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When the United States faced the looming threat of World War II in the 1930s, it bet big on science -- and won. The nation invested billions of dollars in research at universities and in industry. That influx of funds led to multiple advances in weaponry, including the atom bomb. Less morally fraught innovations included radar, computer technologies and large-scale production of penicillin.




Near the war's end, President Franklin D. Roosevelt asked science advisor Vannevar Bush to chart a path forward. Bush said that investing federal dollars in training and supporting scientists and engineers would deliver a bigger payoff over time than focusing on a new weapon or product. The scientists' skills could be called on during the next national emergency. In the meantime the basic research they conducted would benefit the health, security and prosperity of the nation.
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That bet paid off spectacularly; the United States quickly became a world leader in scientific, medical and technological innovation. That dominance continues. For instance, U.S. researchers currently hold more Nobel prizes than do those from any other nation.




But the expectation of continued success for American science was shaken this year when President Donald Trump's administration cut billions of dollars in funding for federal science institutions and research universities, fired thousands of scientists and gave incentives for more to retire early.




The federal budget for 2026 has yet to be approved, but the administration's draft budget proposes cutting funding by 40 percent for the National Institutes of Health, 38 percent for the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and 21 percent for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.




This massive retrenchment runs counter to history: Science has been core to the American experiment since its beginning. In his 1796 State of the Union address, President George Washington advocated for science as key to "national prosperity and reputation."




Early innovations often came from solo inventors and reflected the pragmatic needs of a growing nation: the mechanical grain reaper, the sewing machine, the typewriter.




The federal government made its first big investments in science and technology in 1862, during the Civil War. With agriculture still accounting for the bulk of the national economy, Congress founded the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the land-grant program that funds state colleges of agriculture and technology. The National Academy of Sciences was created in 1863 and the U.S. Weather Bureau -- now the National Weather Service -- was formed in 1890.




In this special report, we examine how the administration's attacks on science in 2025 are already impacting public health, innovation and economic prosperity in ways that will be challenging to overcome even if funding is eventually restored. We talk to leaders in key fields to understand how impediments to the scientific enterprise in the United States are being felt worldwide.




And we find hope in the ways states, scientists, organizations and even private individuals are seeking paths forward despite the chaos and uncertainty. Their question is not whether American science will continue, but how they will make it happen. -- Nancy Shute, Editor in Chief
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Eroding access to childhood vaccines jeopardizes health for all




Recent U.S. decisions about vaccines signal bigger changes to come that could threaten the foundation of the national childhood immunization schedule.




Read more
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Life-saving research on extreme heat comes under fire




The Trump administration's cuts to heat research come at a time when climate change is making extreme heat waves more common and intense.




Read more
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Funding chaos may unravel decades of biomedical research




Battles between the Trump administration and academic institutions are putting important biomedical advances in limbo.




Read more
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America risks losing its role as a space science pioneer




Funding uncertainties are pushing U.S. space scientists out of the field and putting existing and future space missions on the chopping block.




Read more
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New scientific findings come out every day. Often, people only learn about the researchers behind some of these discoveries years or decades later when they win a Nobel Prize. We think you should know about them much sooner.




This year, Science News is highlighting five early- and mid-career scientists as part of our Scientists to Watch series. Some are working to solve big societal challenges while others aim to expand our knowledge of the world. Below, you'll meet scientists who are unraveling the mysteries of black holes, investigating the geology of icy moons, tying childhood experiences to mental health, studying diseases that disproportionately affect women of color and assessing the impact of climate change on the Arctic.




For the first time, you can also watch interviews with the scientists. We hope you'll be inspired by their passion for using science to answer big questions. As always, please send nominations for next year's Scientists to Watch to S2W@sciencenews.org. -- Karen Kwon, Research and Special Projects Editor
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Erika Moore




Biomedical engineer Erika Moore investigates diseases that disproportionately affect women of color.




Read more
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Alex Lupsasca




Theoretical physicist Alex Lupsasca is pushing for a space telescope to glimpse the thin ring of light that is thought to surround every black hole.




