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Part of the core mission of the AAS is the training of our young astronomers and the 
dissemination of our knowledge to others. I’d like to focus briefly on these items, 4 and 5 
from our Mission and Vision Statement: “4. The Society, through its members, trains, 
mentors and supports the next generation of astronomers; 5. The Society assists its 
members to develop their skills in the fields of education and public outreach at all 
levels.” (http://aas.org/about/mission_and_vision). The “New Worlds, New Horizons” 
astronomy and astrophysics decadal report emphasized the need to communicate and 
share science with our young people. The “Vision and Voyages” planetary decadal 
survey report endorsed investment in Education and Public Outreach activities. How do 
we fare as a country in science literacy? Not well. According to the 2011 report of the 
National Center for Education Statistics of the U.S. Department of Education and 
Institute of Education Sciences about testing secondary school students in science literacy 
(http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_408.asp?referrer=list), the U.S. 
ranked 17th out of 34 countries that are part of the Organisaton for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD); Finland was number 1, followed by Japan and 
Korea.  The NSF National Science Board, in examining STEM education data and trends, 
notes that 12th grade U.S. science scores are below “proficient” levels 
(http://www.nsf.gov/nsb/sei/edTool/edTool.html). We all stand to benefit from a more 
technologically and scientifically aware society. Of course astronomy is an obvious 
conduit for drawing children into STEM fields because of its broad popular appeal. Many 
young people learn about astronomy from activities outside of formal classroom training, 
so this is where AAS members come in. 
 
To further the involvement and training of AAS members in outreach aimed at young 
people, Education Coordinator Rick Fienberg will be presenting to the Executive 
Committee an outline of the new AAS Astronomy Ambassadors program for our junior 
members, now in the planning stages. 
 
There are of course many resources available to help with all stages of education and 
outreach. The AAS Astronomy Education Review has recently posted “Good Reading 
from Other Sources on Astronomy Education and Outreach,” 
http://aer.aas.org/resource/1/aerscz/v10/i1/p010301_s1, with several dozen references for 
all levels. Most of you already know about the wonderful zooniverse project 
(http://www.zooniverse.org/) (we heard about one of its components, Galaxy Zoo, in 
Boston) that is a citizen science effort engaging nearly half a million people in several 
different data-based astronomy research projects.  
 
There are also many other helpful guides available from the National Academies. At an 
NRC Division of Engineering and Physical Sciences meeting recently, I heard an 
interesting talk by the National Academies Press Executive Director Barbara Pope, who 
discussed the evolution of NAS publications, including the fact that many are now freely 
available as pdf downloads. For example, there’s the recent “Surrounded by Science: 
Learning Science in Informal Environments,” 
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12614, which features advice and 
conclusions and a podcast on informal learning from experts in a variety of settings and 



fields. Another interesting NAS educational publication is “A Framework for K-12 
Science Education: Practices, Crosscutting Concepts, and Core Ideas,” 
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=13165, authored by the Board of Science 
Education and the Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education to help 
outline expectations that can be used to develop new state-wide educational standards. 
Perhaps more relevant to many AAS members is their “Promising Practices in 
Undergraduate Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics Education,” 
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=13099, which summarizes two workshops on 
the subject. As discussed in NWNH and elsewhere, an astronomy professional master’s 
program could be advantageous for students who wish to pursue more preparation for 
technical careers. For departments who may be considering whether to offer an 
astronomy master’s program, there is a useful study on “Science Professional: Master’s 
Education for a Competitive World,” http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12064.  
 
Efforts aimed at increasing the exposure of young people to astronomy and general 
science may also ultimately help to change the underrepresentation of women and 
minorities in scientific fields, an ongoing challenge in the astronomical community as 
well. In a 2009 article about Sally Ride’s efforts in developing STEM-field programs for 
children, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/8407139.stm, the National Science 
Foundation noted that “women represent 46% of the workforce but only hold 25% of the 
jobs in science, engineering and technology.” One encouraging effort to increase these 
numbers by targeting young people is a National Academy of Sciences website project 
entitled “I was wondering” http://www.iwaswondering.org/about.html#science, inspired 
by a book series on “Women’s Adventures in Science.” The books describe 
contemporary female scientists, including planetary astronomer Heidi Hammel. The 
website, aimed at middle school students, has science activities, games, and comic 
adventures based on the research of the featured scientists, and these look to me like a 
great way to engage the young people in our lives and communities to science.   
 
In mid-October the AAS Executive Committee will be meeting for its usual 1.5-day 
retreat in Washington to discuss ongoing AAS issues and initiatives aimed at satisfying 
our Society’s strategic goals. Division leaders will also gather for a workshop designed to 
introduce them to best practices in management and governance in a non-profit 
corporation, and to share ideas of Division leadership. The Executive Committee and 
Division leaders will meet jointly for a half day so that we can discuss how to be more 
effective as a Society in meeting the needs of astronomers across a diverse set of 
disciplines.  
 
Meanwhile we continue to advocate for recommendations of the Decadal surveys 
(astronomy and astrophysics, planetary, and heliophysics), reinforcing that the 
astronomical community can only remain vibrant through continuing federal support for 
all fields, through sustained research and technology development, and through a range of 
ongoing small, medium, and large projects. We are encouraged by the support of 
astronomical sciences in the early fall Senate Appropriations bill, but there is a long way 
to go before the House and Senate conversations lead to concrete results. Hopefully when 
we all meet in January, the federal outlook for astronomy will be clearer and more 
positive. See you in Austin! 


