Going Public

. F".n >

ROBOTS

RADIOACTIVY MAT, §

ND STUNS SCIENCEH ﬁo

y
’ An ibiotic Discovery

/-, 3l

An Introduction to
Communicating
Science, Engineering

and Technology

jO

ain teafn at Blosphegre

AR SE/scare escalates

-/




Going Public



Going Public

Communication has never been more important for everyone involved in
science. If there ever was atime when the research community could afford to
lock itself away in the laboratory, oblivious to the views of the world outside,
that time has surely passed. In the research community, we have to remind an
often sceptical public of the value and relevance of science and technology,
and that today’s research will affect their lives tomorrow. We must also
convince young people that a career in scientific research is for them.

This short and accessible guide iswritten with practising scientists and
researchersin mind. Its has three aims. First to encourage the communication
of science, engineering and technology to awider audience. Second, to give a
few tips on how you can do it well. And finally to point you towards the many
other resources available to researchers who want to help to improve the public
understanding of science and technology.

It would be completely wrong to see the communication of science asa
necessary but onerous public duty. As | know from my own experience,
venturing beyond the lab and office brings its own benefits and rewards.
Indeed, most researchers who do take the plunge find it fun.

With its examples of successful communication, and advice from active
researchers, this guide can help to ensure that your first experiences of ‘going
public’ are highly rewarding too.

o — 7T

Sir Robert May
Chief Scientific Adviser and Head of
the Office of Science and Technology
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An introduction to communicating science, engineering and technology

A brief survival guide to working with the public

ith pressure on scientists and engineers to deliver tangible and useful
W results, and to fuel the academic paper chase, it may seem perverse
to suggest that researchers take on another task. As we hope to
show here, there are good reasons why it can be both fruitful and enjoyable to

put time and effort into ‘going public’.

Why bother?

irst and foremost, communicating
Fscience and technology to the
public can entertain - both the com-
municator and the audience. And com-
munication need not be a one way
process. As we will show, there are
plenty of opportunities for scientists
and engineers to become personally
involved in helping to improve pub-
lic understanding of science, engi-
neering and technology. In the process
researchers can improve their own
understanding of the public, and the
scientific issues that concern people.

Report back

or most researchers, much of the
F money invested in their research
comes, directly or indirectly, from the
Government. The taxpayer picks up
the bill.

Researchers expect the public to
continue to support their research
through government funding. Such
essential tasks as chasing grants and
dealing with research assessment
exercises are one part of the process
of accounting for how academic
researchers spend the taxpayers
money. Likewise companies are also
an important source of income, and

scientists are accustomed to produc-
ing reports when such organisations
commission research from them.

But while enlightened self-interest
might be enough to encourage
researchers to go out and evangelise
to the academic community and to
immediate customers, these activities
do little to reduce the ignorance, and
sometimes fear, with which many
people approach science. The genera
public is also your customer and
deserves to be kept informed.

Peer Review

ommunication to a wider audi-
C ence can also help to inform
others in the research community of
your own activities, an increasingly
important function in these days of
research that crosses and breaks
down the boundaries between disci-
plines. The pace of science and tech-
nology isso rapid that it isimpossible
for working researchers to have a
thorough understanding of all but a
tiny area of science. Everyone, then,
is a member of the ‘public’ and an
‘“amateur’ naturalist may well know
more about some aspects of modern
biology than many a particle physi-
cist or materials engineer.

Home base

n a university, your audience con-

sistsnot just of readers of the news-
paper or magazine that has commis-
sioned an article or chosen to report
on your activities. Your vice-chancel-
lor, perhaps even the head of depart-
ment, certainly the heads of the
research councils, al are members of
the general public. Getting through to
them can have more impact than you
might think.

utside the academic world, there

are many different publics, and
numerous ways of reaching out to
them. The most visible route in
enhancing the public understanding
of science and technology is through
the media. Every day millions of peo-
ple read newspapers and watch TV
programmes. Then there are maga-
zines and radio programmes.