Read more
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Adeene Denton




Planetary scientist Adeene Denton runs computer simulations to investigate Pluto, the moons of Saturn and other icy bodies in the solar system.




Read more
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M. Catalina "Cat" Camacho




A child-friendly brain imaging technique is just one way neuroscientist Cat Camacho investigates how children learn to process emotions.




Read more
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Marianne Falardeau




Polar marine ecologist Marianne Falardeau investigates how Arctic ecosystems are shifting under climate change.
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Read more










			
 
			

			Questions or comments on this article? E-mail us at feedback@sciencenews.org | Reprints FAQ

	
	
			
			
							A version of this article appears in the December 1, 2025 issue of Science News.

						

	
	
	
	







We are at a critical time and supporting climate journalism is more important than ever. Science News and our parent organization, the Society for Science, need your help to strengthen environmental literacy and ensure that our response to climate change is informed by science.
 



Please

subscribe to Science News and add $16 to expand
science literacy and understanding.











		



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.sciencenews.org/article/scientists-to-watch-career-researchers



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




			
				




Our staff's favorite books of the year pondered science's role in some of society's most pressing issues, from AI to childhood trauma to river restoration. Did we miss your favorite? Let us know at feedback@sciencenews.org.
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Rehab




Shoshana Walter
Simon & Schuster | $29.99




In a journalist's expose of U.S. drug treatment centers, stories of people who participated in rehab programs unveil how barriers to access and sometimes unethical practices can impede recovery from addiction.




Read our review | Buy Rehab from Bookshop.org
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Shadows Into Light




Theresa S. Betancourt
Harvard Univ. | $35
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A long-term study followed the lives of children forced to fight in Sierra Leone's civil war from 1991 to 2002. The research revealed trauma's effects on their psychosocial development and the factors that have helped some former child soldiers recover.




Read our review | Buy Shadows Into Light from Bookshop.org
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Black Religion in the Madhouse




Judith Weisenfeld
NYU Press | $35




After slavery's abolition and the U.S. Civil War, white psychiatrists pathologized Black religious practices as mental illness. A historian of religion unpacks how these racist views shaped the burgeoning field of psychiatry.




Read our review | Buy Black Religion in the Madhouse from Bookshop.org
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The Salmon Cannon and the Levitating Frog 




Carly Anne York
Basic Books | $30




An animal physiologist makes a case for the value of basic science: Curiosity-driven research, which seeks to understand how the world works, may not always have foreseeable applications but could lead to unexpected benefits.




Read our review | Buy The Salmon Cannon and the Levitating Frog from Bookshop.org
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Everything is Tuberculosis 




John Green
Crash Course Books | $28




Tuberculosis is one of the world's deadliest infectious diseases despite available treatments and cures. In an examination of the medical and social history of the disease, a famous author builds a case for how modern social injustice sustains it.




Read our review | Buy Everything is Tuberculosis from Bookshop.org
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The Water Remembers




Amy Bowers Cordalis
Little, Brown & Co. | $30




A Yurok tribal member and attorney recounts her family's role in the fight to remove dams from the Klamath River in the U.S. Northwest. The Indigenous-led effort to restore the river's ecosystems culminated in the world's largest dam removal project thus far.




Read our review | Buy The Water Remembers from Bookshop.org
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A Year With the Seals




Alix Morris
Algonquin Books | $30




Seal populations in North America have rebounded from the brink of extinction over the last century. A science journalist investigates how the growing number of seals has sparked tension in coastal communities.




Read our review | Buy A Year With the Seals from Bookshop.org
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The Martians




David Baron
Liveright | $29.99




Reports of "canals" on Mars in the late 1800s and early 1900s ignited a craze about the possibility of intelligent life there. A journalist retraces how the canal theory infiltrated public consciousness and shaped astronomy.




Read our review | Buy The Martians from Bookshop.org
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More Everything Forever




Adam Becker
Basic Books | $32




Tech billionaires envision a future in which humankind, served by superintelligent AI, lives in an ever-growing society in outer space. This sci-fi future, while seductive, is implausible and ethically fraught, a scientist journalist argues.




