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Educating the Public 

Sherburne's criticism of the meager 
allotment in the National Science Foun- 
dation budget to the furtherance of 

public understanding of science (Edi- 
torial, 23 July, p. 381) touches on a 
general condition that applies to pri- 
vate as well as government agencies. 
The need for widespread scientific lit- 

eracy has become a national maxim 
and is dutifully reiterated at scientific 
conferences every year. Despite this 

recognition, public-information projects 
are hard put to find support. Funds are 
available to "confer on the need for" 
or to "discuss the possibilities of" bring- 
ing scientific information to the public. 
With the notable exception of the 
Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, there is 

scarcely an agency which will support 
the execution of such programs .... 
Happily, growing numbers of scientists 

acknowledge an obligation to devote a 
portion of their time to responding to 
this public need. But they need the 

support and encouragement of govern- 
ment and private organizations, na- 

tionally and locally. 
It may be that the granting agencies 

harbor doubts about the possibility 
of presenting complex information in 
understandable terms to laymen. The 

7-year experience of the 21 local 
science-information committees associ- 
ated with Scientists' Institute for Public 
Information should allay these fears. 
In giving thousands of lectures to di- 
verse lay groups, we have found that 

ordinary citizens quickly grasp infor- 
mation on subjects that closely touch 
their lives. In the New York com- 
mittee, which has given more than 2000 
lectures on air pollution, radiation, race, 
automation, and population control, we 
found that (i) we consistently under- 
estimated the level of comprehension 
in our audiences and consequently had 
to revise our lectures; (ii) we could 
make our audiences accept that we had 
come to offer information and not our 
social views, and thus we could resist 
temptations and pressures to offer pri- 
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vate opinions; and (iii) our own per- 
spective on these problems was broad- 
ened by face-to-face contacts with the 

public. 
These volunteer efforts, however ef- 

fective, are no more than demonstra- 
tions of what scientists can do, given 
the proper encouragement. There is 
need for many more programs and 
continuing experimentation with com- 
munication techniques to establish a 
lasting liaison between the scientist and 
the citizen. Increasing the NSF budget 
would be of aid to ongoing programs 
and would foster the formation of new 
ones. Perhaps its most important con- 
tribution would be to stimulate local 
agencies to support community projects, 
which is where the public understand- 

ing of science must be effected. 
JULES HIRSCH 

Rockefeller University, 
New York 10021 

. ..Our present methods for reaching 
the public with science information 
suffer from what might be called cen- 

tripetal reinforcement. There is some 
fine science writing in the newspapers; 
and it is read by those already interested 
in science. A great deal of time, plan- 
ning, and money is put into science 
seminars; and they are attended by 
those who are already convinced it's 
important to go. As far as ETV science 
programs are concerned, I reluctantly 
suggest that educational television 
reaches everyone except those who 
need education. 

When it comes to reaching the tens 
of millions of people who are not 
responding to ourI present efforts- 
whose knowledge of science is restrict- 
ed to Ben Casey and Cape Kennedy- 
network television is the only answer. 
And for this to succeed we must begin 
by thinking in terms of what the public 
will watch, not what it should watch. 
Let me begin by suggesting three rules: 
(i) The word science should never 
appear in the title of any science TV 
program. (ii) A science TV program 
should never begin with science. (iii) 
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The appearance of scientists on science 
TV programs should be kept to an 
absolute minimum .... 

Because those who are interested in 
reaching the public with science in- 
formation are themselves interested in 
science, it is difficult for them to 
imagine the attitudes and interest levels 
of those who are not. We depend on 
eviscerated versions of programs de- 
veloped by and for the scientific com- 
munity instead of designing them 
specifically to fit the characteristics of 
the desired audience. One of the major 
problems to overcome is the assump- 
tion that scientists and the public 
understanding of science constitute 
some sort of awesome and inviolate 
union. 

Let me give a specific example of 
the type of TV science program that 
I think ought to be tried. Consider 
this hypothetical listing in TV program 
guides all over the United States: "The 
Beverly Hillbillies Visit Brookhaven." 
You may think I'm pulling your leg, 
but I'm not. Give me a good com. 
mercial TV writer and a physicist- 
consultant with imagina,tion and a sense 
of humor, and I'll teach ten million 
Americans more about the funda- 
mentals of high-energy physics in half 
an hour than science writers and 
seminars can get across in the next 
50 years. Give me a program called 
"The Man from UNCLE and ,the 
Universe," and I'll do the same thing 
for astronomy. These programs would 

undoubtedly generate a howl of anguish 
from the scientific community. But are 
we concerned with making scientists 
happy, or are we interested in reaching 
the public? . . . 

The notion that NSF would consider 
putting up the money for such a project 
must be assigned to the realm of 
fantasy-fiction. So I offer a second and 
possibly more palatable suggestion: in 
two words, Walt Disney .... 

JOHN K. MACKENZIE 
Science and Engineering Television 
Journal, 225 West 57 Street, 
New York 10019 
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