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Media and Public Engagement

A Call to Action on Climate

Among the all-star speakers at the AAAS 2009 Annual Meet-

ing in Chicago was Nobel Peace Prize-winner Al Gore, who 

called on scientists to join in communicating the truth about 

climate change and its impact on the Earth. Gore, speaking 

to an overflow crowd of 3,000, asked scientists to employ 

their “knowledge and wisdom” at every level of the political 

process to push a shift to renewable energy over the next 10 

years. Introducing Gore, James J. McCarthy, AAAS board chair 

(2009-2010), said, “No single individual deserves more credit 

… for our public acceptance of climate change—public ac-

ceptance that has emboldened growing numbers of mayors, 

governors, senators, and presidential candidates.”

Other top speakers included evolutionary biology expert 

Sean Carroll, who spoke about Charles Darwin, Alfred Russell 

Wallace, and Henry Walter Bates—explorers from what Carroll 

termed “the first golden age” of evolutionary biology. Genetic 

science has brought us to another golden age in evolutionary 

science, Carroll said in a presentation that brought his audi-

ence to their feet with its storytelling, music, and slide show 

of stunning nature shots.

Nearly 6,600 people attended the 2009 Annual Meeting.

Science and the White House

In spring 2009, AAAS-Science contributed the first-ever 

science activity at the White House egg roll. A joint effort 

of AAAS Education and Human Resources and the Office of 

Public Programs, the exhibit, which was designed and staffed 

by AAAS, attracted thousands of visitors of all ages. Chil-

dren played an interactive egg-matching game in which they 

matched reproductions of six eggs with their animal parents. 

They could also view live amphibian eggs, and learn about 

the life cycle of a frog and the structure of eggs. A color-

ing sheet presented the kinds of animals that lay eggs. The 

exhibit was intended to offer “something for everyone,” said 

Shirley Malcom, director of AAAS Education and Human Re-

sources. “Science is everywhere, it’s all around us, and you’re 

never too young.”

Building Bridges: Science and the Public

Scientists and the public understand more about each other 

since the release of a study by the Pew Research Center, 

conducted in collaboration with AAAS. The study showed that 

large majorities of Americans believe that science has had a 

positive effect on society and has made life easier for most 

people. Even those who are skeptical of scientific conclusions 

on such topics as climate change and evolution rate scientists 

highly and believe in government investment in science.

At the same time, 85% of scientists see the public’s lack of 

scientific knowledge as a major problem for science, and 76% 

say another problem for science is that news reports fail to 

distinguish between findings that are well-founded and those 

that are not.

AAAS brought public visibility to science and its importance in our world with events ranging from 

a White House exhibit for citizens of all ages to the 2009 Annual Meeting, attended by thousands, 

including hundreds of media professionals. Evolution, genetics, and sustainability were just some of 

the topics tackled by AAAS in 2009 with the goal of engaging the public in thoughtful exploration of 

our natural world. Through events, science news for journalists worldwide, and media workshops for 

scientists and engineers, AAAS facilitated the broad communication of science.

Bruce Alberts, editor-in-chief, Science, with students at the 2009 
AAAS Annual Meeting in Chicago.
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AAAS Communicating Science program:  
www.aaas.org/communicatingscience

EurekAlert! www.eurekalert.org

AAAS communicated the survey’s conclusions through an 

article on the AAAS Web site and a teleconference; an audio 

recording was then uploaded onto aaas.org as well. 

Abelson Seminar: Translational Medicine

Erin Lavik is experimenting with a nanoparticle designed to 

activate blood platelets, with the goal of slowing the bleeding 

that worsens spinal-cord damage immediately following an 

injury.

Lavik represents the intensely multidisciplinary approach 

of translational medicine, which brings advances in research 

into medical settings and which was the focus of the 2009 

AAAS Abelson Advancing Science event. Honoring the legacy 

of science icon Philip Hauge Abelson, a long-time AAAS 

senior advisor and Science editor emeritus, the event brought 

together Lavik, Elias Zerhouni, who is the chief science advi-

sor for Science Translational Medicine, and Hal Dietz, another 

translational pioneer.

The event was part of broader efforts to communicate 

the potential of translational medicine by AAAS. In October 

2009, AAAS CEO Alan I. Leshner brought the topic to a Capitol 

Hill briefing, introducing the Science Translational Medicine 

journal, which was designed to promote communication be-

tween academic and corporate researchers and doctors. Such 

collaboration is seen as crucial to fostering medical advances, 

especially when venture capital money is scarce and big drug 

companies are pursuing conservative investments.

AAAS Divisions Unite

The annual AAAS Arctic Division meeting in 2009 focused 

on sustainability versus the consequences of climate 

change, even as Arctic communities suffer severe erosion 

and encroaching waters because of increasingly devastating 

storms and rising seas. Food shortages are another resultant 

problem, as climate change affects fish runs and disrupts the 

habits of game animals.

The four regional divisions of AAAS organize meetings 

on regional issues and promote publications from scientists 

within each of the divisions. At the 2009 meeting of the Pacific 

Division, sustainability was also a focus and included pollu-

tion and climate change threats to the San Francisco Bay, with 

discussions taking into account the complication of working to 

sustain a natural environment that is constantly evolving. “We 

have to figure out how to adapt our conservation and sustain-

ability to a world in which a strategy that works one moment 

may not work the next,” said Roger Christianson, executive 

director of the division.

The Caribbean Division conference put forth a strong push 

toward building public interest in science. “We strongly believe 

that the public, including poor and disadvantaged groups, has 

the right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its ap-

plications,” said Caribbean Division President Jorge Colón, “but 

that right can only be fulfilled if science and technology are 

broadly available and accessible.” 

 The Southwestern and Rocky Mountain Division Annual 

Division meeting offered symposia on rainforest natural history 

and alternative energy, and workshops on science communica-

tion. The meeting emphasized the importance of transcending 

traditional boundaries of science in a world in which “the largest 

problems facing society are so large and burdensome that no one 

scientific discipline, institution, or research method can find solu-

tions,” said David Nash, executive director of the division.

AAAS Family Science Days drew nearly 2,000 attendees.


