
mathematician at the NRC meeting, after 
seeing those statistics. 

Many math students appear to be asking 
themselves the same auestion. Mathemati- 
cians have the worst dropout rate-50% a 
year-among students studying science and 
engineering. And if they do earn their doc- 
torate and win a faculty appointment, only 
21% of those junior faculty receive federal 
support for their research. That compares 
with 53% in chemistry and 67% in physics 
and 'astronomy. 

To help remedy this dismal situation, the 
NRC committee is seeking full implementa- 
tion of the 1984 plan. The plan called for 
spending $180 million a year, now equal to 
$250 million with inflation, to bring fund- 
ing for math into balance with other sci- 
ences and to support 700 more senior re- 
searchers. Only $133 million is currently 
being spent. The new report again urges 
universities to strengthen their math depart- 
ments by improving teaching methods and 
nurturing mathematicians. It also recom- 
mends that $25 million be spent to recruit 
students to select careers in math-particu- 
larly minorities and women who will be 
critical for offsetting the predicted shortfall 
in mathematicians, savs David. 

, , 
That's easier said than done, however. 

Three days after the NRC report was issued, 
several hundred math educators met at the 
NRC to help the council's Mathematical 
Sciences Education Board plan how to re- 
cruit minorities to study math. After hold- 
ing six regional w0rksh6~s around the coun- 
try in the past year, the board is putting 
together a 10-year plan to improve math 
education. 

It was clear that the group is seeking big 
changes at all levels of math education- 
from preschool to graduate school. "The 
climate is ripe for radical education reform," 
said U.S. Secretary of Education Lauro Ca- 
vazos. Among the hundreds of recommen- 
dations were ones that seek widespread 
teacher education at all levels, improved 
methods for conveying the beauty and prac- 
ticality of math, new ways to involve math- 
ematicians and parents -in education, and 
higher expectations of students. 

All such changes, of course, will require 
more money and a new commitment from 
school districts, colleges, and universities. 
Many of the educators were optimistic that 
the problem is so bad now that more will be 
done in the 1990s than the 1980s. "The 
climate is changing because people finally 
are realizing there is no choice," says Uri 
Treisman, director of a center for math 
education at the University of California at 
Berkeley. 'We have to go out and educate 
American kids in math. If not. no one will 
be in our classes." &N GIBBONS 

British Museum in Turrnoil 
Britain's venerable Natural History Museum is in turmoil over a plan to scrap some of 
its research activities. Feelings are running so high that the museum's staff has already 
held one strike-which provided the spectacle of senior scientists picketing while 
schoolchildren waited to enter the popular exhibits-and it has threatened another. 

The focus of their wrath is a proposal by the museum's new director, Neil 
Chalmers, to streamline research by concentrating on just half a dozen areas that 
currently hold considerable popular interest. The implication drawn by scientists 
within the museum and their supporters in the wider academic community is that 
serious-if arcane-scholarship is being sacrificed on the altar of current fashion. 

Behind this dispute is a financial struggle. The government, which provides part of 
the museum's budget through the Ministry of Arts, has informed the institution that 
it must pay more of its way from admissions charges. Since visitors pay to see 
animated dinosaurs, not taxonomists, researchers believe that their work is being 
shortchanged to free up resources for the exhibits. 

Chalmers, a primatologist who was dean of science at Britain's Open University 
before coming to the museum 18 months ago, wants to shed 100 jobs, including 46 
of 299 research scientists, as part of his corporate plan to allow the museum to "run its 
finances in a business-like way." He also means to confine the museum's research 
effort to studies of biodiversity, environmental quality, living resources, mineral 
resources, human health, and human origins. The plan spells these out, but does not 
detail the departments that will go: the evolution and classification of fossil birds and 
mammals, fossil plants, bees and wasps, and microscopic plants are among a score of 
specialities to be scrapped. 

Chalmers says that in the recent past the museum's research was spread too thin and 
made little impact on the scientific community, hence the decision to concentrate 
resources. "Nobody likes to lose posts," Chalmers said. "The alternative, though, of 
doing nothing is so much worse. It would be a haphazard rundown, freezing posts as 
people left in an unplanned fashion." 

The decision to cut back on taxonomy has drawn widespread protest. Niles 
Eldredge, dean of the scientific council at the American Museum of Natural History, 
says: 'We just don't know what's out there. To cut back now is a disaster. . . . There is 
no point in maintaining a collection if research is not being done on it." 

Chalmers, however, takes a diametrically opposed view. 'With more than 30 
million species on Earth, is it an attainable goal to try to classify them all? You have to 
leave gaps, so are you going to leave them on a random basis or because you 
concentrate on areas of perceived importance?" He concedes that the areas he has 
singled out may turn out to be the wrong ones, but "that's a risk you have to take." 

His critics say they definitely are the wrong choices. "You don't go from the 
dinosaurs to the ice age of man in one jump," charges Beverley Halstead, zoologist 
and vertebrate paleontologist at the University of Reading. All the richness of 
mammalian evolution during the intervening 60 million years will vanish from public 
view, Halstead says. "The whole sense of what really happened in Earth history is 
going to be prostituted to the flashy and the dramatic." Adds Halstead: "I accept the 
need for priorities [in research], but they should be scientific, not populist." 

Halstead, who recently became president of the Geologists' Association, is gather- 
ing support from leaders of other professional societies to "implore" the museum to 
put its plans "in abeyance" for a short while until government discussions about 
funding for taxonomy are complete. He says a recent report by the Institute of 
Economic Affairs, a conservative think tank, advised the government that "data 
gathering" of the kind practiced by the Natural History Museum, must be supported 
by taxpayers' money. The government is understood to be considering the report. 
Chalmers, for his part, has averted a second strike by the museum's staff by agreeing to 
discuss his plan with them before forwarding it to the Ministry of Arts. 

Ultimately, says Halstead, "I would like to see separate funding of the research 
departments by the Department of Education and Science," instead of the current 
"anomalous" position in which the museum's money comes from the Minister for the 
Arts. The result would be extinction of the old-style museum-with its mix of popular 
fun and serious scholarshipand the evolution of two new bodies, one for recreation 
and one for research. JEREMY CHEWAS 
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