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Regain America’s 
Can-Do Spirit
By Charles M. Vest

In the last century, big-thinking engineers 
brought us automobiles, airplanes, 
electrification, clean water, computers, 
refrigeration, radio, television, medical 

imaging, lasers, the Internet and the Web. 
They transformed our world. Those engineers 
were mostly young. They were empowered by 
education and funded by government, industry, 
and venture capital to create new technologies, 
hire people to produce them, and move them 
into the marketplace. 

The National Academy of Engineering 
recently convened a diverse, international 
group of some of today’s most accomplished 
technology thinkers and doers. This all-
star panel proposed 14 specific Grand 
Challenges for Engineering in the 21st Century 
(www.engineeringchallenges.org). These 
challenges address energy, water, climate 
and sustainability; improving the delivery of 
healthcare; increasing security against both 
natural and human threats; and expanding 
human capabilities and joy. Some of these 
challenges must be met to sustain human life on 
Earth, and all of them, if met, would improve 
the quality of that life.

To get started, we need to find ways of 
inspiring the next generation of innovators 
and redefining whom we look at as a “star.”  
Working to address the Grand Challenges 
should be as appealing to people – especially 
our young people – as excelling in sports, acting or music.

There is a law before Congress that could make a difference; it’s called the America COMPETES Act. 
This law would help support training and rewards for competent and inspiring teachers; attract the best and 
brightest minds from America and the world to study science, engineering and mathematics; and support the 
fundamental research needed to power our economy.

I’d like to challenge all of us to stop shortchanging our children by failing to provide them with a world-
class education that both inspires them to dream big dreams and empowers them make those dreams real.

Charles M. Vest, Ph.D., is president of the National Academy of Engineering 
and President Emeritus of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Fix Science 
Education Now
By Alan I. Leshner

Comfort and familiarity with science 
and technology can no longer be a 
privilege only for the wealthy or the 
intellectual elite. In a democracy like 

ours, every citizen needs and deserves at least 
some level of understanding in these subjects, 
lest they be left behind as our society continues 
to evolve. A high-quality science education is 
now a baseline requirement for every student 
hoping to compete for jobs in the future.

Sadly, U.S. science education is in dire 
need of reform. Nearly a third of all fourth-
graders nationwide (32 percent) and even 
more eighth-graders (41 percent) scored below 
basic achievement levels in science in the most 
recent assessment by the U.S. Department 
of Education. U.S. 15-year-olds ranked 21st

among students in 30 developed nations in 
science, according to a 2006 study.

Fixing the U.S. science education problem 
will require a multifaceted, multi-level approach. 
Competitive pay for teachers should be our top 
priority. If we want to recruit and retain the best 
teachers, we need to reward them. 

We also need to develop appropriate 
science-learning standards for all students 
nationally, at every grade level. No matter where they live, the nature of their career goals, or how much 
money their parents earn, all children need to master the same core scientific concepts. Efforts now underway 
to create voluntary, national science education standards — funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New 
York and involving the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, the educational group Achieve, and the 
American Association for the Advancement of Science — are an important step forward. 

In the science- and technology-focused world of the future, we cannot afford to let anyone lag behind. 
Science literacy and scientific advances that promise to improve human welfare are keys to a better life for all 
of our children.

EXPO ON THE NATIONAL MALL
OCTOBER 23-24, 2010 — 10AM-5:3OPM

Alan I. Leshner, Ph.D., is chief executive officer of the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) and executive publisher of the 
journals Science, Science Translational Medicine, and Science Signaling.
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