Joary Casey
December 6, 2006

Self-Selected Activity: Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History

Synopsis:


“The National Museum of Natural History is dedicated to understanding the natural world and our place in it.” It was first opened in 1910, being one of the first Smithsonian buildings built to hold antique artifacts. The building lies on 1.5 million square feet of land; equal to the size of eighteen football fields and can hold over one thousand employees.
The Museum of Natural History is “dedicated to inspiring curiosity, discovery, and learning about the natural world through its unparalleled research, collections, exhibitions, and education outreach programs”. It includes exhibits such as forces of change, dinosaurs, geological time, fossils, mammals, Native Americans, diamonds, Earth, and more. Each exhibit is an entertaining education for each visitor, young or old. There are “more than 125 million natural science specimens and cultural artifacts” present in this museum: 30 millions insects, 4.5 million plants, 7 million fish, 2 million cultural artifacts, and 400,000 photographs.
The most thought provoking quote I saw was, “unless you know the road you’ve come down, you cannot know where you are going”, in my favorite exhibit, “African Voices”, where I was introduced to the long history of Africa. It is a permanent exhibit that is dedicated to the longevity of Africa and its hidden diversity. I learned about Africa’s culture, community, families, jobs, and the environment. The journey begins in year 3100 B.C. to 350 in the Nile Valley. Two African civilizations were formed there, Nubia to the south and Egypt to the north. These people lived through good times and bad times, trading and creating relationships with one another. I was most interested in the slave trade where I learned more about the Africans that were brought over in handcuffs and shackles on small boats to be sold for slaves in America for nearly four hundred years. Today, there is a health crisis arising in Africa. There are very few resources and doctors to help the ill people. Malaria and HIV are the top two spreading diseases in this country. “Medicines bring relief to many children in Siaya, where one-in-five dies before age five. Malaria is the biggest killer.”
Overall, I had a great experience at the museum. Seeing that this was not my first time visiting, I was able to refresh and recall some of the information and artifacts that I had already seen and establish new ideas about them. I also gained a lot of new knowledge and learning techniques that I can carry with me through out my life.

Take Away Idea:


“All the earliest hominid species have been found in Africa, and Africa alone.” The Great Rift Valley in East Africa is full of fossils from early humans. It is amazing to me that scientists are able to trace back as far as 130,000 years ago to discover that humans had originated in Africa. There is fossil evidence in the Great Rift Valley that shows that the first upright-walking humans were seen there about five million years ago. The rainforests and savannas that Africa contains are places that “favored early human evolution”. Now evolution had contributed to creating a more diverse group of humans than ever before.

Most Challenging Concept:


It is hard for me to understand how come the United States of America does not do more than we do to help provide medicines and cures for people and children in Africa. I do not understand why we do not provide Africa’s population with vaccines and more doctors in order to try to stop the spread of HIV and Malaria. If something were to be done, it could potentially decrease the death rate in adults and children. Children do not deserve to live in such a manner, especially since most were born with HIV or contracted Malaria at a young age. (Refer to figures one, two, and three)
A Seminar Question:

My favorite exhibit was “African Voices”. I was very fascinated to learn about the way of life in that country and tried to picture myself in the people of Africa’s position. How do children my age live their life?
The life of a child in Africa is extremely hard; they lack all of the basic necessities of life: food, clean water, medicine, shelter, safety, and their own bed. There isn’t any simple entertainment such as sport’s equipment, toys, or candy. The only thing the children can do is live each day to survive. Twenty percent of Africa’s children do not make it past age six.
Competency:


I have further developed my aesthetic awareness skills. While viewing the exhibits in the museum, I was able to gain some type of comprehension of each exhibit; historically, socially, politically, and environmentally.
Connection:


This visit reminded me of the trip we took to the Naturalist Center. While at the Naturalist Center, I learned how to analyze and draw conclusions from observing organisms. Since both places were museums, I was able to view organisms closely and see the detail. I was taught how to question the color, size, shape, and reproductive habits of animals to learn their way of life. I took the same approach to the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History. We recently watched a movie called “Journey of Man”, in which a man explained how he could trace back through Y chromosomes in men to find the first fathers in Africa. It is said that all human life originated from Africa. A quote from Isiah Odhiambo Nengo, a Kenyan paleontologist stated, “When Africans talk about civilization, there’s a great pride that it all started here. We are the custodians of this history.”
Vocabulary and Key Concepts:

· Culture – a particular form or stage of civilization, as that of a certain nation or period
· Diversity – variety; multiformity

· History – a continuous, systematic narrative of past events as relating to a particular people, country, period, person, etc., usually written as a chronological account; chronicle

· Malaria – any of a group of diseases, usually intermittent or remittent, characterized by attacks of chills, fever, and sweating: formerly supposed to be due to swamp exhalations but now known to be caused by a parasitic protozoan, which is transferred to the human bloodstream by a mosquito of the genus Anopheles and which occupies and destroys red blood cells

· HIV – human immunodeficiency virus; A retrovirus that causes AIDS by infecting helper T cells of the immune system. The most common serotype, HIV-1, is distributed worldwide, while HIV-2 is primarily confined to West Africa

· Civilization – an advanced state of human society, in which a high level of culture, science, industry, and government has been reached

· Ancient - dating from a remote period; of great age

