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PROSPECTS
column is to bring
you information
about some of
the very different
and stimulating
careers that can
develop from

an interest in

the biological
sciences.
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Science
journalism

Sciencc affects us all. Whether it is
GM foods or asteroids from outer space,
everybody wants to know about it. The
problem is that science is really compli-
cated. And those who understand it best —
the scientists — either do not have the
time, the ability or (inssome cases) the
desire to tell the public about their work.
So we need good science
writers.

IS IT FOR ME?

The science journalist pre-
sents the latest discoveries
and concepts to non-experts.
This involves converting the
complex scientific issues
and jargon of the

academic community into a form that the
general public can understand.

Most people equate science journalism
with the daily papers or magazines like
New Scientist and Scientific American.
These are high-profile publications and
everybody wants to write for them. So the
jobs are few, and the piles of rejected work
from would-be scientific journalists are
enormous. Fortunately, there are many
other outlets for science journalists. The
trade press, for example, requires a
different style of science reporting. Rather
than the sensational, ‘oh-my-gosh’ stories
you often find in the papers (and which
scientists frequently criticise), the trade
press writes for a specialist audience,
reporting on research relevant to their field.
You can tell this simply from the titles of
the publications: Fermentation Today or
Biotechnology World.

You could start off by going freelance.
This is becoming extremely common since
the competition for the dwindling number
of long-term posts in journalism is intense.
According to New Scientist freelancing is
the best thing to do:

With stamina, ability and confi-
dence, it’s possible to build a decent
reputation in a few years and find
good permanent work.

Nevertheless, you will certainly need some
financial back-up for this approach. If
things go well you might even get married
and make sure your spouse has a ‘proper’
job and enough income for the two of you
to get by (well, that’s how it worked out for
me anyway)! Alternatively, you could get
a job that allows you to write in your spare
time. After a while, once you have estab-
lished contacts with scientists, publications
and sources, you might be in a position to
make the break and try becoming a full-
time freelance writer.

Whichever style takes your fancy, like
any journalist, you'll need some general
skills. New Scientist suggests that you
must:

® be able to write in an accessible, popular
style;

© have mastered an area of science and be
capable of writing authoritatively about
it;

® be able to spot the latest news ahead of
other writers; s

® be confident and charming enough to
persuade people you have never met to
agree to interviews.

33





[image: image2.jpg]PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT

There is one thing you need to do really
well — write! [ know that sounds obvious,
but it is not always easy to make exciting
scientific discoveries seem either under-
standable or exciting to people with no
specialist knowledge of the area.

Although you must enjoy writing, it is
a skill that you can develop. The best way
is to look at your writing as an art form, not
just a means to convey information. So next
time your teacher sets an essay, take it on
as a challenge. Get a thesaurus and find
some interesting synonyms; incorporate
new words; try a bit of alliteration; throw
in a quote or two; set yourself a strict dead-
line — and stick to it! Journalists’ deadlines
are inflexible and handing in ‘copy’ even
half an hour late could be disastrous.

You also need to build up a good port-
folio of published work. So why not
contribute to your school magazine, or
your local paper? Get your name in print
as often as you can! Your first efforts do
not have to be about science — you simply
need to demonstrate you can write clearly
and concisely. .

The Daily Telegraph’s Young Science
Writer of the Year competition offers a
perfect excuse to try out your skills. If you
win, your science writing career is already
set on an excellent footing. Even if you do
not win a prize, you can put it on your
CV and show that you really do take the
idea of writing seriously. There are other
competitions you can enter too. Look out
for the International Young Chemistry
Writer of the Year competition (which
accepts submissions on biochemistry and
topics loosely connected to chemistry) and
other announcements in magazines and
newspapers.

Thanks to e-mail and the
Internet, obtaining information
and meeting deadlines has
become easier for freelancers.

An important part of
writing is reading, so get into
good habits now! Reading
actually helps you to write by
improving your vocabulary
and exposing you to different
styles of writing. Furthermore,
you need to keep up with what
is new and what the big issues
are in the scientific com-
munity. BIOLOGICAL SCIENCES
REVIEW and New Scientist are
good places to start and the
Daily Telegraph has a science
page every Wednesday. The
other broadsheets (Times,
Guardian and Independent)
also publish science stories
and features, but on a more occasional
basis. Don’t neglect the tabloids; they also
report on science and reach a wide audi-
ence. While you read, take an opportunity
to analyse the style and content of different
publications. How long are the sentences?
Are there lots of quotes from people? Are
the articles balanced? Are the stories based
around people?
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QUALIFICATIONS

There is no standard qualification or entry
route to become a science journalist. Some
will say that you need proper journalistic
training and that you can catch up on the
science later. Others put the emphasis
the other way round. The experts differ
— and their judgments are usually based
on their own experience. I believe that a
thorough scientific education is essential.

Firstly, it provides you with a speciality
subject — an area in which you feel com-
fortable. Thanks to my degree in biochem-
istry I can happily interview people about
genetically modified foods or diastereo-
isomers! But I'm a bit hesitant about super-
string theory (physics and maths)

Secondly, a science degree gives you an
appreciation of the scientific world and
how it works. You will understand why
scientists put ‘maybe’s, ‘possibly’s and
‘suggest’s in front of every sentence. There
is a dichotomy between the uncertainty
of science and the plain speaking of most
articles. A scientific training helps you to
question what you are told.

There are plenty of opportunities to
learn more about science communication.
Some universities offer optional units as
part of their degrees. There are also several
post-graduate courses in science commu-
nication. The Wellcome Trust publishes a

directory of these courses each year (see
‘Further reading’). Or you may prefer some
more general journalism training (details
available from the National Council for the
Training of Journalists or from the Period-
icals Training Council).

Finally, if you decide that writing is not
for you after all, with a science degree you
can always go back to the laboratory
bench, go into management, take up
teaching or make use of your science
training in any one of he other ways open
to science graduates.

TOP TIPS FROM THOSE
IN THE KNOW

To finish off, here’s some advice from those
that have made it:

Read a lot, write a lot.
(Andrew Baxter, Technology
Editor, Financial Times)
Get your feet wet — get writing as soon
as possible.
(Ben Crystall, Editor;
New Scientist)

Be very prepared to take advice, be
prepared for people to reject your stuff

and be prepared to keep on trying.
(Nina Morgan, freelance
science writer)

Be interesting.

(Rick Stevenson, Editor,
Chemistry in Britain)

If you want any other advice, just ask me
(e-mail: edwin@drizzle.freeserve.co.uk). B
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Edwin Colyer

Edwin Colyer started freelance science
writing in October 1998. He has a BSc Hons
degree in biochemistry and an MSc in history
of science, both from the University of
Manchester. He writes for a broad range of
publications, from the Financial Times and
New Scientist to Fish Farming International,
Steel Times and Wastes Management.
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