Talks and lectures are another way
of enhancing public understanding.
Every day across the country scien-
tists stand up in front of audiencesthat
include retired people, women's

GALILEQS BIG MISTAKE
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“For most scientists,
communicating to

the public is still not
something that comes
immediately to mind.
We've got to accept that
open communication is
part of our duty. This isn’t
to say that every scientist
should be compelled to
appear in person on TV
or radio, or to write for
the press; but we should
all think about how we
can make our work
accessible.”

Professor Colin Blakemore FRS,
Oxford University

groups, peoplein business, local sci-
ence associations, schools, further
education groups and so on. Each
audience poses particular challenges
and opportunities.

Beyond the media and the lecture
hall there are local museums and
science centres. Then there is the
annual National Week of Science,
Engineering and Technology, the
Edinburgh International Science
Festival and the Annual Festival of
the British Association for the
Advancement of Science. Every one
of these, and numerous other events,
depends on active researchersto give
lectures, put on exhibitions, conduct
demonstrations and open their labo-
ratory doors to the public and gener-
ally make themselves available.

The next generation

hen thinking of possible audi-
Wenceﬁ, itisall too easy to over-
look schools. They can be as impor-
tant a target as any. Science depends
on a constant flow of bright young-
sters; and on a note of self interest,
university researchers know all too
well that if they fail to recruit under-
graduates their funding will decline.
Give science ahigher profile and you
might help to ensure your own job
Ssecurity.

Fun factor
here are, then, many reasons for
Tcommunicating science to the
public. Not least of theseisthe enjoy-
ment and satisfaction that it can bring.
To a large extent, researchers are
pushing at an open door when they
go out to talk to the public. Opinion
polls and surveys carried out over
many years have shown that people
are as interested in science and med-
icine as they are in politics, sport,
economics and many of the subjects
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that seem to obsess the media.

Cheap jibes

t would be unfair to obscure thefact

that going public can haveits draw-
backs. Even eminent scientists who
have been active in the media admit
that colleagues do not always greet
their expeditions into the public
domain with enthusiasm. There are
dark hintsthat research has been over-
simplified, or somehow cheapened.

Thereis only one way to deal with
this response, often inspired as much
by jealousy as misconception. Ignore
it. They're wrong.

And for al the dire warnings that
follow, avoiding the pitfalls that are
highlighted in this guide is a piece of
cakefor anyonewho has negotiated a
career in scientific research.

Each route to the public requires
different skills. You probably know
which you are best at, if not the notes
that follow can help you to decide
which path to take. This brief intro-
duction cannot hope to cover every
mechanism deployed in bringing
science to the public. It can sketch
out some of the key attributes
required.

Fortunately, quite a few organisa-
tions realise how important it is to
improve the Public Understanding of
Science, Engineering and Technol ogy,
a label that is, if we take our own
advice, far too clumsy to appear again
in this document and now becomes
PUSET. They have developed
resources and material to guide you
on your own expeditionsinto thisnew
territory. Key contactsin PUSET are
listed later in the resources section
(See page 16). Here we hope to show
that the task of going public is by no
means insurmountabl e.
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Working With the Media

“The fact is that much
research is interesting
and newsworthy, if only
scientists would be
prepared to spend time
not only explaining the
content but also the
context of what they're
doing. It's almost a rule,
I've found, that the best
people in their field can
explain and are willing
to explain what they're
doing.”

Bill O’Neill
Editor, Guardian OnLine

hen dealing with the media never forget that different audiences
W come to science with different levels of understanding. Remember

this fact of life whenever you consider writing about science, or when

a journalist wants to ask you questions.

