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survey
	 Yen foresees a time when 
many bridges have their own 
performance record database 
on file that can be used, updated, 
and consulted as the structure 
ages and undergoes repairs 
and modifications. Depending 
on how successful the team is, 
Yen says the sensor network 
coupled with the powerful, 
layered databases will allow 

for much quicker 
diagnosis of structural 
problems with a bridge than 
civil engineers using traditional 
methods can perform.  At the 
very least, the system would 
better indicate when a thor-
ough, traditional evaluation is 
called for, making bridge inspec-
tions more efficient overall.
	 Eventually, such analysis 
may result in more ef-
ficient bridge design. 
Bridges are some-
times overbuilt to 
ensure safety over 
the estimated life 
of the struc-
ture. However, 
an overbuilt 
bridge may 
not be safer 
in the long 
run, says 
Yen. The SIUC research may 
indicate better ways to build 
safer, longer-lasting bridges.
	 Infrastructure is simply 
the selected proving ground 
for the new networked sen-
sor system. It also could be 
applied to many other uses.
	 Security is an obvious pos-
sibility. Such a network could 
work in concert with ultra-
sensitive sensors that “sniff” the 

air for chemicals emitted by 
methamphetamine labs or 
explosives, keeping the public 
and law enforcement out of 
harm’s way. Ling Zang, associ-
ate professor of chemistry 
and biochemistry at SIUC, is 
working on such sensors and 
he will work on the transpor-
tation project as well, Yen says.
	 Such a system also could 
be installed in environmentally 

sensitive areas, such as 
in or around public 

water sup-
plies, to give 

constant 
remote 

feedback and analysis and 
quickly pinpoint and warn 
of any contamination.
	 SIUC researchers have 
already developed several 
components of the planned 
system: a displacement sen-
sor and a corrosion sensor, 
a data acquisition system to 
translate materials informa-
tion (about deformation, for 
example) into digital format 
for transmission, and sev-
eral radio-frequency–based 
communication systems.
	 Yen hopes the project also 
will help SIUC maintain an 
updated cur-

Max Yen (center) with some of the students working on the wireless remote sensing project funded by the Federal Highway 

Administration. From left: Senior Adam Miller, doctoral student Oliver Yang, and junior Chris Williams. Faculty from several 

departments are contributing expertise to the project, which will be tested on a vehicle bridge in Southern Illinois.

riculum for engineering students, 
keeping them well prepared for 
the workplace after graduation.
	 “This project will allow us to 
exercise a real job situation and 
can help us influence the poten-
tial placement of our students,” 
he says. “It will also help us with 
our curriculum. The engineer-
ing industry is changing and we 
also need to be changing.”

—Tim Crosby

For more info: Dr. Max Yen,  
Materials Technology Center, 
myen@siu.edu.
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SOUPED-UP STYLE

You never know what the 
day’s mail might bring.
	 For Carma Gorman, 
associate professor of 
art history and head of 
the academic area of the 
School of Art and Design, 
it was notification that the 
Organization of American 
Historians named her es-
say from American Quarterly 
one of the 10 best American 
history essays of the year.
	 The book, The Best 
American History Essays 
2008, includes history ar-
ticles published between 
the summers of 2006 and 
2007 and provides an over-
view of the top work and 
important trends in the 
study of American history.
	 Gorman’s essay—
“Educating the Eye: Body 
Mechanics and Streamlin-
ing in the United States, 
1925-1950”—seeks to 
explain why, after 1925, the 
products of “formerly artless 
industries,” such as eyeglass-
es, typewriters, and auto-
mobiles, shifted from purely 
utilitarian to more stream-
lined and attractive models. 