Read our review | Buy More Everything Forever from Bookshop.org
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Tales of Militant Chemistry




Alice Lovejoy
Univ. of California Press | $27.95




A media and cultural historian unfurls how film giant Kodak used its chemical engineering expertise to support the United States' weapons manufacturing -- including the creation of the first atomic bombs -- during the two world wars.




Read our review | Buy Tales of Militant Chemistry from Bookshop.org
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	See the alarming extent of NIH and NSF funding cuts in 2025

	Totaling about $3 billion in unspent funds, the cuts by the Trump administration reshaped many fields of science

			
				




In 2025, more than 3,800 research grants from the National Institutes of Health and the National Science Foundation were terminated or frozen as part of the Trump administration's effort to realign funding priorities.





Cuts that reshaped U.S. science




As of November 2025, NIH has seen about $2.3 billion in unspent funds across nearly 2,500 grants frozen or terminated. At NSF, over 1,300 grants had about $700 million in unspent funds cut. The chart below estimates how these cuts have affected all research areas supported by both agencies While this doesn't capture the full extent of government cuts -- science-focused agencies such NASA, NOAA and the EPA aren't included -- it does highlight the breadth of the reductions and the ripple effects likely to be felt throughout the scientific community for years to come.
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The cuts -- totaling about $3 billion in remaining funds -- targeted initiatives related to diversity, equity and inclusion; environmental protection; vaccine hesitancy; public health and more. These initiatives include:





	Cancer hub -- The largest hit to any NIH grant ($77 million in remaining funds) froze support for Northwestern University's Lurie Cancer Center, a national hub for cancer research, care and community outreach. 




	STEM barriers -- Within NSF, the largest terminated grant ($9 million in remaining funds) supported the coordination hub of the agency's INCLUDES initiative, which aims to make the STEM workforce more diverse by supporting large-scale efforts to remove systemic barriers. The hub connects hundreds of researchers, organizations and community groups working toward this goal.




	Vaccine uptake -- One terminated grant ($200,000 in unspent funds) aimed to understand and reduce COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy among young Black adults in three Southern states.




	Diverse immune cells -- A grant to investigate how neurons regulate specialized immune cells in the retina lost its $490,000 of remaining funding. While the reason for its termination is unclear, the grant mentions that these cells exhibit remarkable "diversity," a term the administration has flagged as problematic.




	Education disparities -- The University System of Maryland Louis Stokes Alliances for Minority Participation program aims to increase the number of underrepresented college students in Maryland. A grant to study the impact of these efforts by gender, ethnicity and transfer status was terminated, with $1.7 million still to be spent.






Methodology and caveats




All data come from Grant Witness, a project to track NIH and NSF grant terminations via government databases and researcher submissions. We used a large language model (OpenAI's GPT-5 Nano) to categorize grants by agency research areas based on grant abstracts. Each infographic wedge shows "equivalent grants lost": total cut or frozen funds remaining to be spent divided by the median. There may be inaccuracies due to delays in financial reporting and the rapidly shifting landscape; some funding may have been restored by the time you read this.
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	What Jane Goodall taught me about bones, loss and not wasting anything

	Her legacy rests not just in stories of living chimps, but in the skeletons that endure

			
				




Jane Goodall died on October 1 at the age of 91. When I heard the news, my mind raced back 35 years to a conversation I had with the pioneering observer and student of chimpanzee behavior.




As the '90s began, Goodall had been studying chimps in Tanzania's Gombe National Park for nearly 30 years. Her work illuminated the previously unknown complexity of these apes' social lives. But I was surprised to learn that the genteel-looking British ethologist had assembled a one-of-a-kind collection of chimp skeletons.
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Goodall and her team retrieved the bodies of chimps within days of their deaths, placed the carcasses in a tin drum where insects pared down the remains, and then cleaned the bones. Each skeleton came from a Gombe individual with known sex, age, body weight and life experiences. That information let researchers investigate how individual development influenced the skeletal features of the apes.