Food chain

opular science magazines and
P publications from learned soci-
eties can assume some familiarity
with the language of science. They
also have room for longer articles.
This is one reason why it makes
sense to start your journey into the
popular presswith one of these publi-
cations. Do remember, though, that
while the specialist press might be
writing for an audience more knowl-
edgeabl e than a newspaper’s readers,
even these publications reach a
general audience in comparison with
journals dedicated solely to research
papers.

Further down or, depending upon
your viewpoint, up the editorial food
chain you have to assume less and
less knowledge. Space is harder to
come by in the broadsheet newspa-
pers The Guardian, The Times,
Financial Times and so on. Every
word has to count. Don't expect
either your own article or those by
science writers to include the credits
and the qualifications and provisos
that add rigour to scientific papers.

The hardest audienceto satisfy isthe
tabloid newspaper. Don't even try it.
Well, think long and hard. There are
tabloids and tabloids. But few have a
specialist science correspondent. It
might be best not to court them, but if
they come your way, be careful and

follow the advice elsewhere in this
brief guide.

Turf wars
hen you do want to rub shoul-
ders with the media, there are
two key questions. How do you get
their attention? What do you do when
the media show interest in your
expertise?

To answer the first question, you
need to know abit about the battle that
science writers themselves have in
‘selling’ articles. Science writersgen-
erally have a science degree, many
have research experience. But most of
them have to pitch stories to a news
editor who has little sympathy for, or
understanding of, science. News edi-
torsalso receive offers of storiesfrom
ateam of reporterswho want to write
about juicy scandals, ‘ ’orrible
crimes’, City chicanery, you nameit.

The need to sell ideas to a news
editor, or an editorial meeting, can
colour the shape of a story, or the
direction it takes. Science writers
rarely bend articles to get space in
the paper, but they may emphasise
aspects or use language that makes
scientists blanche. The word * break-
through’, for example, upsets science
journalists as much as it perturbs
researchers. But if the writer doesn’t
use this language, there's a fair bet
that it will beintroduced by the sube-



ditorswhose job is to take awriter’s
words and cut them to fit the space
available. Aswell as ‘improving’ the
text, subeditors also write the head-
lines- so don’t blame the journalist
for misleading headlines.

ack of control over the fate of a

story is one reason why journal-
ists bristle at demands, or even
requests, to see articles before they
appear in print. The version that the
writer produces can be very different
from the printed one. By all means
offer to make yourself available to
confirm factsand details, but refusing
to talk unlessyou are shown the result
is pointless.

In your own write

swe said earlier, specialist pub-

lications are usually the best out-
lets for your first forays into popular
writing. Some newspapers do com-
mission articles from working scien-
tists, but usually from people with a
track record. In any case, articlesin
the trade press can spark off newspa-
per articles. They can also end up as
cuttingsin anewspaper writer’sfiling
cabinet, to be dredged up when the

topic resurfaces. That is when the
phone calls can start to comein.

Whoever you writefor, you haveto
get the language right. Keep your
readers entertained with clear, colour-
ful, punchy language and ahumorous
touch where possible. Done well this
will not detract from your argument,
in fact it will enhance the points you
want to make. It will certainly keep
the reader’s attention.

Please release me

ver wondered why your latest
E paper went unnoticed while a
very similar publication made the
headlines months after your seminal
work hit the journals? Perhaps the

competition put out a press release.
Pressrel eases come from many dif-
ferent directions. The more ‘street
wise' journals, Nature and Sciencefor
example, ensure that the media know
about newsworthy papers. Your fund-
ing body may also be interested in
promoting your results. The Medical
Research Council, for example, pub-
lishes a steady stream of press
releases, about one a week, most of
which command attention. The next
line of attack, has to be your univer-
sity or ingtitute,

although some issue
(M TRYINGTOWORK vupP M Y) press releases so often

THESIS INTDA PRESS RELEAS E

that journalists become

immune to them.

