
GSA members are invited to submit comments and suggestions 
regarding the following Position Statement draft by 15 November 
2012 via link at www.geosociety.org/positions/.

The Geological Society of America (GSA) recognizes the critical 
need for citizens and policy makers to understand important 
aspects of the Earth system as they face issues related to natural 
resources, energy, natural hazards, and human impacts on the 
environment. GSA supports the active involvement of 
geoscientists and geoscience educators in helping to improve the 
knowledge and understanding of the geosciences among members 
of the general public in order to support informed decision 
making by Earth’s citizens and communities. GSA and GSA 
members should contribute to education and outreach about 
fundamental concepts of Earth science, issues related to long-term 
human sustainability on Earth (such as the use and availability of 
water, minerals, and energy resources), and socially prominent 
topics (such as climate change and natural hazards preparedness).

Rationale

For most people, formal education in the geosciences is often 
minimal. Once an individual has his or her last experience in 
formal Earth science education, perhaps in middle school, 
updating their knowledge with new information becomes 
difficult. People may not understand the relevance of the 
geosciences to their lives, either in the short or long term. Most 
citizens are not aware that they access and use geoscience 
information when they attend to news about the weather and 
natural hazards or use computer-based visualization tools that 
display Earth data sets.

The U.S. National Research Council has recommended, and 
the National Science Foundation has mandated, that scientists 
effectively disseminate the outcomes of their research. This 
obligation comes not only from the fiscal responsibility of the 
scientists to the public who paid for the research, but also from 
the public’s need for information and knowledge with which to 
make informed decisions. Communications must go beyond the 
scholarly dissemination of scientific research results and place 
the scientific insights into the context of locally relevant and 
societally important issues that individuals and communities 
need to address. 

Public Policy Aspects of Promoting Earth Science Literacy

A healthy democracy, or any representative or direct-election form 
of government, relies upon an informed and educated citizenry to 
guide the country. This need becomes greater or intensifies as 
populations increase, resources become more scarce, the social and 
economic impacts from natural hazards increase, and human 
impacts on the environment increase. However, making informed 
choices about energy and natural resources, preparing for natural 
hazards, and mitigating and adapting to climate change requires an 
understanding of geoscience processes and timescales. An informed 
and educated citizenry can guide decision makers as they develop 
regulations and put in place infrastructures that can protect citizens 

and communities, safeguard the environment, ensure access to 
energy, and preserve natural resources.

Recommendations

Geoscientists are encouraged to 

•  Consider their work in the context of its relevance for 
addressing societal problems, and, if appropriate, identify key 
elements of their work for public and educational outlets;

•  Seek to improve the perceived relevance of the geosciences by 
the public and the public’s understanding of Earth and the 
environment across all aspects of geosciences, but with 
particular attention to natural resources, energy, natural 
hazards, and impact on the environment by individuals and 
communities; and

•  Use various avenues to achieve these ends, including formal and 
informal education, communication with the public through 
mainstream media, web pages, blogs and wikis, social media, 
and other types of professional outreach, including interviews, 
museum displays, and workshops with teachers, schools, and 
governmental, organizational, and social programs. 

Employers of geoscientists and geoscience educators are 
encouraged to

•  Support geoscience education and outreach by providing 
employees with the tools and training for public engagement 
and fostering partnerships with professional outreach 
organizations; and

•  Provide formal recognition of their employees’ efforts to 
increase public understanding of Earth and the environment by 
rewarding these activities with favorable salary and promotion 
decisions and with company/organization staff awards.

Educators of future geoscientists are encouraged to

•  Weave opportunities for actual or simulated public engagement 
into the formal curriculum for future geoscientists; and

•  Provide knowledge, skills, mentoring, contacts, and internships 
for undergraduate and graduate students relevant to careers in 
which they will use their geoscience expertise to address 
societal issues.

Opportunities for GSA and GSA Members to Help Implement 
Recommendations

GSA members can

•  Lead or participate in geoscience workshops and other 
geoscience educational activities for non-science experts, 
including citizens, community groups, professionals, and policy 
makers, whose efforts affect and are affected by the geosciences;

•  Participate in discussions that address societal issues or 
problems to help inform the discussion from a geoscience 
perspective and contribute to solutions;
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•  Communicate with their elected officials about issues for which 
geoscience can provide support—either through informing 
decisions or by providing solutions;

•  Identify legislation that can be informed by the geosciences and 
alert GSA’s Geology and Public Policy Committee, GSA’s 
Geology and Society Division, and the GSA Associated Societies 
if action by GSA and its membership might positively 
contribute to that legislation; and

•  Participate in Congressional Visits Day with GSA to help 
educate members of Congress and their staff.

