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The Voice of the Reader

A carpenter—a friend of long ago—discussed with his wife the details
of the home they planned to build for themselves. Regretfully he concluded
that he could not satisfy all her wishes, for what she wanted was a nice little
house with a lot of great big rooms.

We feel a bit like the carpenter, for, figuratively, we have been listening
to several thousand Science readers tell us what they want Science to be.
Their replies to a questionnaire that we recently mailed to a ten-percent
sample of AAAS members are generous, clear, sometimes pungent, and
sometimes mutually contradictory. If we tried to comply with all of the
most frequently made recommendations, Science would be no larger than it
now is but would contain more news, more editorials, more review articles,
more technical reports, and more articles on the relations of science to edu-
cation, government, and social affairs; it would be less technical and broader
in its coverage; would devote more attention to foreign books and news;
and would be more like Nature, the American Scientist, and the Scientific
American. This edition would do for most readers, but there would also
have to be special editions for those who want Science to be less like these
other magazines, those who want fewer technical articles, and those who
want us to “cut down on political clap-trap.”

When several thousand members express their divergent views on such
a matter as editorial policy, it is always possible to find diametrically op-
posed recommendations. One could, in fact, select a rather ridiculously
contradictory set of suggestions. But to do so would be to miss the oppor-
tunity to learn the consensus that underlies the variety. And consensus
there is.

One recurring request is for more technical reports. Another is for more
brief, authoritative reviews of the state of knowledge in active research
fields—those difficult-to-find articles that are “scientific” but that are so
written as to be understandable to scientists in other fields. A third is for
more articles on the relations of science to education, government, and
society. A fourth is a frequent plea for brevity; an industrial chemist wrote:
“Science, slim, readable and pertinent . . . [is] read and enjoyed, while the
overlarded —— is regularly chucked into my wastebasket, unopened.”

These wishes fit into a pattern. The time for reading is limited, and so
is the knowledge one has in fields other than his own. Science—as many
readers explicitly pointed out—is the journal to read to keep up with ad-
vances in other fields of science and with the forces of society that affect
the development of science.

Together with suggestions and criticisms concerning individual aspects of
science, the questionnaire gave added evidence that the readers are keenly
interested. We had a 70-percent return to our questionnaire; commercial
magazines are frequently happy to get a 30-percent return. Moreover, two-
thirds of the respondents not only answered the questions but added com-
ments and suggestions of their own. These free replies ranged from, “Science
is so much worse . . . than it was 20 years ago that I see no use in filling out
an obviously stupid questionnaire,” to, “I prize my Science, adore its present
style and if it is expanded to twice its present size I would simply double
my reading time . . . make Science bigger, you can’t make it much better.”

In between these extremes were hundreds of thoughtful comments and
suggestions for which the editorial staff is sincerely grateful. It will be im-
possible for us to comply with all of them, but we will keep the house as
trim and compact as we can and will include as many great big rooms as
we can squeeze in.—D. W.



