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LETTER FROM THE FILMMAKERS

We’re documentary filmmakers, but we’re also Bill Nye fans who spent our middle school years learning about the ecosys-

tem and the color spectrum from his trusty VHS tapes. Bill’s passion and enthusiasm stayed with us, and when we got older,

we started making films about science and technology. When we learned that Bill Nye was doing something new—working

outside of the classroom to champion science and space exploration and helping lead the fight against climate change, we

knew we had to make this documentary.

As filmmakers, we tell stories about interesting people in the worlds of science, health, information and technology. Our last

film THE IMMORTALISTS was about the personal lives of two anti-aging scientists. We focused the story more on their hu-

manity, love and death, and less on the technological “how to” of living forever. We take a similar approach in BILL NYE: SCI-

ENCE GUY—documenting Bill’s journey from popular kid show host to serious science statesman, coupled with intimate

access to his personal life. We see the human-side of a much larger social friction between science and anti-science.

Bill is a dream subject for a documentary. He is someone everybody knows of, but no one really knows— where did he come

from, what were the experiences that formed his worldview, why is he so mission-driven? Bill was absolutely open to every

filming possibility we presented—an amazing leap of faith that allowed us to really get to know the man behind the bow tie.

We’re two relatively young filmmakers, having only made one feature film before, but after an initial meeting with our pro-

ducer Seth Gordon in San Francisco (GLEASON, UNDEFEATED, MITT, KING OF KONG), Bill was fully on board to make a cin-

ematic portrait of his quest for science literacy, advocacy for space exploration, and mitigation of climate change. 

Finding the narrative of the film was a process of discovery, and we were researching as we were filming. After meeting with

Bill’s non-profit organization The Planetary Society, we knew that we could tell the story of launching LightSail, a solar sail

first popularized by Carl Sagan, as the spine of the film. We also uncovered the intergenerational relationship between Bill

and legendary science communicator Carl Sagan, who was his old professor at Cornell and founder of The Planetary Soci-

ety. We discovered that all roads lead back to Sagan. There was also a clear ending to the film with LightSail—it would ei-

ther successfully launch or it wouldn’t. But this story thread was interrupted as Bill began engaging anti-science creationists

and climate change deniers, a theme which felt particularly topical, political, and urgent. There are larger-than-life characters

at the center of this: anti-evolution spokesperson Ken Ham and bodybuilding meteorologist Joe Bastardi, both fantastic,

charismatic, and charming subjects. Bill doesn’t necessarily try to change their minds, but instead the minds of their audiences.

Both Ken and Joe have huge megaphones for their ideologies. During production, many people in both the science and film-

making communities questioned why we would give screen time to seemingly marginal and insignificant voices. In recent

months, we’ve seen a surge of anti-science rhetoric emerging not just from the so-called fringes but from those in positions

of political and economic power.

We open the film with a quote from Carl Sagan, “Science is far from a perfect instrument of knowledge. It’s just the best we

have. In this respect, as in many others, it’s like democracy.” This is what we hope people learn from the film. Bill’s mission is

to proselytize a methodology of finding truth, not for truth itself. Science is a tool for discovering facts. Today it seems facts

and alternative facts can be given equal weight. Confusion, “truthiness” and lies rule our climate and science policies. This is

hugely troublesome. We hope people who see this film will want to restore science to its rightful place in society. It isn’t per-

fect, but it’s the best we got.   

David Alvarado and Jason Sussberg

Directors, Bill Nye: Science Guy
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Bill Nye: Science Guy is a behind-the-scenes portrait of

the famed science educator as he takes off his Science

Guy lab coat and takes on those who deny climate

change, evolution, and a science-based world view. The

former star of the popular kids show "Bill Nye The Science

Guy" is a man on a mission: to stop the spread of anti-sci-

entific thinking. Not everyone agrees with his choice of

tactics. Some prefer not to draw attention to ideologues

who discredit basic science, but Bill Nye chooses to en-

gage his opponents, bringing his fame with him. The en-

counters leave viewers to ponder what might be at risk if

we don’t follow Nye’s lead. What will happen to the U.S.,

and to the world, if thousands of American children grow

up thinking that evidence doesn’t matter and science is

just a set of personal beliefs?

INTRODUCTION



Bill Nye: Science Guy is well suited for use in a variety of

settings and is especially recommended for use with:

• Your local PBS station 

• Groups that have discussed previous PBS and POV

films relating to science, space, or climate change

and the environment, including The City Dark,

Nostalgia for the Light, COSMOS or the PBS

signature series, NOVA. 

• Groups focused on any of the issues listed in the

“Key Issues” section

• High school students, youth groups, and clubs

• Faith-based organizations and institutions

• Secular organizations

• Science or children’s museums / discovery centers

and similar cultural institutions 

• Civic, fraternal, and community groups

• Teacher unions; organizations of science and

technology educators 

• Academic departments and student groups at

colleges, universities and high schools

• Community organizations with a mission to

promote education and learning, such as local

libraries.

Bill Nye: Science Guy is an excellent tool for outreach

and will be of special interest to people looking to ex-

plore the following topics:

• climate change 

• Bill Nye

• biography

• climate change denial

• creationism

• evolution

• fame

• solar sail

• logic & reasoning skills

• science

• science education

• scientific method

• scientists

• space exploration

• The Planetary Society

• secularity/humanism 
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This guide is an invitation to dialogue. It is based on a

belief in the power of human connection, designed for

people who want to use Bill Nye: Science Guy to en-

gage family, friends, classmates, colleagues and com-

munities. In contrast to initiatives that foster debates in

which participants try to convince others that they are

right, this document envisions conversations under-

taken in a spirit of openness in which people try to un-

derstand one another and expand their thinking by

sharing viewpoints and listening actively. 

