NSF Under Challenge from Congress, Engineers

Hearings on rival National Technology Foundation begin,
engineering societies seek changes in the status quo

Ever since it was created, the National
Science Foundation has had critics who
have complained that its bias toward
basic research means that federal sup-
port of applied research and engineering
is stinted. Now, concern that U.S. ex-
cellence in science is not being adequate-
ly translated into technological inno-
vation is forcing a reassessment of the
way NSF is organized and operates.

This discontent is reflected most point-
edly in a proposal in Congress for a Na-
tional Technology Foundation. An NTF
would be formed by regrouping the tech-
nological functions of federal agencies,
notably NSF and the Commerce Depart-
ment, into a separate agency.

Engineering societies have been show-
ering criticism on NSF and pressing for an
equal rights formula for their profession.
NSF itself has embarked on a study that
concentrates on its handling of applied
research and engineering and that could
lead to a major revision of NSF’s oper-
ating criteria and a reorganization of its
structure.

The current focus of attention is the
NTF bill (H.R. 6910) on which hearings
began on 9 September. Chief sponsor is
Representative George E. Brown, Jr.
(D-Calif.), chairman of the House sub-
committee on science, research, and
technology, which handles authorization
legislation for NSF. Brown says that the
bill was introduced for discussion pur-
poses and no effort will be made this year
to advance it legislatively. He does say,
however, that next year he expects to in-
troduce a version revised in light of the
testimony at the hearings.

Major engineering societies see NTF
as one alternative in their quest for great-
er federal recognition of the claims of en-
gineering research and training. The In-
ternational Institute of Electrical and
Electronics Engineers and American As-
sociation of Engineering Societies, the
largest professional groupings of engi-
neers, have adopted resolutions on the
matter. The options put forward by the
engineers call for creation of an NTF, a
major overhaul of NSF with the effect in-
dicated by a name change that includes
engineering, or establishment of a free-
standing engineering foundation.

At the first session of the NTF hear-
ings, witnesses divided predictably on
the question of whether reform of NSF
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will serve the purpose or whether a sepa-
rate organization will be needed. The
case for broadening NSF’s program was
argued by Lewis M. Branscomb, chair-
man of the National Science Board, the
policy-making body for the foundation,
and by Donald N. Langenberg, acting di-
rector of NSF.

Branscomb noted that NSB has been
studying questions centering on applied
research and engineering since the begin-
ning of the year. At its June meeting, the
board asked the NSF director to come
up with proposals for both policy and or-
ganizational changes to make the foun-
dation more effective.

Former NSF director Richard C. At-
kinson, who was about to leave the foun-
dation to head the University of Califor-
nia, San Diego, promptly sent the board
a draft plan to discuss. Some major pos-
sibilities that he put forward were the
creation of an engineering directorate in
the foundation, a requirement that all di-
rectorates run balanced programs of bas-
ic and applied research, and the creation
of a social science directorate. Word of
the proposals spread rapidly outside the
foundation and many people apparently
jumped to the conclusion that the die
is cast for a reorganization along the
lines suggested. Engineers generally saw
the proposals as inadequate. University
scientists feared that increased support
of applied research would be at the ex-
pense of basic research.

Since early July NSF staff has been
seeking to refine the proposals. Recom-
mendations will be made to NSB at its
meeting on 18 and 19 September, and the
board is scheduled to take action on the
recommendations at its meeting in mid-
October. Dispatch is necessary if
changes are to be reflected in the budget
now being fashioned for next year.

A public airing of NSF thinking so far
on the issues came at a meeting of chair-
men of NSF advisory committees in
Washington on 13 September, when re-
organization was discussed. Langenberg,
who presided at the meeting, advanced
the ‘‘hypothesis’’ that the time has come
when engineering deserves a larger role
and more prominent position in NSF. If
one accepts that view, he said, the logical
action is establishment of an engineering
directorate. And the appropriate ques-
tion then is what the proper balance
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between basic and applied research
should be.

Langenberg gently finessed questions
as to whether the current reassessment
was a defensive reaction to criticism. He
noted that Congvess is very much inter-
ested in how programs of the foundation
contributed to critical national needs.
Acknowledging that the NSB had dis-
cussed what NSF’s response should be
to the proposal for an NTF, he said it
would be an ‘‘overstatement’ to call it
the driving force in the discussion.

The discussion at the meeting pro-
duced expressions of concern from uni-
versity scientists that the shift in empha-
sis to applied research would be popular
in Congress and result in a decline of
support for basic research.

Perhaps the most forcefully worded
comment at the meetings came from F.
Karl Willenbrock, dean of the school of
engineering and applied science at
Southern Methodist. Willenbrock said
that the NTF initiative raises a ‘‘funda-
mental issue.”” The engineering commu-
nity has little confidence in NSF; engi-
neers feel they have had a second-class
citizen relationship. ‘‘What they’re
saying is that NSF has not made a contri-
bution to engineering comparable to that
which it has made in other areas.”

