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Scientisls traditionally have a repu-
tation for being unable to communicate
their science to non-scientists. However,
for the past 12 years people have been
trying to improve matters. A career in
science communication (or ‘public under-
standing of science’, which goes by the
unlovely acronym of PUS) has become
popular.

JOURNALISM
AND PUBLISHING

Science journalism is an obvious career
choice. Science writers. work for national
newspapers, magazines like New Scientist,
television and radio. However, jobs are
limited and competition is fierce. Most
people start off by writing for specialist
publications such as Chemistry in Britain
or Laboratory News. The more specialist
the publication, the more need there is
for journalists with a good knowledge of
science. This might sound obvious but
you should remember that a lot of science
reporters in the national media do not have
any science qualifications!

A lot of science graduates work in
Science, Technical and Medical (STM)
publishing. Here a science degree or higher
qualification is essential, as you will be
editing and proof-reading books and very
specialised research papers which are to
be published in journals. As well as edito-
rial positions there are jobs in journal pro-
duction, design, sales and marketing. Some
publishers will train new graduates ‘on the
job’, but there are also short courses and
correspondence courses to learn skills such
as proof-reading.

Scientific research and journalism both
require curiosity, investigative and infor-
mation-gathering skills, and attention to
detail. However, there are big differences in
the deadlines to which the two groups
work. Journalists have to meet very short
and completely inflexible deadlines. This
is a regular feature of all types of com-
munications work. If you want to work in

Careers in science
communication

any of these areas it is also helpful to have
a ‘feel’ for the visual presentation of infor-
mation as well as writing ability, planning
and organisation skills, and endless enthu-
siasm for coming up with new ideas.

PUBLIC RELATIONS

‘Public relations’ conjures up the world of
smart suits, shoulder pads and champagne
beloved of Edina and Patsy in Absolutely
Fabulous. 1t is not like that in science. It
is more than just media relations — bring-
ing your organisation to the attention of
journalists. Public relations encompasses
schools and community liaison, parlia-
mentary and policy issues and communi-
cation with employees, members and other
audiences internal to the organisation —
any activity that helps an organisation
communicate with the public.

Scientific public relations practitioners
can work ‘in-house’ — in companies,
research institutes, hospitals, trade and
professional bodies, charities, learned
societies, government departments and
universities, or in PR agencies. Some agen-
cies specialise in scientific and technical
PR. PR was recently shown to be the
second most popular career choice of all
graduates, so you can imagine that com-
petition to get in is tough.

further information on the opportunities
available.

START NOW

Probably the most important thing for
anyone contemplating a career in one of
these areas is to start now! Your A-level
project is an excellent opportunity to prac-
tise your communication skills. Practise
writing to a deadline and to a word limit.
Watch TV science programmes such as
Horizon, Tomorrow’s World and QED to
get a feel for how information is presented
visually. Prospective journalists should
study newspapers to see how scientific
stories are reported. Investigate whether
writing for a school magazine is a possi-
bility. If you go to university, writing for
your student newspaper will give you
valuable experience in journalism. Entering
— and especially winning — a competition
such as the annual Daily Telegraph Young
Science Writer’s Award or the competi-
tions occasionally held by magazines
such as New Scientist is also likely to be
attractive to prospective employers!
There are some useful books available
which offer good advice on communication
skills for anyone planning to become a
scientist — not just those contemplating
science communications as a career.

MUSEUMS
AND THE LIKE

Museums, discovery centres and explor-
atories can provide opportunities for
‘explainers’, curators and similar posts.
Unfortunately, there are few vacancies for
this type of work. Behind the scenes, tech-
nical knowledge is increasingly important
in developing the displays and ensuring,
using feedback from visitors, that they
‘hit the target market’. Unfortunately, there
are not many paid vacancies for this type
of work, but opportunities for ‘volunteer-
ing’ are numerous. Museums prefer to take
on people who have had experience of
dealing with the public — such as a part-
time job in a shop or something similar.
There are several postgraduate training
courses for museum work, including a
2-year training scheme for graduates run
by the Science Museum in London. The
Museums’ Association publishes a booklet
called Careers in Museums which gives

WHAT SORT OF DEGREE?

Most jobs in this area are at graduate A
entry level — but what sort of degree 254
should you do? Traditionally people have
taken a BSc in a single science or a
combination of scientific subjects and
have then specialised after graduation.
However, there is now a great variety
of degrees available dealing with
aspects of science, communi-
cation and media studies.
A search of the ECCTIS
Database using the key-
words ‘science’ and ‘media
studies’ gave 81 full-time,
first degree courses. The
majority of these are BA
or BSc degrees in com-
bined or modular studies
and will not be particularly
relevant to scientists. Courses that have
titles like: BA in ‘science, society and the
media’, BSc in ‘media science’, BSc in
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[image: image2.jpg]‘science and the media’ and BSc in ‘science
communication and policy’, will be more
specifically related to science and the media.

It is important to distinguish between
those degrees that are ‘about” science and
those that ‘do’ science. The first group of
degrees may not provide a training for a
career in science communication. Instead,
like most arts-based degree courses, they
teach more general learning and study
skills. The second group, which are usually
BSc degrees, aim to produce scientists
who also have polished communication
skills. These courses will include a high
proportion of science, in some cases taught
in a traditional manner, in others as cross-
disciplinary topics. Because most of these
courses are new there is no reliable informa-
tion on the job prospects of their graduates.
However, production and research for the
broadcast media, journalism and public
relations are likely areas in which these
graduates will be employed.

It is worth remembering that some
traditional science degrees offer students
the opportunity to take a half course
unit equivalent (about 5% of the degree)
in a communications area. So enquire
about such opportunities at open days
and visits.

POSTGRADUATE COURSES

There are many postgraduate courses in
science communication. Some are full-time,
some can be taken part-time while at work.
Many people enhance their science quali-
fications by taking general PR, marketing
and journalism courses. The Association
of British Science Writer’s Guide, So You
Want to be a Science Writer gives informa-
tion on journalism courses. The Wellcome
Trust publishes a useful directory of courses
in science communication; a new edition
has just been produced. The Wellcome
Trust’s information centre has extensive
resources devoted to ‘public understanding
of science’ issues and their careers adviser
will be able to offer advice.

Acquiring and practising communica-
tion skills, both written and verbal, will
never be a waste of time — even if you do
not want to become the next David Bellamy,
David Attenborough or Richard Dawkins.
They are skills that will always be attrac-
tive to employers in all walks of life. B

FURTHER READING

Clark, G. (1994) Inside Book
Publishing: a Career Builder’s
Guide (2nd edn.), Blueprint.

Careers in Museums, The
Museum Training Institute
and The Museums’ Associa-

tion, 42 Clerkenwell Close,

London ECIR OPA.

NOVEMBER 1997

Shortland, M. and Gregory, J. (1991)
Communicating Science: a Handbook,
Longman.

White, S., et al. Hitting the Headlines: a
Practical Guide to the Media, BPS Books.

So You Want to be a Science Writer? The
Association of British Science Writers,
23 Savile Row, London W1X 2NB.

UK and Ireland Directory of Science
Communication Courses, 1997 (avail-
able from the Communication and
Education Coordinator, The Wellcome
Trust, 210 Euston Road, London NW1
2BE).

ECCTIS 2000 is the UK courses informa-
tion service and is endorsed by UCAS. The
database gives details of nearly 100000
course opportunities at over 900 universi-
ties and colleges of further and higher
education. It is widely used by careers
services in schools, libraries, colleges and
universities. It is available on CD-ROM
and is updated six times a year.
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