The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to help

a wide range of audiences think more deeply about the

issues in the film. Rather than attempting to address

them all, choose one or two that best meet your needs

and interests. And be sure to leave time to consider tak-

ing action. Planning next steps can help people leave

the room feeling energized and optimistic, even in in-

stances when conversations have been difficult.  

For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips,

visit www.pov.org/engage

A Note to Facilitators

Productive dialogue can be a challenge when the issues raised in the film – like evolution and climate change –

evoke passionate responses. Here are a few tips that can ensure a smooth and successful event:  

• Remember that what the audience needs from you is to keep things moving, give everyone a chance to be

heard, and help people understand one another. Avoid getting into one-on-one arguments with audience

members or expressing approval or disapproval of individual speaker’s comments; it undermines your ability

to facilitate and makes it a conversation between you and each speaker rather than a discussion among

group members. 

• View the film prior to your event, so you aren’t trying to process your own issues and lead a discussion at

the same time.

• Make a conscious effort to model what you want audience members to do by keeping the tone of your voice

and the language you use respectful and calm.

• Remind the audience that their job – at least for this discussion – is to increase the level of understanding

and thoughtfulness in the room, not to win a debate. 

• Make all ground rules for discussion clear and apply them to everyone (e.g., time limits for speakers, no

interrupting the person who has the floor, making initial points in short “headlines” and letting people ask

questions if they need to know more).   

• Invite the audience to consciously look for common ground (e.g., we all care about our country’s and our

kids’ future).

• Have a few responses ready “in your pocket” to deal with provocateurs, e.g.:

o Thank you. What do others think? 

o I can hear the passion in your voice. Why is this point important to you?

o Could you re-phrase without the rhetoric so we can understand what you mean? 

o Can you explain the specific evidence you’re relying on so we can understand your thinking a bit

better? Why do you think the people who disagree aren’t convinced by that evidence (or a similar

question that shifts the speaker’s focus from themselves to seeing the world through someone

else’s eyes)? 

o Let’s all take a deep breath. Then allow the speaker to finish their thought and move on to a new

discussion prompt. Circle back to the original topic later if needed.  

o What did you hear x say? Turn to x “Did they get it right?”
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Bill Nye the Science Guy

Bill Nye the Science Guy was an educational television pro-

gram known for its use of live-action demonstrations and

humor to explain scientific concepts. Hosted by Seattle-

based science educator and sketch comedian Bill Nye, the

show aired on PBS from 1994 to 1999. Since its original

broadcast, the show has garnered popular and critical ac-

claim; its lively 30-minutes episodes remain a staple of sci-

ence classes across the country. 

The producers’ goal was to create “a TV show that gets kids

and adults excited about science, so that the United States

will again be the world leader in technology, innovation, and

sound management of the environment.” Bill Nye starred as

the quick-witted, energetic scientist in signature blue lab

coat and bow tie. Each episode featured a different scien-

tific concept—for example: gravity, the digestive system, or

fossils—and illustrated the topic through experiments, visits

to field locations, do-it-yourself activities, parodies of popu-

lar songs, and guest appearances. 

Studies have shown that “Bill Nye the Science Guy” increased

viewers’ knowledge of science phenomena encountered in

everyday life. With its iconic theme song, fast pacing, and

wide-ranging subject matter, the show has been credited

with making science more accessible and interesting to kids. 

Nye earned a degree in mechanical engineering at Cornell

University and prior to his popular TV show, spent over 20

years working as an engineer for the Boeing Corporation,

Sundstrand Data Control (now Honeywell), and a few other

engineering firms in the Seattle area. Currently, Nye is CEO

of The Planetary Society, the world’s largest non-profit

space interest group with members in 130 countries. Co-

founded by Carl Sagan, Bruce Murray and Louis Friedman,

the organization’s mission is to empower the world’s citizens

to advance space science and exploration. 

Nye has authored several books, including New York Times

Bestseller Undeniable (2015), Unstoppable (2016), and his

latest, Everything All at Once (2017). His most recent televi-

sion series, “Bill Nye Saves the World”, debuted on Netflix in

April 2017. In addition to leading The Planetary Society, Nye

travels the world lecturing on the importance of science,

space exploration, and inspiring generations of young peo-

ple to change the world.

Sources: 

Bell, Phillip. Learning Science in Informal Environments: People, Places,

and Pursuits, National Academies Press. p. 253, (2009).

“Bill Nye: Science Guys Awards” IMDB,

2018.http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0173528/awards 

“What Bill Nye The Science Guy Can Teach Us About Content

Marketing”, Vidyard, 2018. https://www.vidyard.com/blog/

what-bill-nye-the-science-guy-can-teach-us-about-content-marketing/

Ken Ham and Answers in Genesis

Ken Ham is an Australian-born Christian activist and founder

and president of the evangelical Christian organization An-

swers in Genesis. He became internationally known in 2014

for his public debate against Bill Nye pitting Young Earth

creationism against evolution. Answers in Genesis aims to

defend and propagate a literal interpretation of the Bible, in-

cluding the Young Earth creationist principle that the uni-

verse was created by God approximately 6,000 years ago.

Ham’s mission is to combat the “secularization” of American

culture, including the teaching of evolution in schools. To this

end, his organization publishes books, magazines, videos,

and curricula, and in 2007 it opened the $27 million Creation

Museum in Petersburg, Kentucky. 

