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|gnorance on Parade

By JUDITH STONE

YOU SAY YOU DONT KNOW A proton
from a coutor? WEll, youre nat the aly
one A recat ndionwide siney fundel by
the National Sdene Fourddion $ows the
fewer tran 6 prceit d Ameilcan aluts
can e alled senffically literde. The est
think tha DNA is afood alditive, Chemno-
byl is a &i rert and mdoactive milk can
be nace sfe by hoiling.

"Only about ane n tweny aduts knows
eroudh abaut séene to fundion dfedively
as a tizen and onsime when akedto
hdp formulatepublic policy abaut issies ke
nudea poweror toxic wade, says Jo Miller,
diredor of the Rubic Opinion Labaatory of
Northern Illinois University, who estedthe
sdenffic sawy of more than 2000 pegple.

Certainly | have no right to be snug |
have, dter dl, been known to whinethat if
God wantedus to us the méric /sem e
would have gven us en fnge's and ten t@s
But, honesty, do you want these pemle
dedding whee to $ash Eftover plutoniun?
More to te mint, would you ke to lide a
chair Ift or hoig a frosty, dow-in-the-dark
mated with tren?

Only 28 percent passedhe sdion of he
test meauing knonvledye of sientfic terns
and oneeps, nosty through truefalse qies
tions sud as The ediest luman being
lived at he sameime as he dnaosaurs" (37
percentcorredy ansvered falsg and "Elec
tronsare snaler than doms" (43 pe cent
corredy answvered tiug. The sibjeds were
also &ked shat-ansver questons such as
whether Earth travels aoundthe sun a vice
vasa. Those vho knew tha the brmer is
true were askedwhetter ths eventtakesone
da, one nmonth, a one yea. Forty-five
pecent got it right; the rest hd realy
erjoyed The Day d Living Dargeoudy.

Half the espondents aed tre part that
gaugedtheir undestanding d how iene
and echndogy afed ther lives. Tha's whee
the radoactive milk came n; 36 percant
werert worried aboutits haf-and haF-life.

Age proved not to ke a Bdor in detemin-
ing who was sienffically literae, dthough
s did: men soredsomevhat hgher than
women Miller dtributes the dfferenceto
the way <ien@® has tadtionaly been pre-
sentedin schools— as a tereotypicaly male
reamn tha girls ae subtly discouragel from
enteing. The best edctor of a hgh sore
washaving taken a ollege €iene ourse

At leag were ot geting dumber; Miller
conduded sreys in1979 ad ©8& and
finds little dfferencein scores then and aw.
And a dmilar surwey d 2,000 Bitons, con-

20050820

duded bg yea by Oxford Lhiversity, shows
that they know as lttle as we . A slightly
higher percantage of Bits gagp the mpact
of scien@ on ®dety, but wice the rumber
of Ameiicars — daut half — know wha oft-
ware 5. More important, we know tha
Bemy Hill just isnt funny. (We may ©on
have a hianceto e low we neaste p o
the Apaese Miller recenty returned fom
Tokyo, whee he vas tying to ararge a
study like the me e just ©mpletedheke.
Youll be elievedto know tha he tinks the
Jamanesesdenffic literacy rate wil turn out
to be "nat much more tan twice ours’)

Millers figuresare fasinatirg, kut | wanted
to knowvw more @out what peqple thaught
they knew. So for a Bw nonths wheeve |
traveled, | askedpele a unbe of ques
tionsaboutsdene, ®me fom Millers sudy,
othes ingired ly recent news ¢ories | talked

At the very least, we need
aort of street-smart
science: the ability to

recognize evidence, gather

it, accessit, and act on it.

to peqple an arplanesat estarants, o the
bead, m the steet— bascally, anyane who
didrit pull a knife when | sai, "Hi, wha's
the one hyeP" My study of realy 150
unamed Arericars, arging in ege fom
threeand a hdlto 67, was atter informal
but highly revaaing. | washeatenal to e
howv mary repondents just unde oode9
cauld define the <tientfic method, hut de-
mordized b dscove how few (hegs with
a mamgin of eror d plus or minus three
bunche} seem to gply it to thar lives. All
arswes were wtaly serious, except for
thosefollowedby the wads "Justkiddng:

Firs came ny trickier rewaking of one
of Millers questbns: "How' | aked "did the
ealiesthuman teings fight off dinosaurs?”
You and | know tha the kg of thesecrea-
turesvacded tte ganet more han ® mil-
lion yeas bdore ay remgnizeble relatives
of Fredusflingonienss movedin. But anly
about haf the blks | polled had gtten the
news. A 28-yea-old adresgwaitres & a
Manhatan restarant indsted that @exis-
tencewast a problem dnce dnosairs were
vegdariars. Aacordng to an 18-yea-old ad-
vettising majar at San Fandsm Sate Uhi-
versity, "Eay human beings would hide in
caes,sd up trgps or day deadwhen dno-
sairs ame pon tham'

Thark heavers for Andrew; a hreeanda-

‘Ignorancé
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haf-yea dd San Fandsm nursely school

student majaring in fire engines, who de
clared rather ondesendingly, "There werert
ary peqle. | sav a son!' His fatrer e-

plainedthat they'd recantly seen a gay abaut
dinosaurs & the ULhiversity of Californias

Lawrence Hall of Sciene in Berleley
Paentstake rote otherwise your kid could

end y like Buddy, an Alabama man vit-

ing Pensada, Florida, the sutkerntip of

what the bcals refer b as he Red rek Ri-

viera. "First; Buddy said, "ealy man calked
the dnosauirs rames — You ugly bagards!