	 Gorman argues that con-
sumers were not as passive in 
this process as most historical 
explanations suggest. She points 
to then-new trends in educa-
tion, which, while they did not 
specifically address the ap-
pearance of utilitarian objects, 
emphasized “the personal and 
social importance of good 
form” and taught students to 
know it when they saw it.
	 One of these educational 
trends was, of all things, pos-
ture-training in gym class. Gor-
man points out that “body me-
chanics,” a new component of 
the physical education curricu-
lum beginning in the mid-1920s, 
trained students to appreciate 
a more streamlined form. She 
argues that middle- and upper-
middle-class consumers were 
“primed by their schooling to 
expect bodies and products to 
conform to similar standards 
of beauty and efficiency.”

—Andrea Hahn

For more info: Dr. Carla Gor-
man, School of Art & De-
sign, cgorman@siu.edu.

MISSING VOICES

When an opinion poll and 
the actual results of a political 
primary vote don’t coincide,  
SIUC sociology professor  
Darren Sherkat isn’t surprised.
	 Sherkat’s scholarship com-
bines his interest in religion 
with his interest in quantita-
tive methods and statistics. 
A recent article of his in the 
journal Sociology of Religion 
offers an explanation of why 
opinion polls don’t accurately 
predict actual voting results.
	 “Religion and Survey Non-
Response Bias: Toward Ex-
plaining the Moral Voter Gap 
Between Surveys and Voting” 
asserts that many popular 
opinion polls and surveys 
don’t use scientific methods 
to ensure that their polls 
are representative of a given 
population. In addition, the 
constant demand for immedi-
ate, up-to-the-second informa-
tion encourages the propaga-
tion of wrong information.
	 “We have lost our at-
tention to high-quality 
data,” Sherkat says. 
	 One of the most slippery 
problems in obtaining accurate 
survey answers is accounting 
for biases created when par-
ticular groups of people refuse 
to participate in the study.
	 Sherkat’s research indicates 
that religious affiliation and 
fundamentalist beliefs often 
play a role in political survey 
response—and non-response. 
In other words, religious fac-
tors not only affect an indi-
vidual’s political opinions, but 
also may affect that person’s 
willingness to respond to a 
given political opinion survey. 

	 In particular, Sherkat says, 
his study and others recently 
conducted by researchers 
at the Pew Research Center 
have found that political 
conservatives with a strong 
conservative religious ori-
entation are more likely 
to refuse participation in 
political opinion surveys.
	 “A political opinion 
survey presented by a uni-
versity, for example, can 
be seen by some religious 
conservatives as a liberal-
biased survey because they 
perceive the university 
system as liberal-biased,” he 
says. “As a result, they may 
not respond to the survey.”
	 In turn, Sherkat notes, 
conservative boycotts of 
perceived liberal bias can 
cause those surveys actu-
ally to reflect a liberal bias, 
regardless of the survey-
takers’ intent. The result, 
as his research indicates, 
is that political conserva-
tives in particular are of-
ten underrepresented in 
political opinion surveys.
	 “They feel embattled,” he 
says. “Their response rates 
are far too low for accurate 
data in political opinion sur-
veys….Political opinion sur-
veys aren’t a random sample 
of the population—they are 
at best a random sample of 
the population who coop-
erates with the survey.”

—Andrea Hahn

For more info: Dr. Darren 
Sherkat, Dept. of Sociol-
ogy, sherkat@siu.edu.
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RADIO DAYS

The best stories are some-
times near your doorstep.
	 While colleagues trav-
eled to locales including 
Australia and Africa to con-
duct research, Jacob Pod-
ber chose a less-traveled 
route—roughly 30 minutes 
from his Ohio home—for 
a unique look at the ar-
rival and impact of radio, 
television, and the Internet 
on rural Appalachia.
	 He traveled through-
out Appalachia conducting 
interviews for his recent 
book The Electronic Front 
Porch: An Oral History of 
the Arrival of Modern Media in Ru-
ral Appalachia and the Melungeon 
Community (Mercer Univ. Press).
	 Podber, an associate pro-
fessor in SIUC’s Department 
of Radio-Television, hopes 
readers glean “the power of 
the media in creating commu-
nity—in helping people feel 
a part of a community, with 
an identity and belonging.”
	 And while there are theories 
that the media isolate communi-
ties and decrease social skills 
due to the amount of time that 
can be spent in front of the tele-
vision or computer, the book 
also reflects the media’s “great 
potential for bringing communi-
ties together,” Podber says.
	 Podber began his work while 
a doctoral student in mass 
communication at the University 
of Ohio in Athens, which is in 
Appalachian Ohio. Podber said 
he realized he was living in a 
very underserved and under-
represented area of Appalachia. 
He decided to focus on how 
new media affected Appalachian 

