
 

Global science: U.S. is still in the game
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Globalization is a benefit to U.S. scientific achievement, not a threat.
That's the conclusion of a new book that weighs the evidence from a
number of recent surveys to answer its title question: "Is American
Science in Decline?"

American science is in good health, according to the book's authors, 
sociologists Yu Xie of the University of Michigan and Alexandra Achen
Killewald of Harvard University.

Although there are areas of concern, they maintain that traditional
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American values will help the nation maintain its strength in science for
the foreseeable future, and that globalization will promote efficiency in
science through knowledge sharing.

"In an age when other countries are catching up, American science will
inevitably become less dominant but it will not decline relative to its own
past," Xie said. "As technology continues to change the American
economy, better-educated workers with a range of scientific skills will
be in high demand."

Among the evidence that Xie and Killewald cite for their optimism:

• Data from the U.S. Census and American Community Survey show
that the scientific labor force in the United States has grown as a share
of the labor force, from 1.3 percent in 1960 to 3.3 percent in 2007.

• Scientific topics are featured as frequently in the popular media in the
first decade of the 21st century as they were in 1950, as measured by
New York Times best-sellers and Newsweek cover stories.

• American high school students are doing more coursework and
performing better in mathematics and science than in the past, although
their interest in attaining science education has shown a moderate
decline.

American universities have been producing new graduates in science at
the bachelor's, master's and doctoral levels in increasingly large
quantities, although the number of science degrees awarded to native-
born men has been stable.

• Most graduates with science degrees in the U.S. have found jobs
related to their training, contrary to the view that there are already too
many scientists in America today.
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At the same time, Xie and Killewald caution that there are causes for
concern about science in America. On a relative scale, scientists'
earnings have significantly declined in comparison to those of some
other high-status, high-education professions (such as medicine or law).
The share of American science doctorates going on to academic
positions has declined.

And the globalization of science does create significant challenges for
the U.S.

"America is a great country, for both the gifted and the ordinary, native-
born Americans and immigrants, scientists and nonscientists," Xie and
Killewald write. "In its relatively short history, America has faced
serious challenges, but it has surfaced each time from periods of
difficulty with greatly improved strengths. One of this nation's greatest
assets has been the close affinity between American science and
American society at large. In the long run, this invaluable asset will
prove instrumental in keeping science strong in America, giving us good
reason to remain optimistic about the future of American science.

"While America may not always remain dominant in a world that is
becoming increasingly interconnected scientifically, this does not mean
that science in America is doomed to mediocrity. Loss of dominance
does not mean decline. All current signs indicate that American science
can still remain a leader of world science for many years to come."
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