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|gnorance on Parade

By JUDITH STONE

YOU SAY YOU DONT KNOW A proton
from a qoutor? WEll, youre nat the aly
one A receit ndionwide siney fundel by
the National Sdene Fourdaion sows tha
fewer than 6 mrcet & Ameican aluts
can le alled s@&nffically literae. The est
think tha DNA is afood aldtive, Chemo-
byl is a &i resrt and adoactive milk can
be mack safe by hoiling.

"Only aout ane n tweny aduts knows
enouch abaut séence to fundion dfedively
as a tizen and onsime when akedto
hep forrrulatepublic policy abaut issies lke
nudea poweror toxic wase, says Jo Miller,
diredor of the Rubic Opinion Labaatory
of Nortrern Illinois University, who tested
the <ienffic sawy of more than 2000
peqle.

Certainly | have no right to be snug |
have, dter dl, been known to whine that if
God wantedus to us the méric /sem e
would have gven us en fnge's and ten tes
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?

Orly 28 percent passedhe sdion of he
test meauing knovledye of ientfic ternms
and oneeps, nosty through truefalse qies
tions sud as The ediest luman being
lived at he sameime as he dnosaurs" (37
pecentcorredy ansvered flsg and "Elec
tronsare snaler than dgoms" (43 pe cent
corredy answvered tiug. The sibjeds were
also &ked shat-ansver quesions uuch as
whether Earth travels aoundthe sun a vice
vasa. Those vho knew tha the brmer is
true were asked whetter ths event takes
oneday, one nonth, a one yea. Forty-five
pecent got it right; the rest hd realy
erjoyed The Day d Living Darggoudy.

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 percat
werert worried aboutits haf-and haf-life.

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

At leag were ot geting durmber; Miller
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conduded sirneys in1979 ad B8 and
finds fittle dfferencein scores then and ow.
And a dmilar surey d 2,000 Bitons,
conduded b yea by Oxford University,
shavs tha they know as litle s we d. A
slightly higher percentage of Bits gap the
impad of scien@ on ®dety, but twice tre
number d Ameiicars — daut half — know
what oftware is. More important, we know
that Beary Hill just isnt funny, (We nmay
soon havea thanceto se fow we nease
up 0 the &paese Miller recently returred
from Tokyo, whee ke was tying to ararge
a dudy like the ane te just ompletedheke.
Youll be elievedto know tha he thinks the
Jamanesesdentfic literacy rate wil turn out
to be "nat much more than twice ours’)

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

recognize evidence, gather

it, accessit, and act on it.

Millers figuresare fasdinatirg, kut | wanted
to knowv more @out what peqple thaught
they knew. So for a Bw nonths wheeve |
traveled, | askedpele a nunbe of ques
tionsaboutsdene, ®me fom Millers sudy,
othes ingired ty recent news sories |
taked b pele m drplanesat estarants,
on the teach, on te steet — bascally,
anyae who ddrit pull a knife when | sail,
"Hi, wha's the @one byeP" My study of
neafy 150 tnamed Anericars, larging in
agefrom three ad a hdlto 67, was ather
informal but hghly revealing. | was heat-
ena to ®e low mary repondents just
unde oodeg could defire the <ientfic
method, hut demadized b dsoove how
few (heas with a mamgin of eror o plus
or mnusthreebunchey seem to gy it to
their lives All answes were btally serious,
exet for thosefollowed by the wads 'Just
kiddng:

Firs came ny trickier ewaking of one
of Millers questns: "How/' | aked "did the
ealiest human keings fight off dinosairs?”
You and | know tha the B of thesecrea-
tures vacded tre gdaret more han ®
million yeas bdore awy remgnizable rela-
tivesof Fredusflingonienss movedin. But
orly abaut haff the blks| polled had gtten
the rews. A28-yea-old adresgwaires &
a Manhdan restarant indsted that mexis-
tencewast a problem fnce dnosairs were

vegéeariars. Accordng to an 18-yea-old
advettising major at San Fandsm Sate
University, "Eaty human beings would hide
in caves, ®t \p trgps or pay deadwhen
dinosaurs ame pon then'

Thark heavers for Andrew; a threeand a-
haf-yea dd San Fandsam nursey school
student najaring in fire engines, who de
clared ratrer mndesendingly, "There
werert any peple. | sav a dow!' His
father exgdained that they'd recenty seen a
play @&out dnosarrs & the Lhiversity of
Calfornas Lawrene Hall of Sciene in
Beikdey Parents ske note otherwise your
kid could end p like Buddy, an Alabarma
manvisiting Pensada, Florida, the suttern
tip of wha the bcals refer © as he Red-
ne& Riviera. "First, Buddy said, "ealy man
called tre dnosars rames — You ugly
bastads! Then he e treir eggs. He ok
a pull at his Bul Lite and hhaled a fandul
of Zapps CrawtaterChips. 'Justkidding:

More peqple @rredly defired the azane
layer than aly other sdenific term a
librarian a the Uhiversity of Virginia and a
refred aito mechanic n Portand Oregon
evan knew tha its acygenwith an extra O.
But a 22-yea-old member d a Kilgome,
Texas church goup dentfied it cryptically
as the mddle layet' | bdieve e onfused
"ozone' and 'Ored a dip even Nobel la
redes omdimes nake.