The museum, which promotes the creationist version of

Earth’s history, is geared towards children and includes life-

sized models of dinosaurs and figures from the Bible. It chal-

lenges the theory of evolution, the scientific conclusion that

the universe is 14 billion years old, climate change, and other

evidence-based concepts that are widely accepted within

the mainstream scientific community. The museum counters

these principles with a narrative of geological and natural

history that is consistent with fundamentalist Christian the-

ology, citing “God’s infallible word” as its source.

In 2016, Answers in Genesis opened the Ark Encounter, a

full-scale replica of the biblical Noah’s Ark in Williamstown,

Kentucky. The ark cost over $100 million and is said to be

the largest timber-frame building in the world. Funded by

private donations, high-risk bonds and $18 million in tax re-

bates from the state of Kentucky, Ark Encounter drew con-

troversy during its construction. Kentucky revoked its public

funding, arguing that it violated the separation of church and

state because Ken Ham required employees to sign a “state-

ment of faith" that excluded gay people and those who did

DISCUSSION GUIDE

Bill Nye: Science Guy



BACKGROUND INFORMATION

|7

not share his religious beliefs. In response, Ham sued the

state and a federal judge ruled that Ark Encounter was eli-

gible to receive the tax incentive. According to its website,

404,000 people visited the Ark during its first year, and the

Creation Museum has received more than 3 million visitors

since its opening.

Sources:

Blackford, Linda. “State awards $18 million tax break to Noah’s Ark

theme park” Kentucky.com, April 26, 2016.

http://www.kentucky.com/news/state/article73971147.html 

Goodstein, Laurie. “A Noah’s Ark in Kentucky, Dinosaurs Included” NY

Times, June 26, 2016. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/26/us/noahs-

ark-creationism-ken-ham.html

Hodge, Bodie. “How Old Is The Earth?” Answers In Genesis, May 30, 2007. 

https://answersingenesis.org/age-of-the-earth/how-old-is-the-earth/

Klett, Leah Marieann. “Ken Ham Warns America is on ‘Prepice of

Catastrophic Change’, ‘God is Judging Us’ (Exclusive)” Gospel Herald,

June 22, 2017.

“http://www.gospelherald.com/articles/71002/20170622/ken-ham-

warns-america-precipice-catastrophic-change-god-judging-exclusive.ht

m 

“Ken Ham: Bio” Answers In Genesis, 2018.

https://answersingenesis.org/bios/ken-ham/

“Climate Change: How do we know?” NASA, 2018.

https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/ 

“What We Know” American Association for the Advancment of

Science (AAAS), 2014. http://whatweknow.aaas.org/get-the-facts/  

“The 97% consensus on global warming” Skeptical Science, May 8,

2016. https://www.skepticalscience.com/global-warming-scientific-

consensus.htm

“Record Crowds as Creation Museum Celebrates 10th Anniversary”

Answers In Genesis, May 26, 2017.

https://answersingenesis.org/about/press/2017/05/26/record-crowds-

creation-museum-celebrates-10th-anniversary/ 

Climate Change: A Consensus, Resisted 

Human-caused climate change is a matter of virtual consen-

sus in the scientific community. According to the Intergov-

ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a nonpartisan

international body established by the United Nations, “Sci-

entific evidence for warming of the climate system is un-

equivocal.” Human activities have had adverse effects on the

climate that are not limited to rising temperatures; these in-

clude melting ice and rising sea levels, droughts, hurricanes

and other extreme weather patterns, disrupted ecosystems

and communities displaced by these phenomena. Every

major scientific organization in the world has acknowledged

that humans are the primary cause of these changes. Ac-

cording to several studies, over 97 percent of climate scien-

tists are convinced, based on the evidence, that global

warming is caused by humans.

Despite this consensus, only 54 percent of registered voters

surveyed in 2017 think global warming is caused mostly by

human activities. Only a minority surveyed in 2016, 38%,

think global warming will “harm me personally.” What ac-

counts for the gap between experts and public opinion? One

factor is that high-profile politicians, pundits and even a few

scientists have contested the existence or causes of climate

change. They identify as “climate skeptics,” although their

opponents typically call them “climate deniers” (some have

embraced the “denier” term).

Joe Bastardi is a meteorologist and weather forecaster who

worked for AccuWeather and rose to prominence by deny-

ing the existence of anthropogenic (human-caused) climate

change. He has appeared on Fox News as a commentator

on the subject, and has publicly sparred with Bill Nye

through op-eds and a televised debate. Bastardi, who holds

a bachelor’s degree in meteorology from Penn State Uni-

versity, currently works as Chief Forecaster at WeatherBell

Analytics, a weather consulting firm that provides “energy

forecasts” to “energy companies, hedge funds, or related

businesses.”

Climate skeptics such as Joe Bastardi not only reject main-

stream scientific findings on climate science—they also

speak out against policies meant to mitigate the effects of

climate change. They criticize regulations on carbon emis-

sions and international treaties, including the Paris Climate

Agreement adopted by the UN Convention on Climate

Change in 2015. Science advocates like Bill Nye argue that

the activities of climate skeptics are often funded by lobby-

ists or entities with a conflict of interest—including corpora-
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tions that profit from environmentally damaging practices.

For example, the Heartland Institute is a right-wing think

tank that receives funding from the fossil fuel industry and is

associated with outspoken climate skeptics, including Joe

Bastardi.

Climate skepticism or denialism has been gaining traction in

U.S. politics, with several powerful lawmakers questioning

the validity of climate science. From 2015 to 2017, the Sen-

ate Committee on Environment and Public Works was

chaired by Oklahoma Senator Jim Inhofe, who called climate

change "the greatest hoax ever perpetrated against the

American people”; he raised eyebrows in 2015 by throwing

a snowball across the Senate floor to disprove the reality of

global warming. (Journalists noted that Senator Inhofe has

received over $2 million in political contributions from oil in-

dustry lobbyists.) After soliciting advice from the fossil fuel

industry, the Trump administration has adopted many of the

policy priorities of climate skeptics. Shortly after his inaugu-

ration, President Trump announced his plans to roll back

Obama-era regulations that reduce heat-trapping emissions

from U.S. power and transportation sectors, withdraw from

the Paris Climate Agreement, and cut funding for the EPA,

the federal body that enforces environmental protections.