Scientists who study ancient hominid fossils have no such luxury. They study the skeletons of strangers. Goodall's project raised the possibility of analyzing our evolutionary ancestors from a new perspective, informed by insights into how the shapes of bones reflect the good, the bad and the ugly of an individual's journey from birth to death.




Anxious to write about Goodall's unusual skeletal pursuits, I called the Jane Goodall Institute. In 1990, email was not an option. Zoom was as realistic as a flying car. An institute official gave me a phone number to call in Africa. At the appointed time, I dialed the number. I heard a click. Jane Goodall said hello.




I took a deep breath and introduced myself. With a blessedly slowing heartbeat, I launched into a series of journalistic questions. Goodall spoke softly and avoided trumpeting the importance of her preservation efforts.




When I asked about the implications of Gombe chimp skeletons for understanding ancient hominids, such as Lucy's 3.2-million-year-old partial skeleton, Goodall responded with blunt humility: "We just don't know." My queries about the reasons for the dramatic variations and quirks in the skeletal structure of Gombe chimps, revealed for the first time in her skeletal collection, elicited the same response. Perhaps speculation will turn into solid answers as research gets rolling, the famous chimp whisperer said.




Goodall became most animated when describing why she wanted not only to observe living chimps but also to preserve the bony frameworks of dead ones. I included the following quote in a 1990 Science News story: "I began collecting chimpanzee skeletons from the beginning of my research. When you're working in the field, you shouldn't waste anything."




To my young ears, that approach seemed oddly pragmatic and detached. After all, Goodall made her bones, so to speak, forming close personal relationships with living Gombe chimps. But I could not have been more wrong.




Goodall's connection to individual Gombe chimps probably deepened as their skeletons accumulated. Consider Flo, a dominant matriarch who was one of the first chimps to approach Goodall's camp. Flo was an aggressive mover and shaker in the Gombe social scene, raising her five young with patience and affection. Flo's death in 1972 hit Goodall hard.




True to her reputation as a Gombe influencer, Flo provided one of the most intriguing skeletal stories in Goodall's collection.




Flo's skeleton was larger than most at Gombe, male or female. Yet, she weighed less than a smaller but stockier male dubbed Charlie, thus demonstrating the difficulty of estimating body weights from bone sizes. And Flo experienced a pattern of bone loss unlike that of human females with osteoporosis, a condition associated with hormone loss after menopause. Flo's skeletal strength coincided with Goodall's field observations that this chimp matriarch had given birth within a few years of her death at nearly age 50. Only recently have researchers found evidence for menopause in female chimps that live past 50, an especially old age in the wild.




Sponsor Message



  






Flo's anatomical afterlife, and those of her compatriots, taught academics about the intricacies of skeletal formation, which must have given Goodall great satisfaction. Even as advanced age moved Goodall away from fieldwork and into environmental activism and book writing, her refusal to waste anything as a young befriender of Gombe chimps continued to pay scientific dividends.




I like to think that if an afterlife exists beyond the scientific kind, Jane Goodall and Flo are gazing at each other with renewed affection.
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	Building a better skin barrier

	The translucent, bouncy ideal skin care trends embrace is about knowing what to keep out

			
				




Is your face a glazed doughnut or a dewy dumpling? I don't mean which of these foods are stuck on your face.
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	Early Parkinson's trials revive stem cells as a possible treatment

	In two small clinical trials, stem cell therapies caused no apparent trouble in the brain

			
				




Two small clinical trials revive hope for an old idea: Cells injected into the brain might replace the nerve cells that die in Parkinson's disease.
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There was something strange about the turquoise-colored songbird flying around San Antonio in 2023. With its black-and-white tail bands and its jeering honk, it somewhat resembled and sounded like a blue jay.
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	Scientists made human egg cells from skin cells

	The proof-of-concept feat could one day help infertile people have children

			
				




Creating human eggs from adult cells just got one step closer to reality.
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	Toy-obsessed dogs give clues to addictive behaviors