communities over the years.
	 The book features 86 oral 
histories with recollections 
dating back to the introduc-
tion of battery-operated 
radios in the 1920s. Podber 
started by going to com-
munity centers and nursing 
homes, and found that a 
conversation with one per-
son resulted in suggestions 
to talk with more people.
	 “Without their voices, 
this book would not have 
been possible,” Podber says.
	 Many of the interviews 
deal with radio. Families were 
initially careful about when to 
use the radio because bat-
tery-operated sets required 
trips into town to recharge 
the battery. One story details 
how a wet-cell truck battery 
used to power a radio meant 
leaving the truck parked on 
a hill so it could be pushed 
in case the battery died.
	 Of course, listening habits 
changed dramatically once 
electricity became common. 

“Initially, they 
carefully planned 
what they would 
listen to because 
they knew the 
radio would only 
be running for a 
certain amount 
of time,” Podber 
says. “But with 
electricity, they 
started leaving 
it on more as a 
companion.”
   The radio, as 
well as early televi-
sion, reduced feel-
ings of isolation and 
provided a com-
munity listening post 
for neighbors to 

gather and discuss the day’s 
events. It fostered a greater 
sense of community identity, 
with people talking with pride 
about performers they knew 
who appeared on shows such 
as the “Grand Ole Opry.” 
And it also offered a view to 
other parts of the country 
and world, and a realiza-
tion of shared concerns and 
problems, Podber says.
	 Even with initial limited 
broadcast hours, early televi-
sion had a similar impact on 
Appalachian communities. 
Gathering around a televi-
sion with neighbors, family, 
and friends “became a major 
social event,” Podber said.
	 Unlike radio, where Appa-
lachian residents could easily 
find performers with whom 
to identify, the same was not 
true with early television, 
according to Podber. When 
popular shows such as “The 
Beverly Hillbillies,” “Green 
Acres,” and “Hee Haw” did 

appear, they often generated a 
mixture of ambivalent and con-
tradictory responses, he says.
	 “We would sometimes laugh 
at the characters and other 
times…we wondered if other 
people thought we were that 
bad, if other people thought we 
were that way,” one lady told 
Podber. “If they did, we felt... that 
this was very stereotypical.”
	 In spite of the stereotypes, 
some people felt a connection 
with characters such as the 
Clampetts—viewing the char-
acters and their value systems 
as similar to their own neigh-
bors rather than “superstars 
on TV,” another woman said.
	 Podber also takes a look 
at how the Internet is playing 
a pivotal role for the tri-racial 
Melungeon communities in 
northeastern Tennessee and 
southwestern Virginia. The 
people in these communities, 
with European American, Native 
American, and African American 
heritage, were often shunned. 
Through the use of Web sites 
and listservs, the group has 
reconstructed its image and ex-
panded into a virtual community 
where thousands of people are 
able to reconnect to their heri-
tage, Podber says. The Internet 
also proved to be a catalyst for 
an annual reunion that attracts 
people from around the region.
	 While there are crit-
ics, the electronic media 
have been empowering for 
these groups and Appalachia 
in general, Podber says. 

—Pete Rosenbery

For more info: Dr. Jacob 
Podber, Dept. of Radio-
Television, jacob@siu.edu.
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