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and humility to reject this ‘genius’ 
honour. Lowry gave encouragement to 
non-genius types by titling his autobio­
graphical paper with the caption ‘How to 
succeed in research without being a 
genius’38. As of now, Lowry holds the 
rank of most cited scientist in the history 
of scientometrics, for co-authoring the 
protein determination method paper, that 
has accumulated >300,000 citations39,40. 
In conclusion, I let Jones to have the last 
word: ‘The number of those whose 
claims to belong to this Olympus are un­
iversally recognized is very small. After 
listing such names as Newton, Darwin 
and Einstein we begin to enter a more 
debatable territory’41.
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How popular is earth science?

Rasoul Sorkhabi

How popular is earth science? There are 
various ways to assess the place of earth 
science in our education and society. A 
few years ago, the American Geoscience 
Institute collected data on high school 
science graduation requirements for all 
states in the USA. The survey found that 
while 22 states accepted an earth and 
space science course for graduation, only 
two states required a year-long earth/ 
environmental science course, whereas 
the number of states that required life 
science and physical science courses for 
graduation were 50 and 30 respectively1. 
Overall, earth science education is under­
rated in our middle and high schools. 
However, earth science should be an

integral part o f secondary (K12) educa­
tion. There are many reasons for this. 
According to The National Earth Science 
Teachers Association’s position state­
ment, teaching earth science ‘offers ex­
perience in a diverse range of interrelated 
scientific disciplines; it is closely related 
to the student’s natural surroundings and 
offers students subject matter which has 
direct application to their lives and the 
world around them’2. The good news is 
that the public have an enormous interest 
in earth science. This is evident from the 
public coverage of science news by the 
mass media. For example, the popular 
science magazine Discover publishes, in 
its January-February issue, the ‘100 Top

Stories’ of the previous year. I usually 
read these issues. Recently, I tabulated 
the D iscovers  ‘100 Top Stories’ for the 
past six years (2012-2017) under nine 
categories (Table 1): (1) mathematics 
and physical sciences, (2) space science 
and astronomy, (3) earth, environment 
and energy, (4) archaeology and palaeon­
tology, (5) medicine and life sciences, 
(6) neuroscience and behavioural 
sciences, (7) technology as related to cul­
ture and entertainment, (8) policy issues, 
and (9) other. Of these, ‘earth, environ­
ment, and energy’ category as well as 
‘ archaeology and palaeontology’ catego­
ry belong to the earth science in a broad 
sense. Note that most o f the discoveries
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Table 1. ‘100 Best D iscoveries o f Science' reported by the D iscover magazine 
(January-February issues, 2013-2018)

D isciplines 201 2 2013 201 4 201 5 201 6 2017

Math and physical sciences 5 9 11 8 7 10
Space and astronomy 18 15 15 17 16 14
Earth, environm ent and energy 11 13 14 11 9 13
Archaeology and palaeontology 11 8 11 19 17 19
Medicine and life sciences 33 23 19 23 22 24
Neuroscience/behaviour 6 13 11 10 13 8
Technology and culture 14 9 13 5 7 8
Policy 1 4 6 3 8 4
Other 1 6 0 4 1 0

Figure 1. ‘100 Best D iscoveries o f Science' reported by the D iscover magazine (Jan- 
uary-February issues, 2013-2018) and categorized by subject.

related to ‘archaeology’ were concerned 
with the evolution of humans (human 
palaeontology or physical anthropology), 
and hence should be included in ‘earth

science’. Thus, the earth science catego­
ry topped the list for the years 2014,
2015, 2016 and 2017; it was second only 
to ‘medicine and life sciences’ for the

years 2012, 2013 (see Figure 1). Al­
though there is some subjectivity in 
choosing the ‘best’ science discoveries 
for a given year, it is reasonable to as­
sume that the editors of the Discover 
consider both the importance of the dis­
coveries and public (readers’) interest in 
them. All these are good news to earth 
scientists. The challenge is how to utilize 
these resources in our education (both 
formal and public), research projects, 
policy debates, and contributions to cul­
ture as a whole. Let me end this com­
mentary with a testimony from NASA. 
Last November, the space agency, given 
the concerns that the new administration 
may reduce its budget, emphasized: 
‘NASA’s work on Earth Science is mak­
ing a difference in people’s lives all 
around the world. Earth Science helps 
save lives. It also helps grow companies 
and creates an awareness of environmen­
tal challenges that affect our lives today 
and tomorrow’3.

1. https://www.americangeosciences.org/sites/
default/files/education-reports-Secondary-
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2. http://www.nestanet.org/cms/content/policy/
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3. http://spacenews.com/nasa-emphasizes-
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