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The Face of Computer Science Elena Strange, Ph.D



“Put a face on science” was among the first recommendations offered up at the 2009 AAAS Forum on Science and Technology Policy, and it surfaced over and over again. Over the two days of presentations and seminars in late April, the sentiment was echoed by the Secretary of Energy, the White House Science Advisor, two congressmen, and the president of MIT. Sometimes we need to convince people that science is worth funding, they said. We can’t expect the sheer magnificence of our projects to compel public attention and money on their own. In order to establish and fund research, we need to advocate for ourselves, and we need to convince those in the public eye that our research is worth doing. C.P. Snow once described a “gulf of mutual incomprehension,” one that is incumbent upon us, the scientists, to transcend. This gulf is particularly wide for our field of computer science; technology breakthroughs can be ubiquitous and famous, but our scientific research isn’t always well understood. Those prescribing a face for science at AAAS were already on our side. They want more federal funding for worthy research & development projects, just as we do. We don’t have to convince these particular policymakers that federal funding for science is money well spent, but they have to convince others. Congressman Brian Baird, a psychology Ph.D with a research background, spoke of returning to his 15%-unemployment district in Washington state. There, he’ll have to justify his support of federal funding for R&D to constituents who might see it as wasted money that could be better spent elsewhere. Commentator Stanley Collender told us that legislators often perceive science funding as pork: fine when there’s a need to spend money, say, for an economic stimulus program, but less popular when times are good. Taken together, Baird and Collender painted a picture of scientific disfavor that spans any kind of economic situation. We can’t win. They both—along with almost everyone who made public remarks at the forum—said we have to put a face on science to help them secure the grants we need to do our jobs. And they’re absolutely right. The economic stimulus package is a blessing for scientific research. A total of $151.1 billion is allocated for research and development in the sciences1 . We emerged from years of flat funding rates to see research and development budgets for the DoE’s Office of Science increased by 21%, and for the DOD’s Science and Technology office 6.6%2 . The most dramatic funding increase in 2009 goes to the National Science Foundation (NSF), whose R&D budget will double over that of 2008. The NSF provides 86% of the federal funds for computer science research in American universities3 . The more these agencies have to distribute, the better for all of us. Presenters at the forum warned that this level of funding will not last, however; once the economy starts to recover, public officials will need convincing to sustain funding levels. 1
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Making our case to the public and to legislators is a particularly tough task for computer scientists. As a field, we’re uniquely susceptible to appearing aloof and isolated. We’re also in particular need of convincing others of our field’s worth. Computer science may have been popular for a time, but we’ve been eclipsed by sexier fields such as stem cell research, climate change, and alternative energy. Technology touches everyone’s life, but that doesn’t mean our progress is obvious to everyone. In other fields, the line from funding to research to achievement is direct and the benefits clear. We fund stem cell research, we cure Alzheimer’s. We fund climate change research, we save the cute, cuddly polar bear. We fund alternative energy, we save the the planet. But we fund search engines and get—what? Better search engines? Aren’t we done with those already? When I tell people that I work on Amazon.com’s search engine, I often hear questions along the lines of “What is Amazon’s interest in search? Can’t you just use Google?” Call me biased, but I think search—product search, Web search, document search—deserves attention and money. But I can’t tell you how it’ll improve your everyday life. Well, I can, I guess, but I don’t, because isn’t it obvious? Molecular biologists with the same stoicism don’t hear “What is your interest in curing cancer?” Although the AAAS forum (and AAAS itself) focused on public policy and federal funding for scientific research, those of us in industry need to heed the “Face on Science” message as well. I myself have been happily ensconced in industry work, with nary a grant application crossing my path for the last three years. But in our field more than others, industry research feeds into academic research and both are necessary for us to flourish. Without a National Science Foundation fellowship funding Sergey Brin’s time at Stanford, we might not have had Google. Academic papers on social networking surged in the wake of the success of Facebook and MySpace4 . Without companies, including Amazon.com, investing in cloud computing, the NSF’s Cluster Exploratory might not exist. We need each other. If we in industry speak about our work convincingly and enthusiastically, we can help increase public support for computer science, which leads to more monetary support for computer science, which helps academe, which helps industry. Although we endure (and sometimes encourage) reputations as loners, computer scientists are singularly qualified to personalize science. No one can say we don’t love our work. We’ve all heard—and made—whoops of excitement echo across the lab. A bug was found! A program ran to completion! A build command didn’t fail this time! Small, incremental progress yields disproportionate excitement. If we can channel some of that passion into communication with non-scientists, we’ll be well on our way to fortifying our community. How do we bridge Snow’s gulf of mutual incomprehension? Putting a face on science is not just about talking with passion about work—we do that already. We need to be more involved. Write to your representatives, write letters to the editor, and make it personal. Speak less in broad strokes and more in specifics: here’s what I’m working on, here’s how it fits in with other technologies, here’s where it might go in the future. It doesn’t seem fair, I think, that we need to advocate for computer science. Ordinary people reap the benefits every day of the last eighty years of technology research: academia, industry, military. But sometimes we need to remind those with the purse strings how our field makes a difference. Computer scientists are among the most passionate, dedicated workers I know. Surely the face of all of us is the right one to put on our field. 4
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