While there are fairly
simple rules to writing
apressrelease - COPUS
has published aguidein
its Bringing Science to
the Public series (see
resources) - it isjust as
well to leave it to the
professionals to write
press releases. But they
need your help. First

Going Public

“It Is vital to remember
two things: find the
human interest angle,
and avoid jargon like the
plague. Copy on new
research written in a dry,
academic style, no
matter how accurate
scientifically, will be
returned swiftly by the
news editor with colourful
comments.”

Nick Petford, Royal Society
Fellow in the Department of
Geological Sciences at the
University of Kingston, was

a Media Fellow in 1995.

He spent his time with The

Times Higher Educational
Supplement.
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the press office needs to know that
you have something to say. Begin
with a phone call followed up by a
copy of your paper and a one-page
description of what it says and why it
isimportant.

When the release goes out, make
yourself available to field queries.
Don't disappear for a two-week
conference in the middle of nowhere.
All science journalists, and their
publications, have their own interests
and ways of approaching stories. So
writers usually follow up a release
with acall.

Pictures
good picture, or a‘ photo oppor-
tunity’, can help to get a story
into print. If you do have a photo-
genic topic, offer photos. You don't
have to send expensive glossy prints:

a black and white photocopy and the
opportunity to get the real thing, will
do. Do not, though, expect anyoneto
show much interest in pictures of
shiny new equipment even when you
do show people in the pictures.
(Photos without peoplein them stand
next to no chance of publication.)

When the phone rings

ending out a press release on
S your research isno substitute for
talking to journalists. If the phone
rings and someone wantsto talk about
your pressrelease, at least you should
know what the writer is on about.
What if they want to talk about some-
one else's research or the subject in
general?

The main problem with a cold call
isthat you haven't had timeto prepare
yourself. If you need this, there is
nothing wrong in asking for 10 min-
utes so that you can retrieve some-
thing to refer to, or just to jot down a
few notes. Ask the journalist about
their deadline and what they are writ-
ing about, then get them to call you
back or return the call yourself.

Even when you are answering acall,
itisn't abad ideato take notes. Then
you will have something to check the
story alongside when it appears. Be
clear about the basis of any call. Even
journalists can get confused about
what is‘ off the record’ (what you say
is not to be used, so it is best not to
say anything on thisbasis) and ‘ unat-
tributable’ (use it but don’t say who
told you).

Broadcast views

roadcasting has many thingsin
B common with print journalism.
Radioand TV journalistsalso haveto
sell stories to news editors and pro-
gramme planners. With limited air



time available, the fight for time can
be even more competitive. Television
also has the natural demand for pic-
tures. Without them, it becomes much
harder to sell agood story.

After the obvious similarities, broad-
casting is very different from print
journalism. TV offers fewer ‘media
opportunities’. Only superstars and
‘important people’ become regulars.
L esser mortals can, though, help: TV
reporters welcome useful contacts
they can call on.

World view

here are areas of broadcasting

where time is easier to come by.
The World Service of the BBC, for
example, can deal with storiesin more
depth, but it has to assume that Eng-
lish is not the native tongue for many
listeners. When seeking outletsfor sto-
ries, never forget the BBC World Ser-
vice. With an audience of 130 million
or more, it getsto listenersin parts of
the planet that other media just can-
not reach.

Any university or research institute
needsto maintain good relationswith
the loca community. Loca radio
stations are important outlets here.
Don't overlook them. Many loca
stations welcome the opportunity to
work with research institutions in
their area. They also offer a great
opportunity to develop your own
broadcasting skills.

Courses for horses

ppearing on TV can be intimi-

dating. Thereisawholeindustry
that runs (often expensive) coursesto
prepare people for the ordeal of the
TV studio. Courses can beinvaluable
to individuals who are likely to be
called on to make regular appearances,
either because of their position or
because of their subject, but for most

scientiststhisisawaste of time. There
won't be enough media opportunities
to justify the effort. So here's how to
survive without making a complete
fool of yourself:

* Asin print journalism, different
programmes have different agen-
das. When TV wants to use you as
an expert, ask about the pro-
gramme that you will appear on.
You need to know the level of the
audience. Horizon and Science
Now are very different from local
news programmes.