The Geological Society of America can

•  Support geoscience education and outreach by providing GSA 
members with tools and training for public engagement and 
fostering partnerships with professional outreach 
organizations; 

•  Provide avenues to enable collective or individual actions 
through GSA Committees and Divisions and through 
organizations with which GSA is affiliated;

•  Publish and publicize successful examples of initiatives that 
have increased public understanding of Earth and the 
environment and of societal decisions that have benefited from 
geoscience input;

•  Encourage academic institutions to value and reward in a 
concrete way faculty and staff activities that improve 
understanding of the geosciences;

•  Identify experts to speak and engage with the media, legislators, 
and other stakeholders on geoscience topics that have 
ramifications for societal issues;

•  Identify legislation that can be informed by the geosciences and 
pursue avenues to effectively and positively affect that 
legislation;

•  Support changes to pre-college curricula to include a year of 
Earth-science education at both the middle school and high 
school levels, as advocated by the National Research Council’s 
Framework for K–12 Science Education and the Next Generation 
Science Standards; and

•  Support this effort by addressing the recommendations from 
the GSA position statements, including The Importance of 
Teaching Earth Science, Expanding and Improving Geoscience in 
Higher Education, and Rewarding Professional Contributions.

Inquiries about GSA or this position statement should be 
directed to GSA’s Director for Geoscience Policy, Kasey S. White, 
at +1-202-669-0466, kwhite@geosociety.org.
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New Position Statements 
Approved 

At its April 2012 meeting, GSA Council approved new 
Position Statements on Geoheritage and Supporting 
Planetary Exploration along with revised versions of Water 
Resources, The Value of Geologic Mapping, and Geoscience 
and Natural Hazards Policy. These are summarized below; 
the full versions, along with other statements, are online at 
www.geosociety.org/positions/. In addition, GSA endorsed 
the Association of American Universities document on “Visa 
Problems Harming America’s Scientific, Economic and 
Security Interests.” 

Geoheritage: GSA supports the conservation of geoheritage 
sites to meet present and future educational, scientific, 
aesthetic, cultural, and economic needs.

Supporting Planetary Exploration: GSA supports planetary 
exploration to advance research concerning the evolution of 
Earth; to deepen and expand human understanding of our 
place in the universe; to reinforce science, technology, 
engineering, and math (STEM) education and the effective 
training of the next generation of scientists; to increase U.S. 
competitiveness in science and technology development; and to 
enhance the quality of life through technological innovation.

Water Resources: To ensure the availability of safe and 
reliable fresh water resources, GSA encourages partnerships 
that improve the fundamental scientific understanding and 
analyses of water resources; enhance collection, management, 
and accessibility of water resource information; increase 
stakeholder involvement in all aspects of water resource 
education, assessment, and decision making; and broaden 
education and outreach to foster collaboration among 
government agencies, educational institutions, industrial and 
agricultural users, and the public.

The Value of Geologic Mapping: To improve the scientific 
basis for public and private natural resource, environmental, 
and land-use decisions, GSA supports comprehensive 
geologic mapping on local, state, and national scales and 
advocates increased public investments for current state and 
national geologic mapping programs.

Geoscience and Natural Hazards Policy: GSA urges 
scientists, policy makers, and the public to work together to 
reduce our vulnerability to natural hazards. GSA strongly 
supports government investment in research, monitoring, 
and outreach programs to better characterize the nature and 
distribution of natural hazards and their impacts on modern 
society, to increase hazards awareness, and to enlist the 
resources of the private sector. Geoscientists must effectively 
communicate and integrate their research and monitoring 
results into functional public policy, reach out to the private 
sector for mutual benefit, and work to integrate geoscience 
into scientifically sound educational programs at all levels.

The Geological Society of America is a diverse Society with 
more than 25,000 members around the world, representing a 
wide array of professional disciplines. Our members hold 
diverse opinions, and no individual, except for the GSA 
President or Executive Director, should be construed to be 
speaking on behalf of the Society. GSA position papers can be 
viewed at http://www.geosociety.org/positions/.