When a&kedto idenify Isaac Newton,
nearly al aduts suveyed nentoned gavity
(without going into further detail), and tey
corredy linked Chades Darwin with the
theay of evolution. But a $. Louis woman
told me sanselaloraion, tha Darwin was
"known for Hs use @ force and an 1-yea-
old Chicago oy statedconfidenly tha the
two men vere actas — sientfic method adors,
no coukt. | know | espedally loved Chuck
"the Enforcet’ Darwin in The Qriginator.

Remgniing Cherrobyl would be a éad
pipe dnch | thought, but | induded the item
aryway snce in a ecent Galup poll a fair
number d high school qudents hough it
was Chek real name More kids drew a
blark on this ore than | epeded. And a
39-yea-old acourtant returning to UCLA
as a feshman reglldid think it was a ki
resot. My favaite anaver from his mega-
mellow 19-yea-old classnae: "A Rus&nnu-
clea powerplant ha totally blew up, dude"

DNA, youll be nterestedb learn, is a $ck-
ness & nine-yea-old girl from Little Rock
sad tha), the snalkest known nmolealle @c-
cordng to a B-yea-old woman n Phila-
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ddphig), a bod aldtive @rother Phlackl-

phan, ovethead in a Chinese estarat

sging, "Il hare te Hunanbeef, but g

eay on the DNA'), and an aiport. This

puzzing answver, from a Kilgote third-grader
was exgdained by an dder friend: 'l think

shé thinking & DFW — DdlasFort Worth!

Amoryg the ogroscati, the phrase Yeretc

bluepint" won the pize br Most Banded

About An achited from Baton Rouge
macek a fdion gatement: Its the dable

hdix that tolds aur genegogeter’

Oddy, this questn yelded the aly
vaglely hostle ansver 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 | dait want to know" Most
pemle were godogetc 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-
less loop of Helo Larry reruns askedthe
regpondent to gplain how television works.
You can gesshov mary wagsfrom coas
to coas felt conpdled b say "You push te

buton”; 1 got quiplah. The typical
reponsewasin the tallpark but not cuite
conplete like tis ore from a 3-yea-old
woman whds an at diredor on a Babn
Rougebusiresspublication: "Radio waves
ar nt trough the air and ledronicaly
reorganzed in your tdevision: A Ddlas
eight-yea-old sad dmply "Microchps,
which was nore than me dilds answer to
morethan ae qieston. "Its donewith mir-
rors and kefledions said a Sin Fandsm
woman And kak on the Rechek Rivi-
erg one aswer spaked a ively debate
"Rado waves ae ®nt and eceéved,; said
good dd Buddy "But if they're radio; said
a ompanion, how do they know when to
turn into a fcture?" "How' said Buddy
saydy, "does a hemos know when to legp
someting hot and when toéep it cold?"

| espedally enjoyedthe regponses of Gail
Sipes third-gradeclass @ the AB. McDon-
ald Bementay School in Moscav, Idahg a
gererdly camy aew tha indudes me
yourg civis indgnatus who, when aked
which is heaver a paund of bricks or a
paund of feahers, wote, "Brickd Of
Caursdl" That goup dsoreveaéd that oft-
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ware s dther "plagic knives and forks" o
"clothesthat keep 8 wami,and ha the o
zone hyer'separates bad a from good ar"

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 Chemnabyl is or to fave
the psychdogicalsavvy to judge he gy with
his figeron he nlea button? st what,
in this brge laf o datanut brea tha is
the modernworld, do we reed b know?

We art all be Bngen (becausewe dorit
all pay the volin). At the \eryleast, we reed
a ort of dred-anat sciene: he dility to
recgnize @idence gatler t, sssas t, and
ad on it. As wtes, were de facto sdentfic
advises. In the rextfew yeas were ging
to be meking, diredly and indiredly, vital
dedsions &aut the geehouse dfed, add
rain, the pesticdesthat faint aur foods, gene
ticaly engiheeed oganisns how rmuch to
spend o mendng ou torn ozane hyer If
we dorit get i right, things ould go \ery
wrorng. The ®aswill rise the tees drive,
the s1ow turnto seam nothing will taste
good. If we dorit get t right, they'll be shed
ding ther themal sdtware in Antarctica

From wha is said in Judth Stoes article, the sarple survey induded the following questons:
® The arliest uman béngs Ived o earth at the same timesahe dnosaurs. True or Rals@
® Electonsare sndler than atons. True or Rals&@
® Radioadive nilk can be nade safe by toiling. True or Rals@

® What is Chenobyl?

o What is ©ftware?
o What is DNA?
e What is the opnelayer?

o Does the arth travé around the sunrovice vers&
= Howlong dbes me @mpeterewolution take one day, one nonth one ye#

® Which is heavier: a pound d bricks; apound d feathes?

® For what is Isaac Newton famou®

® For what is Charles Carwin famou®

® Expain how TV works.

How mary of thesequestons could youhave ansvered orredly?
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