* What will be the line of the ques-
tioning?

* Will it be live or recorded?

* Who else will appear? (Arethey
setting you up for a row with some-
one you violently disagree with?)

* Think carefully about your
answers. You can hope to convey
only a small number of key points.
Think about these in advance so
that you can answer questions nat-
urally and without redling off pat
responses. Avoid scientific jargon
like the plague.

» Don’t gabble. Talk slowly. Don’t
move around alot. (Cameras hate
moving targets, and microphones
aren’t too impressed either.) Avoid
jargon...

* If you are going to appear on TV,
choose your clothing with care, or
you could come across as yet
another scruffy scientist.

Going Public

“Working scientists have
the advantage of being
able to add a personal
touch and to convey
some of the tensions
and excitement of the
subject first hand. To
bring this out it helps to
start the collaborative
process at a very early
stage in an article’s
gestation.”

Richard Stevenson, Editor,
Chemistry in Britain
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A Media Fellow at the Pink Un

oday’s newspapers may be

littered with columnists, but

few of them can claim also
to be working scientists. Andrew
Derrington, Professor of Psychology
at Nottingham University, writes
regularly in the Financial Times, an
assignment that, he says, landed in
his lap after he had spent a time
with the newspaper as a COPUS
Media Fellow.

“| got involved in writing through
the Media Fellowships Scheme
partly because | was fed up that I'd
never been interviewed in English,”
says Derrington. “I had been
interviewed twice in Spanish,” he
adds. But there was another reason
for wanting to try his hand at
writing. “I’d thought for some time
that | could write well as a scientist
and | thought I'd like to see whether
| could do a decent job of
journalism.”

errington shows that it is
D possible for scientists to write
about subjects that are well
removed from their own expertise.
His own research is into how the
brain decodes the signals that
come from the eye. In his column

Derrington writes about anything in
science that appeals to him, from
electrically conducting plastics, to
how babies learn to speak. “l love
the stimulus to broaden my interest
and cover other areas of science,”
he says. Another challenge, he
adds, is “to write things clearly and
simply enough to get them past the
subeditors”.

His experience at the FT taught
Derrington a lot about the working
of the media and the problems of
the science journalists. “They have
to express the scientist’s story in an
interesting way, in very few words,
and in very little time. But above all,
the story has to compete for space
in the paper with everything else
happening that day.”

Watching the press in action can
be interesting, says Derrington. He
ended his spell at the FT covering
the annual meeting of the British
Association for the Advancement of
Science. There he saw the writers
hunting as a pack and trying to
cover a meeting with dozens of
simultaneous sessions. “My general
impression,” Derrington explains, “is
that they are a highly professional
group of people, with a very difficult
and very enjoyable job.”

Derrington is not so
complimentary about some of the
scientists he encountered. He
found them “rather childish” in their
attitudes towards the press. Most
of the journalists, including
Derrington, had to write three or
four stories every day. “They could
only do this by ignoring the lectures
and working from advance copies
of papers and from the press
conferences,” he explains.
“Resentful scientists sometimes
deliberately obstructed this strategy,
treating the journalists like students
who wanted to pass an exam
without having done any work,
making statements at the press
conference that would only be
understandable to people who had
attended their lecture.”

Derrington says that the BA
meeting also taught him the real
meaning of pressure. “There is
nothing quite like having to write
three stories, on completely
different topics about which you
know absolutely nothing, within
three or four hours.”



Back to school

chools pose particular challenges as an audience. They are not like

the readers of, say, a popular science magazine or people who

deliberately choose to go to a public lecture. School students, they
don’t like being called pupils these days, can bring with them a fair dose of
scepticism, if not downright apathy. They can, though, provide researchers
with an audience whose enthusiasm, and ability to ask challenging questions,
far exceeds that of any technical conference.

