
B efore you conclude in despair that
Americans are the most ignorant

creatures on the face of that Earth, con-
sider this: A third of Europeans can’t
answer that question, either. In fact,
Americans know more about science
than just about any other people on the
planet. They tend to be more interested
in science and more supportive of it
than are citizens of other nations. And
they believe that being a scientist is the
country’s most prestigious occupation.

These facts—gleaned from public
opinion surveys conducted around the
world—are simultaneously reassuring
and disturbing to American scientists.
On the one hand, U.S. citizens strongly
support government funding of science,
including basic research. On the other,
the ignorance of a minority of Americans
(and, in some cases, the majority) fuels
opposition to some scientific endeavors
now and raises warning flags about 
the future.

The good news for American scientists
is that U.S. citizens overwhelmingly

believe that science is a good thing and
that it is more likely to make life better
than to make it worse. Not only do more
Americans than Europeans say they are
interested in science and technology 
(90 percent vs. 45 percent, according 
to Michel Claessens of the European

Commission’s research directorate),
Americans prove their interest by visiting
libraries, zoos and museums of science
and technology more often than
Europeans do.

Americans should avoid taking too
much comfort in these comparative
statistics, however. Bragging about
these matters would be akin to boasting
about leading the National Basketball
Association’s Atlantic Division—which,
as this was being written, had just one
team with a winning record. The compe-
tition’s not that tough. As Melissa Pollak,
of the Science Resources Studies Division
of the National Science Foundation
(NSF), put it, “Americans may love sci-
ence, but they don’t know much about it.”

NSF surveys reveal that, compared
with other topics, Americans’ knowledge
about the Sun’s place in the solar system 
is really quite high. Three-quarters
answered correctly when asked whether
the Earth orbits the Sun or vice versa. Just
a bit more than half know how long that
trip around the Sun takes, however. A lit-
tle less than half know that electrons are
smaller than atoms and that humans and
dinosaurs did not walk the Earth at the
same time. Seven in ten don’t know that
it’s possible to transfer animal genes into
plants, according to a Rutgers University
study, and 60 percent don’t realize that
plants contain any kind of genes at all.

Nearly half of the U.S. population does
not believe in evolution, according to the
NSF. However, plenty of them do accept as
true things that you won’t find supported
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A quarter of Americans don’t know whether the Earth revolves around
the Sun or the Sun revolves around the Earth.
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1. How long does it take for the 
Earth to revolve around the Sun? 

2. Does the Earth orbit the Sun, or does
the Sun orbit the Earth?

True or False:

3. Radioactive milk can be made by 
boiling it. 

4. The earliest humans lived at the 
same time as the dinosaurs. 

5. Modern humans developed from 
earlier species of animals.

6. The continents have been moving 
for millions of years and will continue
to move. 

S c i e n c e  10 1
Americans scored better than Europeans on this 2001quiz developed by the National Science
Foundation and European Commission ... but not by much, and neither group scored high. On
average, Americans answered 8.2 of the 13 questions correctly, compared with 7.8 for Europeans. 

7. Antibiotics kill viruses as well 
as bacteria. 

8. Electrons are smaller than atoms. 

9. Lasers work by focusing 
soundwaves. 

10. A father’s gene decides whether 
his baby is a boy or a girl. 

11. The oxygen we breathe comes 
from plants. 

12. All radioactivity is man-made. 

13. The center of the Earth is very hot.

Answers: 1. 1 year; 2. Earth around the Sun; 3. False; 
4. False; 5. True; 6. True; 7. False; 8. True; 9. False; 
10. True; 11. True; 12. False; 13. True
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in the typical science book. Four in ten
told NSF pollsters that astrology is either
“very” or “sort of” scientific, for instance.
The Gallup Organization found that half
believe in extrasensory perception, a third
in telepathy, another third in clairvoyance,
and more than a quarter that it’s possible
to communicate with the dead.

Concern about this global scientific
illiteracy leads the NSF, the European
Commission and other organizations to
study the phenomenon and to search for
ways to overcome it. This year’s annual
meeting of the American Association for
the Advancement of Science (AAAS)
devoted several symposia tracks to the
public’s scientific knowledge and opinions
and their impact on government policy.

The surveys demonstrate a clear 
need for better scientific education that
extends from childhood through college.
Because most Americans are through
with their formal education, there’s also 
a growing call for scientists to engage 
the public outside the classroom. Public
knowledge and opinion shape not only

government funding of research but also
decisions about such matters as stem-
cell research and teaching evolution in
public schools.

Surveys show that, the more people
know about science, the more likely they
are to support it. Knowledge even ame-
liorates science’s age-old clash with reli-
gion, which is manifesting itself now 
in conflicts over evolution, stem-cell
research and reproductive health.

An NSF study found a direct relation-
ship between answers to 13 questions
testing scientific knowledge and agree-
ment with the statement that “we depend
too much on science and not enough
on faith.” The statement was supported
by two-thirds of those who answered
fewer than five questions correctly, com-
pared with just a quarter of those who
answered more than 10 right.

Noting that “many members of the
scientific community have strong faith,”
AAAS Chief Executive Alan Leshner
insisted that “science and religion are not
inherently in conflict with each other.”

Conflicts stem in part from ignorance
about specific information, Leshner said,
as well as a basic lack of understanding
about what science is.

Two decades ago, a British report on
public understanding of science declared
that “scientists must learn to communi-
cate with the public and consider it their
duty to do so,” Steve Miller of University
College London told one of the AAAS
symposia. AAAS President Shirley Ann
Jackson repeated that challenge to
American scientists today.

“It is important that the scientific
community help people understand what
a scientific theory is, how science is done,
the testing of hypotheses by experiment,
and that theories change as new evidence
emerges,” Jackson said. That effort “will
help to bring light, and less heat, to issues
such as evolution versus intelligent design
—the one a scientific theory rooted in
experimental results, the other not.”
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