These changes in policy and public discourse have alarmed

scientists, climate advocates and citizens alike. In recent

years, Bill Nye has dedicated his career to engaging with

skeptics such as Joe Bastardi. He works to educate the pub-

lic about the scientific evidence for climate change and the

urgency of taking action against it.

Sources: 

Anderegg, W.R.L, “Expert Credibility in Climate Change,” Proceedings

of the National Academy of Sciences, Vol. 107 No. 27, 12107-12109, DOI:

10.1073/pnas.1003187107, June 21, 2010.

Bastardi, Joe. “Some Questions for Bill Nye Six Years After Our

'O'Reilly Factor' Debate,” The Patriot Post, November 9, 2015.

https://archive.is/1NoB5

Cook, J. "Consensus on consensus: a synthesis of consensus estimates

on human-caused global warming," Environmental Research Letters,

Vol. 11 No. 4, DOI:10.1088/1748-9326/11/4/048002, April 13, 2016

Cook, J. "Quantifying the consensus on anthropogenic global warming

in the scientific literature," Environmental Research Letters, Vol. 8 No. 2,

DOI:10.1088/1748-9326/8/2/024024, May 15, 2013.

Eilperin, Juliet. “EPA emerges as major target after Trump solicits

policy advice from industry” Washington Post, April 16, 2017.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/epa-emerges-as-

major-target-after-trump-solicits-policy-advice-from-

industry/2017/04/16/87a8a55a-205d-11e7-ad74-3a742a6e93a7_story.ht

ml?utm_term=.d95cd2acb273

Goldenberg, Suzanne. “Republicans’ leading climate denier tells the

pope to butt out of climate debate” The Guardian, June 11, 2015.

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/jun/11/james-inhofe-

republican-climate-denier-pope-francis 

Hansler, Jennifer. “US and Syria are now the only two countries not in

the Paris Climate Accord” CNN, October 24, 2017.

http://www.cnn.com/2017/10/24/politics/nicaragua-paris-climate-

accord-us-syria/index.html

Kaufman, Alexander C. “Here’s A List of Climate-Change Deniers The

EPA May Be Considering For Its “Red Team” Debate” Huffington Post,

October 25, 2017. https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/epa-red-

team_us_59efa14ce4b0bf1f8836893e

Leiserowitz, A., Maibach, E., Roser-Renouf, C., Rosenthal, S., Cutler, M.,

& Kotcher, J. (2017). Politics & Global Warming, October 2017. Yale

University and George Mason University. New Haven, CT: Yale Program

on Climate Change Communication.

http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/politics-global-

warming-october-2017/2/ 

Marlon, Jennifer. “Yale Climate Opinion Maps – U.S. 2016”, Yale, 2016.

http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us-

2016/ 

N. Oreskes, “Beyond the Ivory Tower: The Scientific Consensus on

Climate Change,” Science, Vol. 306 no. 5702, p. 1686; DOI:

10.1126/science.1103618, December 3, 2004

P. T. Doran & M. K. Zimmerman, "Examining the Scientific Consensus

on Climate Change," Eos Transactions American Geophysical Union,

Vol. 90 Issue 3, 22; DOI: 10.1029/2009EO03000, 2009. 

Rust, Sara. “A Lesson Plan About Climate Change and the People

Already Harmed by It”, NY Times, March 22, 2017.

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/22/learning/lesson-plans/a-lesson-

plan-about-climate-change-and-the-people-already-harmed-by-it.html 

Samenow, Jason. “Joe Bastardi resigns from AccuWeather,”

Washington Post, February 22, 2011. Archive.is URL:

https://archive.is/zMmEQ

Tabuchi, Hiroko. “How Climate Change Deniers Rise to the Top in

Google Searches”, NY Times, Dec 29, 2017

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/29/climate/google-search-climate-

change.html 

“Climate Change: How do we know?” NASA, 2018.

https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/

Gillis, Justin. “Climate Change is Complex. We’ve Got Answers to Your

Questions”, NY Times, 2018.

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/climate/what-is-climate-

change.html 
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“Why Is It Called Denial?” National Center for Science Education, 2018.

https://ncse.com/library-resource/why-is-it-called-denial 

“Why Is Fox Going To Joe Bastardi For Climate Change Analysis?”

Media Matters, August 17, 2011. https://archive.is/Efod7

“Get In Front Of Weather-Driven Energy Market Moves!” (PDF),

WeatherBell Analytics, 2018.

https://www.weatherbell.com/files/pdf/wb_en.pdf 

“Who We Are: Joe Bastardi” Heartland, 2018.

https://www.heartland.org/about-us/who-we-are/joe-bastardi 

The Planetary Society and the Solar Sail

The Planetary Society is a nonprofit organization dedicated

to advancing space research and exploration. Founded by

Carl Sagan, Louis Friedman and Bruce Murray in 1980, their

mission is to “advocate for space and planetary science

funding in government, inspire and educate people around

the world, and develop and fund groundbreaking space sci-

ence and technology.”

