‘A Superman
infrontof
a classroom

Comic book hero inspired astronomer
Fraknoi’s lifelong passion for teaching

BY ELISSA MIOLENE

For Andrew Fraknoi, it all began with comic books.

The astronomer was 8 years old when he first thumbed through
their pages, soaking up illustrations of star-studded galaxies — and
the superheroes traversing them — from a refugee camp in Austria.

He'd fled Hungary alongside 200,000 others, an exodus sparked by
a failed revolt against communist forces in 1956. Fraknoi, like many
Hungarians, was forced to start over. '

His mother tried to ease that process by teaching her son German
and later English, through comics. He was hooked, he said, by one
cosmic superhero in particular.

“The thing about Superman is, he’s an immigrant.” says Fraknoi,
now 75, from his San Francisco home. “He comes from a completely
different culture and a different planet ... and even when he grows up,
he still has a little bit of that inside him. I think I really identified with
him because of that”

Fraknoi’s family moved from Salzburg to Vienna and then to New
York. All the while, the stories in those comic books stuck — and over
the decades, his passion for outer space has, too. Today, Fraknoi is
known for his ability to translate interstellar complexities so everyone,

A Fellow at the California Academy of Sciences, astronomer Andrew Fraknoi
is especially drawn to the famous NASA image of the Pillars of Creation on
display at the Golden Gate Park science academy.
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Tom children to retirees, can

sp the thrill of the beyond.
“There’s nothing like taking
astronomy and making it into
something that even the most
ctant, non-science majors

d enjoy;” he says. “I just got
inated by being able to wake
ple up to the excitement
 about astronomy. That
became my mission.”

For more than 30 years,

xnoi taught astronomy and
sics at Bay Area colleges
universities. He’s written
n-source textbooks for
oductory astronomy courses
led a program that brought
stronomers into elementary,
iddle and high school class-
oms throughout the country.
he’s moderated free public
Iks at Foothill College that

e brought astronomy to Bay
Area communities for more than
two decades.

“He basically carved out the
profession of education and
lic outreach in astronomy;”
Suzy Gurton, the retired
cirector of education for the
Virginia-based National Radio
Astronomy Observatory and a
rmer colleague of Fraknoi’s
the Astronomical Society of
the Pacific. “There are so many
of us who love talking about
astronomy and wouldn’t have
had a profession, if it weren’t for
Andy’s lead”

Over the course of his career,
Frzknoi’s accolades have ranged
ym being named California
‘essor of the year in 2007 to
ing an asteroid the size of
San Francisco Bay named after
him. But Fraknoi’s career as
astronomy educator wasn’t
always so clear cut.

When his family first settled
in the US,, 11-year-old Andrew
crank up science fiction novels
2t his local library and saved
up for tiny space figurines at
his local five and dime. He got
mnto the Bronx School of Science
and spent Saturday mornings in
astronomy classes at Columbia.
Eventually, he made it to Har-
vard, where he studied astrono-
my. and then graduate school at
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One of many books written by
Andrew Fraknoi, “When the Sun
Goes Dark,” explains eclipses in
terms children can understand.
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UC Berkeley.

It was there, on the Cal cam-
pus, that Fraknoi got a part-time
gig as a teaching assistant —
and soon realized he wanted to
dedicate his life to astronomy
education.

“I developed this to what
the research people at Berkeley
thought was a bizarre interest
in teaching. They didn’t quite
know what to make of it,” says
Fraknoi. But, he adds, “Teaching
is one of the most exhilarating
things you can do”

Today, Fraknoi has more
than three decades of full-time
teaching behind him, all at the
Bay Area community colleges
such as Caflada in Redwood City
and, for the bulk of his career,
Foothill in Los Altos Hills. Even
after he retired, Fraknoi kept
teaching astronomy, physics and
other subjects at San Francisco
State and the University of San
Francisco, including courses
like Einstein Without Tears and
Physics for Poets.

“I think teaching really is
his calling,” said Kathy Bruin,
the director of San Francisco
State’s Osher Lifelong Learning

‘Institute, where Fraknoi just

wrapped up another six-week
class. “Some people might know
their stuff, but they’re not good
teachers. Or they’ll be good
teachers, but they don’t know




The Red Spot is a giant storm in Jupiter’s atmosphere. In this
montage tmage, the Earth is included to give a sense of scale. The
Red Spot storm has varied in size over time, growing at Some points
to the dimensions of three Earths put side by side.
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their stuff. But Andrew is both”
Fraknoi’s love of those sub-
jects — and his love of teaching

- — is palpable. When he talks
-about his work, energy pours

from his voice. His eyes, behind
rectangular spectacles, widen.
And he’s charmingly humble
about that Asteroid Fraknoi:

At their core, Fraknoi ex-
plains, asteroids are just
“leftover garbage” from the
formation of the solar system —
but being named after one, he
concedes, was wonderful.

“I always like to point out that
my asteroid is in a very boring
orbit between Mars and Jupiter,
and of no danger;” he says. “It
won’t hurt the Earth, but it was
very sweet. I have a photograph
of it” 0

“He has this wonderful way
of inserting humor,” says science
educator Dennis Schatz, who
has collaborated with Fraknoi
on several projects, including
co-authoring of a children’s
book, “When the Sun Goes
Dark?” “That can lighten up
a whole subject, even when
dealing with something like as-
trophysics, which can be pretty
weedy.”

Fraknoi has also served as
executive director of the San
Francisco-based nonprofit
Astronomical Society of the
Pacific, which aims to increase
the public’s understanding of
astronomy. He’s on the board of
Silicon Valley’s SETI Institute,
and for nearly 25 years, Fraknoi
has moderated talks at the Sili-
con Valley Astronomy Lectures,
a public lecture series at Foothill
College. The next one — Feb. 7
— focuses on recent discoveries
using gravity waves.

And he has returned to
science fiction, the genre that
propelled him toward astron-
omy so early on. After years of
writing, submitting and receiv-

ing rejections from magazines
across the world, Fraknoi now
has published seven stories. And
like nearly everything Fraknoi
has created, he’s worked with
the publishers to make every
one of those stories free.

“So here I am,” he added with
a chuckle. “A bona fide science
fiction writer.”

Still, Fraknoi doesn’t let his
writing get in the way of his
teaching. In fact, he uses it to
supplement his courses, get peo-
ple excited and pull them into
the mysteries of outer space.

His classes are now specifically
targeted toward retirees, and
this past fall, he taught a course
called The Tourists’ Tour of the
Solar System through S.F. State’s
Lifelong Learning Institute. -

For six weeks, Fraknoi took
his students to his favorite spots
in the Milky Way, from a Mars
volcano larger than the state of
Arizona to a Jupiter storm sys-
tem three times the size of Earth.

“What I enjoy is showing the
beauty, the intellectual excite-
ment and the connections with
our existence on Earth to the
things that are out there,” he
says. “We just had the best time
in this class”

And overwhelmingly, his stu-
dents agreed. ;

“Thank you so much for the
entertaining, informative and
mind-bending tour of the solar
system, galaxy and universe!”
said one student, dropping the
comment into a Zoom chat as
Fraknoi wrapped up his last
lesson. “Your enthusiasm for the -
subject is infectious!”

“Thank you, Andrew;” added
another. “My head is swimming.”

Details: Learn more about the
Silicon Valley Astronomy Lecture
series and catch up on past
lectures at www.youtube.com/user/
SVAstronomyLectures.
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