NSF is at a crucial point, said Willen-
brock. If the foundation leaves things as
they are, they will force the engineers to
look elsewhere. One more cosmetic
change is what they expect. The ques-
tion is whether NSF is going to be as re-
sponsible for the health of the engineer-
ing community as it is for basic science.
The engineering community is not con-
vinced that the foundation wants to do
that, said Willenbrock. ‘‘The question
is how to overcome the basic distrust.”’

By coincidence, while the discussion
of NTF is in progress, the Brown sub-
committee is also engaged in considering
whether the NSF charter legislation
needs major revision. Some of the same
questions broached in the NTF hearings
are sure to arise.

The debate over the future shape of
NSF is assuming the scale of a major sci-
ence policy issue. With its reassessment
in progress, NSF has the opportunity to
take the initiative. Certainly Congress
and the engineers will be watching.

—JOHN WALSH

1499



	Cover Page
	Article Contents
	p.1499

	Issue Table of Contents
	Science, Vol. 209, No. 4464, Sep. 26, 1980
	Volume Information [pp.i-x]
	Front Matter [pp.1457-1476]
	Letters
	Love Canal and Legal Precedent [p.1470]
	Geological Research [pp.1470-1472]
	Digital Readouts on Television Pictures [p.1472]

	Erratum: The Testicular Feminized Rat: A Naturally Occurring Model of Androgen Independent Brain Masculinization [p.1472]
	Erratum: Coca, not Cocaine [p.1472]
	Science and Engineering [p.1475]
	Origin and Mechanism of Large-Scale Climatic Oscillations [pp.1477-1482]
	Early Two-Dimensional Reconstruction and Recent Topics Stemming from it [pp.1482-1486]
	The Cayo Santiago Primate Colony [pp.1486-1491]
	News and Comment
	University and Drug Firm Battle over Billion-Dollar Gene [pp.1492-1494]
	UCSD Gene Splicing Incident Ends Unresolved [pp.1494-1495]
	Navy Considers Scuttling Old Nuclear Subs [pp.1495-1497]
	Scientists and Congress Battle over NIH [pp.1497-1498]
	NSF under Challenge from Congress, Engineers [p.1499]

	Briefing
	FDA Caffeine Decision Too Early, Some Say [p.1500]
	Sawhill is Named Synfuels Chief [p.1500]
	Death at Sverdlovsk: A Critical Diagnosis [pp.1501-1502]

	Research News
	Testing for Primes Gets Easier [pp.1503-1504]
	Plug Pulled on Chemistry Computer Center [pp.1504-1506]

	Book Reviews
	Chromosome Numbers [pp.1507-1508]
	Plant Physiology [p.1508]
	Visual Adaptations [pp.1508-1509]
	Social Judgment Processes [p.1509]

	Reports
	Carbynes: Carriers of Primordial Noble Gases in Meteorites [pp.1512-1514]
	Carbynes in Meteorites: Detection, Low-Temperature Origin, and Implications for Interstellar Molecules [pp.1515-1518]
	Radioactive Waste Storage Materials: Their α-Recoil Aging [pp.1518-1520]
	A New Irradiation Effect and its Implications for the Disposal of High-Level Radioactive Waste [pp.1520-1522]
	Long-Range Atmospheric Transport of Soil Dust from Asia to the Tropical North Pacific: Temporal Variability [pp.1522-1524]
	Foraminifera and Chlorophyll Maximum: Vertical Distribution, Seasonal Succession, and Paleoceanographic Significance [pp.1524-1526]
	A Comparison of Thermal Observations of Mount St. Helens before and during the First Week of the Initial 1980 Eruption [pp.1526-1527]
	Oxygen Consumption in Pelagic Marine Sediments [pp.1527-1530]
	Surface Charge Heterogeneity in Amphibole Cleavage Fragments and Asbestos Fibers [pp.1530-1532]
	Tetracycline-Labeled Human Bone from Ancient Sudanese Nubia (A.D. 350) [pp.1532-1534]
	Nucleosome Cores Have Two Specific Binding Sites for Nonhistone Chromosomal Proteins HMG 14 and HMG 17 [pp.1534-1536]
	Tracing Food Webs with Stable Hydrogen Isotopes [pp.1537-1538]
	Cell Lineage Analysis by Intracellular Injection of Fluorescent Tracers [pp.1538-1541]
	Naegleria fowleri: Trimethoprim Sensitivity [p.1541]
	Temporal Precision in Circadian Systems: A Reliable Neuronal Clock from Unreliable Components? [pp.1542-1545]
	Mood and Behavioral Effects of Physostigmine on Humans are Accompanied by Elevations in Plasma β-Endorphin and Cortisol [pp.1545-1546]
	Anxiety and Muscle Tension as Consequences of Caffeine Withdrawal [pp.1547-1548]
	Juvenile Hormone Induction of Biting Behavior in Culex Mosquitoes [pp.1548-1550]
	Have Tar and Nicotine Yields of Cigarettes Changed? [pp.1550-1551]
	Signals for Food: Reinforcers or Informants? [pp.1552-1553]
	Protein Secretion by the Pancreas [pp.1553-1554]

	Back Matter [pp.1509-xii]