Carl Sagan was an astronomer and astrophysicist known for

his contributions to the study of space and extraterrestrial

life. Sagan was also a public advocate for science – he pub-

lished more than 20 popular general audience books about

science, and co-wrote and narrated the 1980 educational

space series “Cosmos.” As an expert on the potential of ex-

traterrestrial intelligence, Sagan assembled the first physical

messages sent into space: the illustrated Pioneer plaque and

the audio Voyager Golden Records, which were chosen to

convey information about life and culture on Earth.

Today, the Planetary Society is led by CEO Bill Nye, who dis-

covered his love of astronomy in a class taught by Carl

Sagan at Cornell University. Under Nye’s leadership the or-

ganization has over 50,000 members in more than 100

countries. The Planetary Society is pursuing a variety of re-

search projects, including the LightSail, a citizen-funded

solar sail propelled solely by sunlight. A solar sail is a small

spacecraft that is propelled by energy from photons, which

are harnessed by the large reflective surfaces of “sails.”

Slated to launch in Spring 2018, the Planetary Society’s

LightSail will attempt the first solar sail flight in Earth’s orbit. 

Sources: 

Rosenthal, Jake. “The Pioneer Plaque: Science as a Universal Language”

The Planetary Society, January 20, 2016.

http://www.planetary.org/blogs/guest-blogs/2016/0120-the-pioneer-

plaque-science-as-a-universal-language.html   

“About Us” The Planetary Society, 2018.

http://www.planetary.org/about/ 

“Carl Sagan” Google Scholar, 2018.

https://scholar.google.com/citations?hl=en&user=Wd1k3voAAAAJ

“The Golden Record” NASA, 2018. https://voyager.jpl.nasa.gov/golden-

record/ 

“Staff: Bill Nye” The Planetary Society, 2018.

http://www.planetary.org/about/staff/bill-nye.html 

“Explore: Projects” The Planetary Society, 2018.

http://www.planetary.org/explore/projects/

Ataxia

Ataxia is a rare neurological disease that affects the nervous

system. It is degenerative, meaning that it worsens over

time. The symptoms include problems with movement: im-

balance, falling and slurred speech, which result from de-

generation of a section of the brain called the cerebellum.

Ataxia is genetic—members of Bill Nye’s family, including his

father and two siblings, suffer from the disease. There is cur-

rently no treatment or cure for ataxia, but physical therapy

and medication can help manage the symptoms.

Sources: 

“What is Ataxia?” National Ataxia Foundation, 2017.

https://ataxia.org/what-is-ataxia/
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William “Bill” Sanford Nye, popularly

known as Bill Nye the Science Guy, is an

American scientist, mechanical

engineer, comedian, teacher, and author

and TV personality. 

Amy Bastian - Prof. of Neuroscience

(who examines Bill for ataxia)

Joe Bastardi – meteorologist and

climate change contrarian 

Garrett Bastardi – Joe’s teenage son Heather Berlin – neuroscientist

specializing in effect of fame

Francis Collins - Director, U.S. National

Institutes of Health

Jerry Coyne - evolutionary biologist Neil deGrasse Tyson - astrophysicist Ann Druyan - writer & producer,

COSMOS; wife and longtime collaborator

of Carl Sagan 

Selected People Featured in Bill Nye: Science Guy
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Erren Gottlieb - producer, "Bill Nye the

Science Guy"

Ken Ham – creationist; founder, The

Creation Museum

Jim Helton, President, Tri-State

Freethinkers

Michael Mann - Atmospheric Scientist

who invites Bill to address his seminar at

Penn State University

Jim McKenna - producer & director, 

"Bill Nye the Science Guy"

Chad Myers – CNN meteorologist who

flips from questioning claims about

climate change to supporting Bill’s

position 

Eugenie Scott - physical anthropologist James White – paleoclimate scientist

who examines ice core samples to

reconstruct past global change.

Selected People Featured in Bill Nye: Science Guy



DISCUSSION PROMPTS

|12

Science and Anti-Science

The film begins with this quote from Carl Sagan: “Science is

far from a perfect instrument of knowledge. It’s just the best

we have. In this respect, as in many others, it’s like democ-

racy.” How is science like democracy? What do you think the

filmmakers were trying to say by starting their story with this

thought?

Bill (in his TV show dialogue) shares, “We have a saying in

science. Extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof.”

In an archival clip, Carl Sagan says, “Science is a self cor-

recting process. To be accepted, new ideas must survive the

most rigorous standards of evidence and scrutiny.” What

counts as valid evidence in science? What differentiates sci-

entific proof from other types of evidence? 

Bill deems the work of creationist Ken Ham and climate

change deniers like Donald Trump and Shaun Hannity to be

“anti-science.” Where have you encountered “anti-science”?

What’s the difference between “anti-science” and scientific

debate and the scientific method to weed out mistakes (i.e.

things that were once thought to be the case by scientists,

based on evidence available at the time, but were later

proven to be wrong after more evidence became avail-

able)? Why do you think many Americans are disposed

to take an anti-science stance?

Bill argues that we shouldn’t teach religion in science class.

Ken Ham responds by declaring that science is a belief sys-

tem – just like a religion: “your belief is that everything hap-

pened by natural processes.” Why is he wrong? What’s the

difference between science and religion?

James White studies past climate with ice cores and shares,

“An interesting question I get asked a lot is, do you believe

in climate change? The question is interesting to me, be-

cause the word belief implies that there's some choice in-

volved.” He explains there is no choice because “it’s physics.”

Why is the idea that one could choose to believe or not be-

lieve physics absurd to a scientist?