Then he & their egg$. He ok a pull at
his Bud Lite and nhaled a landul of Zapgs

Crawtater Chips. ‘Justkiddng:

More peqple @rredly defired the azane
layer than any other séenific term a
librarian a the Lhiversity of Virginia and a
rered aito mechanic h Portand Oregon
even knew tha its acygenwith an extra O.
Buta 2-yea-old meamber d a Kilgore, Exas,
churchgraup dentfied it cryptically as 'the
midde layet' | bdieve $ie onfused'ozoné'
and 'Ored aslip evenNobel lauedes ome-
times nake.

When aked to idenify Isaac Newton,
neary all aduts suveyed nenfoned gavity
(without going into further deall), and they
corredy linked Chardes Darwin with the
theay of evolution. But a $. Louis woman
told me sanselatordion, tha Darwin was
"known for Hs use @ force' and an 1-yea-
old Chicago oy shtedconfidenly tha the
two men vere actas — sientfic method adors,
no coukt. | know | espedally loved Chuck
“the Enforcet’ Darwin in The Criginator.

Remgniing Cherrobyl would be a ¢ad
pipe dnch | thaugh, but | induded tre item
anyway snce in a lecat Galup poll a fair
number d high school sudents hought it
was Chek real name More kids drew a
blark on this ore than | gpeded. And a
39-yea-old acourtant returning to UCLA
as a feshman realldid think it was a ki
resot. My favaite answver from his mega-
mellow 19-yea-old classnae: 'A Rusg&nnu-
clea powerplant ha totally blew up, dude”

DNA, youll be nterestedb lean, is a $ck-
ness & nine-yea-old girl from Little Rock
sad thd), the snalest knovn molealle @c-
cordng to a &B-yea-old woman n Phila-
ddphig), a bod aldtive @rother Phlackl-
phan, ovethead in a Chinese estarant
sging, "Il hae the Hiunanbeef, but g
eay on the DNA"), and an aiport. This
puzziing ansver, from a Kilgore third-grader
was exdainedby an dder friend: 'l think
shé thinking & DFW — DdlasFort Worth!
Amorg the ogroscati, the phrase Yeretc
blueprint" won the pize br Most Banded

(continued weled)
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About An archited from BatonRougemade
a fadion gatement: 'Its the dabke helix
that rolds aur genegtogeter’

Oddy, this qestn yelded the mly
vaglely hostle anaver from the hed of a
New York City pubic relatbns firm who
hollered n a Fench restuant waving hs
baudn for emphass, "I dort knov wha
DNA is and | dont want to know" Most
peqle were gpdogetc or addy proud daut
their ignorance but dways good -ratured

The hardest giestbn on he sirwey one |
mysdf couldrit ansver exenpae even if
you threaenedto make me vatch an ed-
les loop o Helo Larry reruns askedthe
regpondent to rplain how television works.
You can gesshov mary wagsfrom coas
to coas felt conpedled b say "You push te
buton”; 1 got aquiplah. The typical
reponsewasin the kallpak but not cuite
conplete like this ore from a 3-yea-old
woman whds an at diredor on a Babn
Rougebusiresspublication: "Radio waves
are ent trough the air and ledronicaly

reorganized in your tdevisial: A Dalas
eight-yea-old sad dmply “"Microchips,
which was nore than me dilds answer to
morethan ae qiestn. "Its donewith mir-
rors and refledions said a S n Fandsm
woman And bak on the Reched Rivi-
era one aswver spaked a ively debate
"Rado waves ae ®£nt and eceved, said
good dd Buddy. "But if they're radiod; said
a mmpanion, how do they knov when to
turn into a fcture?* "How' said Buddy
saydy, "does a lhemos know when to leep
somehing hot and when todep it cold?"

| espedally enjoyedthe reponses of Gail
Sipes third-gradeclass & the AB. McDon-
ald Hementay School in Moscay, Idahg a
gererdly camy aew tha indudes me
young civis indgnatus who, when aked
which is heaver, a paund of bricks or a
paund of feahers, wote, "Brickd Of
Caursd!l" That goup dsoreveaéd that oft-
ware s dther "pladic knives and forks" o
"clothesthat keep s wamm;and tha the o
zone hyer'segparates bad @ from good ar"
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How darmed $auld we ke at hesears-
wers? Does rot beingale o explan DNA
male you an awful persa? Is it more impor-
tant to know wha Chemabyl is or to fave
the psychdogicalsarvy to judge he gy with
his firgeron the nulea button? dist wha,
in this rge laf o datanut brea tha is
the modernworld, do we reed b know?

We art all be Bngen (becausewe dorit
all play the vilin). At the \eryleast, we reed
a ort of dred-smart sciene: he dility to
recgnize @idence gater t, sssas t, and
ad on it. As wters, were de facto sdenffic
advises. In the rextfew yeas were going
to be meking, diredly and indiredly, vital
dedsions daut the geehouse dfed, add
rain, the estigdesthat faint aur foods, gene
ticaly engineeed oganisns how nuch to
spend o mendng ou torn ozane hyer If
we dorit get t right, things ould go \ery
wrong. The ®aswill rise the tees drivel,
the s10w turnto seam nothng will taste
good. If we dorit get  right, they'll be hed
ding ther themal sdtware in Antarctica

The aticle EM8906 eprintedoveleaf and hove is isedin Satistical Highlight #92 and in Figure 14 d the STAT 220

Caurse Materals.
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