	Dogs at play may parallel some human addictions

			
				




If you've ever had a slobbery ball at your feet and a dog's hopeful eyes asking for yet another throw, then you know that some dogs really love to play.
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	Dwarf planet Makemake sports the most remote gas in the solar system

	The newly reported methane is way more tenuous than Pluto's atmosphere -- not to mention Earth's

			
				




More than 2 billion kilometers farther from the sun than Pluto, a frigid world named Makemake sports the most distant gas ever seen in our solar system, new observations reveal.
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	A primordial black hole may have spewed the highest energy neutrino ever found

	These theoretical black holes may have formed right after the Big Bang

			
				




The highest energy neutrino ever detected from space may finally have an origin story.
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	People with ADHD may have an underappreciated advantage: Hypercuriosity

	Researching ADHD as a condition with benefits as well as deficits could help shift stigma

			
				




Anne-Laure Le Cunff was something of a wild child.
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	New wetsuit designs offer a layer of protection against shark bites

	Lightweight materials like Kevlar and nanofibers blunt the damage from white and tiger sharks

			
				




These wetsuits come with a built-in shark shield.




New bite-resistant wetsuits reduce damage from the multirowed chompers of white and tiger sharks, researchers report September 25 in Wildlife Research.
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	Scientists made a biological quantum bit out of a fluorescent protein

	The protein could be used to sense magnetic fields and temperatures inside individual cells

			
				




Quantum technologies might seem incompatible with life.
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	Ice is more flexible than you think, a new nano-movie shows

	Trapped air bubbles move, merge and dissolve without fracturing the crystal lattice

			
				




In the dog days of summer, popping a tray of water into the freezer to make ice cubes may seem mundane. But at the smallest scales, we still don't know a lot about how freezing unfolds.
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	Astronomers saw a rogue planet going through a rapid growth spurt

	It's the fastest growth rate ever observed in a planet

			
				




A rogue planet some 600 light-years away has been going through a growth spurt, gobbling up gas and dust at a rate of 6 billion metric tons per second, researchers report in the Oct.
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	A 'ringing' black hole matches scientists' predictions

	Gravitational waves emitted after two black holes coalesced agree with theories

			
				




Newly reported gravitational waves rang out as clear as a bell.
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	Crystallized dino eggs provide a peek into the tumultuous Late Cretaceous

	Hidden crystals allow scientists to date fossils from a famous site in China for the first time

			
				




Crystals hidden inside dinosaur eggs at a famous fossil site are giving scientists a chance to do something that's long proven elusive: figure out how old the ancient nests really are.
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	12,000-year-old rock art hints at the Arabian Desert's lush past

	Camel engravings reveal an early human presence in a once-verdant Nefud landscape

			
				




The camels at Jebel Misma have been frozen in a march for 12,000 years.
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	The brain preserves maps of missing hands for years

	The results call into question theories of large-scale brain reorganization after limb loss

			
				




The brain holds space for a missing limb, even years after it's gone.




For three women who underwent planned hand amputations, brain scans revealed remarkably durable maps of hand areas, lasting for five years in one case.
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	AI generated its first working genome: a tiny bacteria killer

	AI-designed bacteriophages could one day be used in phage therapy

			
				




This is a human-written story voiced by AI.
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This time of year, "Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer" is a nearly inescapable earworm.
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	Math puzzle: A Loopy Holiday Gift Exchange

			
				




You are participating in a holiday gift exchange with a few classmates. You each write down your own name on a slip of paper and fold it up. Then all the students place their names into a single hat. Next, students pull a random name from the hat, one at a time. If at any point someone pulls their own name from the hat, the whole class starts over, with everyone returning the names to the hat.
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	A historic year for U.S. science

			
				




This year as usual, Science News covered the big advances across science, medicine and technology, including the next quantum revolution, soaring rates of cancer in young people, the addictive lure of ultraprocessed foods, the debut of the Vera C. Rubin Observatory and how science-based strategies can protect communities from wildfires.
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