Bill says, “If we raise a generation of kids, they can't think

critically, they can't think scientifically, we're headed for

trouble.” He is especially disturbed by the number of chil-

dren touring Ken Ham’s museum, because research for his

TV program indicated that 10 years old was the oldest you

could be to get a lifelong passion for science. Do you share

Bill’s concerns? What do you see as the consequences of

thousands of kids growing up believing that their faith re-

quires them to disbelieve or dismiss scientific evidence? How

do you think the problem should be addressed? 
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Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a

few quiet moments to reflect on what they have seen or

pose a general question (examples below) and give people

some time to themselves to jot down or think about their

answers before opening the discussion:  

• If a friend asked you what this film was about, what

would you say? 

• What did you learn about Bill Nye that you didn’t

know before watching the film?

• If you could ask anyone in the film a single question,

whom would you ask and what would you ask them?  

• Describe a moment or scene in the film that you

found particularly disturbing or moving. What was it

about that scene that was especially compelling for

you?

At the end of your discussion, to help people synthesize

what they’ve experienced and move the focus from dia-

logue to action steps, you may want to choose one of

these questions:

• What did you learn from this film that you wish

everyone knew? What would change if everyone

knew it?

• If you could require one person (or one group) to

view this film, who would it be? What do you hope

their main takeaway would be?  

• Complete this sentence: I am inspired by this film 

(or discussion) to __________.

GENERAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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Scientists

Like many opponents, Sarah Palin questions Bill’s creden-

tials: "Bill Nye is as much of a scientist as I am. He's a kid's

show actor. He's not a scientist." What makes someone a sci-

entist? Why do you think opponents use this particular ar-

gument to discredit him? Are they suggesting that they

would accept his positions if only he was a scientist? 

Recalling the genesis of the Bill Nye the Science Guy TV

show, director Jim McKenna says, “America needed scien-

tists.” Why does a country like the U.S. need scientists? What

role have scientists played in America’s economic, cultural,

and political successes?

According to Physics Girl, “A lot of people of my generation

attribute their interest and love of science to Bill Nye.” As

Neil deGrasse Tyson put it, “He's the science teacher we all

wish we had in elementary school or in middle school, high

school or even college.” What do you remember about Bill

Nye the Science Guy? If you aren’t familiar with the show, is

there a different media program that inspired you? 

Tactics

Physical anthropologist Dr. Eugenie Scott questions Bill’s

choice to engage with the likes of Ken Ham, saying, “Debates

between scientists and science deniers could be a trap that

scientists probably should not get involved in.” And, in fact,

activist Jim Helton reports that after Bill’s debate with Ken

Ham, the creationists raised millions of additional dollars for

the Ark Encounter. Was Bill Nye responsible for some of

that? Unfortunately, probably yes.” Do you think Bill’s choice

to engage with science opponents is a mistake? Why or why

not?

Some people question Bill’s motives, suggesting that he is

mostly after fame. Why do you think they question Bill’s mo-

tives? What’s the difference between objecting to Bill’s tac-

tics and questioning his motives?

Bill Nye criticizes media outlets that allow climate change

deniers on the news because “they really are leaving the

world worse than they found it.” Do you think news outlets

should deny a platform to people who reject human-driven

climate change?

A Penn State student asks Bill for suggestions of “construc-

tive ways scientists could reach out and communicate with

non scientists, because I feel like climate deniers have

been very good at capitalizing on, like, it's only a the-

ory, or this idea that there's always going to be

some margin of doubt.” Bill answers, “So what I would say is,

just keep talking to people. Why do you believe that? What

makes you think that climate change isn't happening? What

makes you disagree with all the world's scientists?” How

would you answer the student? 

Bill says he engages with climate change contrarians like Joe

Bastardi because “If I'm on Fox News, they dismiss me. They

don't listen to what I have to say. But if Joe were on there

saying that he's changed his mind, that could be very influ-

ential. So it's worth a shot.” Do you think that Bill is correct?

How do you think climate change deniers would respond to

Joe Bastardi if he “changed sides”?

Bill Nye the Science Guy director, Jim McKenna, describes

what Bill is doing as “brave.” Have you ever engaged people

who completely disagreed with your world view or basic val-

ues? Did you feel brave?

Bill rejects a client’s request to steer clear of controversial

topics like climate change: “The main thing everybody could

do about climate change is talk about it.” Where could you

create opportunities to talk about climate change?

Evolution

Evolutionary biologist, Dr. Jerry Coyne, says, “The Creation

Museum is a temple of ignorance, but it's also a temple of

lies.” He worries that it is warping the minds of children.  In

your view, what are appropriate responses to the Creation

Museum?

Bill describes evolution as the fundamental idea in all of bi-

ology. But Ken Ham says he doesn’t “believe in evolution”

dismissing it entirely. Can you believe in scientific method at

all and not believe in evolution?

When Ham is asked if anything could change his mind, he

basically says “no.” Why can’t scientists accept that answer?

Ham’s explanation is that “The Bible is the word of God. No

one is ever going to convince me that the word of God is

not true.” Do you think that people who accept evolution as

fact are trying to undermine belief in God? How do believers

who reject Ham’s position reconcile confidence in science

with their religious faith? Do you see evolution as incompat-

ible with your beliefs?

Do you find any of Ken Ham’s arguments against evolution

convincing? Why or why not?

- All life was created at the same time, so dinosaurs and

people lived at the same time (and both were on the

ark).

DISCUSSION GUIDE
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- The entire world and everything in it is approximately

6,000 years old.

- “there's aspects about the past that you can't scientif-

ically prove because you weren't there.” 

- You didn’t come from ape-like creatures because “I

mean, did your grandfather look like that? I don't think

so. Does your grandmother look like that? No, not at

all.”

- “Specialization is not evolution, because dogs actually

always remain dogs. It's one of the things we've

observed, and cats always remain cats.”

