a recent survey of
college students in Buffalo, for example, al-
most half did not know who George Pataki
is. Eighty percent had no idea, correct or
incorrect, as to what communism is. Nearly
the same number of students couldn’t de-
fine capitalism. For whatever reason, social
science education in America has collapsed
at the high school level. For a democracy
that relies on an informed electorate, such
ignorance is toxic.

There are, however, a few rays of hope out
there. Jay Bennish (pictured above), a high
school geography teacher in Aurora, Colo-
rado, was one of them. During the last week,
however, he’s become a household name,
suspended from his job and facing death
threats after being vilified on reactionary
talk radio for teaching geopolitics in a high
school geopolitics class.

The controversy began at the end of January
when Bennish assigned George W. Bush’s
State of the Union address as required view-
ing. On February 1 Bennish led a class dis-
cussion deconstructing Bush’s speech from
a geopolitical perspective. Sixteen-year-old
Sean Allen, an aspiring comedian who de-
scribes himself as “the youngest stand up
comic,” recorded a 22-minute segment of
the discussion. Aided by his father Jeff, the
younger Allen, who boasts on his myspace
Web site of having beaten Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses over the head with Bibles, shopped
his recording around the ultra-right media
landscape.

After three weeks, Allen’s father Jeff found
a bite with Walter Williams, a Virginia-based
columnist and regular guest on Rush Lim-
baugh’s show. Williams argued that Bennish
wasn’t preparing students for standardized
tests and should be fired. One week later,
with Iraq unraveling into civil war and with
the Bush White House facing new charges
of benign neglect in New Orleans and of
misleading the nation regarding Iraq, right-

wing talk radio switched over to an All Jay
Bennish, All the Time format.

Locally, radical-rightleaning Entercom
Communications tarred Bennish on their
flagship WBEN radio station as being “long-
haired” and “maggotinfested.” On their
branded “left” radio station, WWKB, En-
tercom’s California-based host echoed the
rightist attacks, saying Bennish’s in-class dis-
cussion had nothing to do with geography.
“Moron,” I'yelled at my radio. “What exactly
do you think geography is?”

This was the most common attack across
the rightwing blogosphere and radio
world—that Bennish had no right to discuss
geopolitics in a class on geopolitics.

After elementary school, geography moves
beyond “name that country” map study.
Geography is multidisciplinary. It explores,
among other things, how and why coun-
tries came into existence, and it studies the
continuing evolution of the earth’s politi-
cal geography. Scholars earn doctorates in
geography, not because they are extremely
proficient with colored crayons or have
memorized all of the world’s capitol cit-
ies but because they have endeavored to
explain how we got to where we are and
where, perhaps, we’re going.

Bennish teaches Accelerated World Geog-
raphy, an honors class designed to prepare
students for college. In his course syllabus,
Bennish explains that his course will “look
into the geographical—or spatial—rela-
tionships between human societies and
cultures, the natural environment, and his-
torical changes that have shaped the con-
temporary world. More than answering the
question ‘what is where,” this course adopts
a conceptual approach to understanding
and explaining the dynamic human and
natural features of the earth’s surface.”
Themes covered during the semester, he
explains, include “population, religion, hu-
man rights, notions of development and
underdevelopment, impact of colonialism
historically and currently, sustainability,
impacts of modernization on developing
countries, globalization of economy and
culture, political and international conflict,
cultural diversity, and global environmental
concerns.” In order to effectively teach this
stuff, he explains, “A deeper understanding
of current events from a historical and geo-
graphical perspective is imperative. Thus,
timely issues and events in the news will
be tied into the overall framework of the
course.”

Bennish’s syllabus admonishes his students
to engage in critical and creative thinking
and to utilize various social science tools
when examining world geography. He
asks his students to remain open minded
and to tolerate differences in opinion. He
writes that the main objective of his class is
“to help students to think for themselves,
and to become independent, responsible,
upright young adults. This entails showing
respect, consideration, and tolerance to all
people and ideas in an academic context.”



In the interest of balance, Bennish asks
his students to familiarize themselves with
right-wing Web sites such as those of the
Cato Institute, the Heritage Foundation,
the Project for a New American Century
and the Wall Street Journal.

During the seminar in question, Bennish
attempted to stimulate a discussion by cri-
tiquing and responding to Bush’s State of
the Union address. He put the U.S. into
context by describing us as “probably the
most violent nation on planet earth.” By
almost every measure this is true. We have
the highest incarceration rate, one of the
highest murder and domestic violence
rates, among the world’s most violent en-
tertainment, and we have gotten ourselves
into more wars than any other nation in
modern history.

Bennish also said that Israel’s founders
engaged in terrorism. This fact isn’t in
dispute. Israeli students learn this in their
history books. Jewish terror groups Eliyahu
Hakim and Eliyahu Bet Zuri, for example,
assassinated the anti-Zionist British diplo-
mat, Lord Moyne, in Cairo. The Irgun and
Lehi (“Stern gang”) terrorist groups, in an
attempt to drive the British occupiers out
of Palestine, bombed trains, British officers
clubs and, most famously, the King David
Hotel. This is not edgy stuff. It’s history.

Then there was the bombshell line, where
Bennish compared Bush’s rhetoric to Hit-
ler’s. Anyone who has read a persuasion
or propaganda textbook can see that most
global political leaders in a time of war
employ similar propaganda techniques.
Both claimed the rhetorical right to ignore
international law and engage in “preemp-
tive” war against enemies whose threat they
fabricated or inflated. Both then employed
nationalism and flag-based iconography to
shield themselves from accountability. Both
defended spying on citizens and encour-
aged folks to report “suspicious” behavior,
creating the illusion of an omnipresent
enemy within. Both defended the need for
internment camps and indefinite incar-
ceration without charges as part of a fight
against terror. Both rhetorical campaigns
justified changing the map of the world,
with Germany occupying much of Europe
and with the U.S. occupying, for starters,
Iraq and Afghanistan. This is geography.

We don’t have to agree with the analogy.
And there’s no evidence, in fact, that Ben-
nish himself agreed with it. But it’s a good
pedagogical strategy to get students to dis-
cuss geopolitical issues while juxtaposing
contemporary realities with historic ones.

Most importantly, nowhere in young Mr.
Allen’s 22-minute, out-of-context record-
ing does Jay Bennish misstate any facts. The
“what” is bulletproof. The “why” is up for
debate. This is the hallmark of a good class.
Bennish’s syllabus, and most of his students
who have gone on record, state that he wel-
comes opposing views. In the end, if the
argument gets lively enough, the class will
succeed in stimulating critical thinking and
meeting Bennish’s goal of helping students
formulate their own informed opinions.

Rosemarie Jackowski, writing for Media-
monitors, argues that the Bennish case “is
not a freedom of speech issue. It is an is-
sue of the right of students to have access to
historical information.” I'd chance to guess
that Bennish’s students would be better
prepared to go to college knowing both the
name of their governor and the definition
of communism and capitalism.

Dr. Michael I. Niman's previous Artvoice columns
are archived at www.mediastudy.com.

To respond to this article, e-mail editorial@artvoice.
com or wrile to: Artvoice, 810 Main St., Buffalo,
NY 14202 av
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