One person reports that, “When thousands watched science

advocate Bill Nye debate [creationist] Ham online, believers

pulled out their wallets.” They raised $15 million in two weeks

for Ham’s efforts. Do you think that Americans can support

creationism at that level and also position the U.S. as a world

leader in STEM innovation? Is there a way to fuse America’s

economic future and the faith of people who reject the pil-

lars of modern science?

Climate Change

Joe Bastardi agrees, “there's climate change, all right. Do hu-

mans have something to do with it? They probably have

something to do with it. I don't know what. Is it worth crash-

ing the American economy? No. I don't believe that.” Do you

agree that we have to choose between dealing with climate

change and keeping the economy strong? Why would peo-

ple fear that acknowledging humans’ role in climate change

would crash the economy? 

Does it surprise you that economists have found climate

change is already projected to cost around 1 percent of the

US gross domestic product with every additional degree in-

crease in global average temperature? By the late twenty-

first century under a high emissions case, some counties are

expected to experience damages between 2 to 20% of

county income.

Atmospheric Scientist Michael Mann observes that, “Much of

the denial comes from an ideological viewpoint: regulating

greenhouse gases must be bad, because all regulation is

bad.” He notes that fossil fuel interests fund conservative

media outlets that are part of the “huge megaphone” that is

the climate change denial machine. Who else benefits from

denying that global warming is a problem or that human ac-

tivity is accelerating climate change far beyond what

would occur naturally?

Ken Ham claims that the layers we see in ice “are

not annual layers. So Bill Nye and others have

pushed the idea of millions of years while talking about an-

nual rings in cycles are simply wrong.” How would you

square that with scientist James White’s detailed explana-

tion of what they’ve learned from ice cores: 

“When it's warmer, CO2 is higher. When it's colder,

CO2 is lower. Our planet, over the last million years,

naturally varied between really cold times, glacial

periods, and warm times. The difference was 100 parts

per million of CO2 in the atmosphere. But, as we get

closer to the surface, we start to see traces of human

activity. Since the industrial revolution, we have

increased CO2 from 280 part per million to 400 parts

per million, and the pace of change is going faster and

faster. With the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere we

have today, the planet is going to continue to warm.” 

Why would it be important to Ham to deny that layers in ice

or rocks or tree rings are not indicators of yearly cycles?

Bill thinks Joe Bastardi is hurting future generations. Bastardi

doesn’t think he is. What do you think?

Being Bill Nye the Science Guy

Producer Erren Gottlieb says she thinks fame changed Bill,

made him less willing to trust. Bill says that being recognized

and celebrated made him feel appreciated and cool. Re-

searcher Heather Berlin suggests that “being in the limelight

for a given period of time can effect even the way your brain

is wired up.” She wonders if “there is this constant having to

shield yourself and close your real self off?” What do you

think the effects of fame are?

Bill jokes about “selfie fatigue,” saying, “I'm pretty sure it

shortens your life.” Is “selfie fatigue” just the price of fame, or

should the public think differently about their own behav-

ior?

Did Bill’s experience with ataxia offer any lessons for people

considering genetic testing (or for purchasing over-the-

counter genetic tests for others)?

Neil deGrasse Tyson says Bill is a “science statesman.” How

would you describe him?  

What are the benefits of projects like LightSail? What do

people think we might learn from it? Why do you think Bill is

so drawn to the project?
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Additional media literacy questions are available at:

www.pbs.org/pov/educators/media-literacy.php



• Host a screening and discussion of the film in observance of Earth Day, and/or join in local celebrations. See

www.earthday.org/ for more information.

• Research how you can reduce heat-trapping emissions in your own home, office or school.

• Consider joining (or organizing) a local March for Science. Check @ScienceMarchDC or

www.facebook.com/marchforscience for more information.

• The film notes that people put a lot of trust in their local TV meteorologists. Investigate what the meteorol-

ogists in your media market are saying about climate change. Meet with them to let them know what you

think or to make sure they are sharing accurate information with their audiences. Where appropriate, invite

them to speak at your school or community group to talk about climate change and its relationship to

weather.

• Host a movie night at a local school or library featuring old episodes of Bill Nye the Science Guy. Invite

science teachers to help the audience further explore the science concepts covered.
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TAKING ACTION

Climate Change

NASA

https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence

The space agency has tracked Earth’s “vital signs” (e.g.,

ocean temperature, sea levels, size of ice sheets) over

time. The results are reported here.

SCIENCE: HERE’S HOW MUCH CLIMATE CHANGE IS

GOING TO COST YOUR COUNTY

http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2017/06/here-s-how-
much-climate-change-going-cost-your-county

This article by Paul Voosen breaks down the

projected cost of climate change across the

United States. 

PALEONTOLOGICAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE: THE

TEACHER-FRIENDLY GUIDE TO CLIMATE CHANGE

https://www.priweb.org/index.php/pubs-special/pubs-
spec-5813-detail

Easy to understand explanations of why scientists think

human-induced climate change is happening.

CALIFORNIA GOVERNOR’S OFFICE OF PLANNING AND

RESEARCH

www.opr.ca.gov/facts/list-of-scientific-
organizations.html

A substantial list of scientific organizations that take the

position that human action is causing climate change.

RESOURCES

Original Online Content on POV  
To further enhance the broadcast, POV has produced an

interactive website to enable viewers to explore the film

in greater depth. The Bill Nye: Science Guy website—

www.pbs.org/pov/BillNyeScieneGuy — offers a

streaming video trailer for the film; an interview with the

filmmaker; a list of related websites, articles and books;

a downloadable discussion guide; and special features. 

Connect at @POVengage and @POVdocs to comment

and converse. 

FILM-RELATED WEB SITES 

BILL NYE: SCIENCE GUY

www.billnyefilm.com

For information on the film and filmmakers

@billnyefilm 



RESOURCES
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PROCON.ORG

https://climatechange.procon.org

A handy summary of the major evidence cited by those

who believe the scientific evidence supports human-driven

climate change and those who question human

involvement.

Evolution

NATIONAL ACADEMIES OF SCIENCE

http://nationalacademies.org/evolution

The site features a series of very readable explanations of

evolution and of the historical controversies about the

theory, including an explanation of why “intelligent design”

or “creationism” are not supported by scientific evidence.

NATIONAL SCIENCE TEACHERS ASSOCIATION

www.nsta.org/evolution

In addition to teaching resources, the site includes position

statements and a very good set of web links to related

resources.

WGBH

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/evolution/index.html

Resources for teachers and students include basic

concepts, definitions, and responses to controversies, with

links to video clips and other media.

Space Exploration

THE PLANETARY SOCIETY

www.planetary.org 

Includes descriptions of the Society’s many projects

related to space exploration (including LightSail), blogs by

Bill Nye and other Society Staff members, and a treasure

trove of historical documents and images from space

exploration initiatives.

ATACAMA LARGE MILLIMETER ARRAY (ALMA)

www.almaobservatory.org

Reports and images from the largest radio telescope in

the world.

ATACAMA COSMOLOGY TELESCOPE (ACT)

https://act.princeton.edu

Reports and images from the ACT project, which studies

how the universe began, what it is made of, and how it

evolved to its current state.

Civil Discourse

NATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR CIVIL DISCOURSE

https://nicd.arizona.edu

This nonpartisan research and policy center provides tips

and tools for having civil, productive conversations about

hot-button issues.

CIVIL POLITICS

www.civilpolitics.org

A research-based non-profit organization dedicated to

helping the public use scientific research to bridge moral

divisions. 

HEART PERCEPTION PROJECT

https://www.heartperceptionproject.com

In response to the divisive nature of the 2016 presidential

election, this project provides tools and resources to

connect across divides, with a focus on our shared

humanity.

ESSENTIAL PARTNERS

www.whatisessential.org

An organization that develops resources to help people

have difficult conversations and resolve conflicts that are

driven by differences in identity, beliefs and values.



HOW TO BUY THE FILM

To order Bill Nye: Science Guy for home use, visit shop.pbs.org. 
To order Bill Nye: Science Guy for educational use, 
visit https://teacher.shop.pbs.org/bill-nye-science-guy-dvd-av-item/product/BNSG701.

The See it On PBS logo is a trademark of the Public Broadcasting Service and is used with permission. All rights reserved.

Produced by American Documentary, Inc.,

POV is public television’s premier showcase

for nonfiction films. Since 1988, POV has been

the home for the world’s boldest contemporary filmmakers, cele-

brating intriguing personal stories that spark conversation and in-

spire action. Always an innovator, POV discovers fresh new voices

and creates interactive experiences that shine a light on social is-

sues and elevate the art of storytelling. With our documentary

broadcasts, original online programming and dynamic community

engagement campaigns, we are committed to supporting films

that capture the imagination and present diverse perspectives.

POV films have won 37 Emmy® Awards, 20 George Foster

Peabody Awards, 12 Alfred I. duPont-Columbia University Awards,

three Academy Awards®, the first-ever George Polk Documen-

tary Film Award and the Prix Italia. The POV series has been hon-

ored with a Special News & Documentary Emmy Award for

Excellence in Television Documentary Filmmaking, three IDA

Awards for Best Curated Series and the National Association of

Latino Independent Producers (NALIP) Award for Corporate

Commitment to Diversity. Learn more at www.pbs.org/pov. 

POV Digital (www.pbs.org/pov)

Since 1994, POV Digital has driven new storytelling initiatives

and interactive production for POV. The department created

PBS's first program website and its first web-based documen-

tary (POV's Borders) and has won major awards, including a

Webby Award (and six nominations) and an Online News Asso-

ciation Award. POV Digital continues to explore the future of in-

dependent nonfiction media through its digital productions and

the POV Hackathon lab, where media makers and technologists

collaborate to reinvent storytelling forms. @povdocs on Twitter.  

POV Engage (www.pbs.org/pov/engage)

POV's Community Engagement and Education team works with

educators, community organizations and PBS stations to pres-

ent more than 650 free screenings every year. In addition, we

distribute free discussion guides and standards-aligned lesson

plans for each of our films. With our community partners, we in-

spire dialogue around the most important social issues of our

time.

American Documentary, Inc.  (www.amdoc.org)

American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company

dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary

stories that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in

mainstream media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public cul-

ture, developing collaborative strategic engagement activities

around socially relevant content on television, online and in com-

munity settings. These activities are designed to trigger action,

from dialogue and feedback to educational opportunities and

community participation.

Major funding for POV is provided by PBS, The John D. and

Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Corporation for Public

Broadcasting, National Endowment for the Arts and the

 Wyncote Foundation. Additional funding comes from The John

S. and James Knight Foundation, Nancy Blachman and David

desJardins, Bertha Foundation, Reva & David Logan Foundation,

Open Society Foundations, Sage Foundation, New York State

Council on the Arts, New York City Department of Cultural

 Affairs in partnership with the City Council, Ann Tenenbaum and

Thomas H. Lee and public television viewers. POV is presented

by a consortium of public television stations, including KQED

San Francisco, WGBH Boston and THIRTEEN in association with

WNET.ORG.

You can follow us on Twitter @POVengage 
for the latest news from 

POV Community Engagement & Education.

Media Sponsor:

Front cover: Bill Nye. 
Photo courtesy of Structure Films

http://www.americandocumentary.org