0 a school audience, science can

be something that is inflicted
upon them. You have the opportunity
to persuade youngsters not only that
scienceisfascinating, and well worth
studying, but also that scientists are
ordinary people who just happen to
‘do science’ rather than sell cars, work
in banks or play football for aliving.

Play to the audience

ou have to counter the view of
Y scientists spread by parts of the
media and others. A good way to
confirm pupils fearsisto give atalk
that islittle more than a toned down
version of your usual scientific
presentations.

By providing a role model for the
youngsters of today, you can do your
small bit to counter the decline of sci-
ence as a subject that youngsters
choose to study.

The first thing to remember is that
schools have changed a lot in recent
years. No matter how young your own
scientific career may be, itisafair bet
that you would find it difficult to
recognise a modern science class.
Remember too that schools are busy
teaching the National Curriculum.
They havelittletimefor luxuriesthat
don’t meet this objective.

The best way to communicate the
thrill of science, not to mention its
value, is to help schools in their sci-

entific endeavours, perhaps by assist-
ing pupils in their own investigative
work. Demonstrations and exper-
iments are far more compelling than
ataking head. And since research is
what you do, that is the activity to
pushin the class. Leave it to the pro-
fessionals to do the teaching.

It is well worth remembering that
just as the classroom isn't the sole
venue for working with schools, you
canwork with teachersaswell as stu-
dents. Many laboratories and depart-
ments hold open days and sessionsfor
teachers. They too need to have their
knowledge, and enthusiasm for sci-
ence, topped up. One of the year's
larger meetings for teachers is the
annual meeting of the Association for
Science Education.

Practical advice

tanding in front of a classroom
S can be even more intimidating
than addressing alecture hall packed
with your peers. The MRC has pro-
duced a brief ‘crash course’ that
details the pitfalls facing scientists
face when entering the lions’ den:

« Talk to the teacher in advance
about the subject you will deal with

 Find out what the audience
already knows

Going Public

* Check the technical termsyou
want to use with the teacher

* Pick three key pointsto get across

* Don’t talk for morethan 15
minutesin the formal presentation

Here'show to get it wrong:
* Talk way above their heads
* Tell them nothing new

* Give them any old presentation,
they are only school kids after all

Slidesare asimportant for schoolsas
for other audiences. Check the advice
in the section on public lectures.

Scheming

good way to work with schools
Ais to attach yourself to one of
the many schemes run by the
research councils or professional
bodies. For example, PPARC and the
EPSRC run an ambitious Pupil
Researcher Initiative, which places
PhD students in schools. The objec-
tiveisto make science more interest-
ing to young people, particularly
those between 14 and 16. To under-
line the need to get it right, the sci-
entists go through a one-day briefing
session.

It is unfair to leave it to young
researchers to make al the running
with schools. They may be the best
ambassadors for science and engi-
neering, but the initiative should
come from the top. If the head of the
department considers schools to be
important, and shows it, PhD stu-
dents are more likely to join in
the fun.
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The Right C60 Chemistry

he science of fullerenes, the
T strange molecules with 60
carbon atoms, is well and truly at
the frontiers of modern chemistry.
And yet schools can also study this
newly discovered form of carbon.
One of the world’s leading research
teams in C60, led by Professor Sir
Harry Kroto at the University of
Sussex, works closely with school
groups, through talks, open days
and workshops.

The Sussex group participates in
dozens of events every year. “Some
of our best work has been helping
schools to develop their own
fullerene programmes,” says Dr
Jonathan Hare, a member of the
group. “l have never had better

questions about C60 science than
with sixth forms,” says Hare.

Before 1990, chemists found it
very hard to make fullerenes. In
1994, with the help of the Sussex
team, a sixth form group at
Angmering School in Worthing,
West Sussex, became the first
school anywhere to design and
build its own fullerene generator.

Working with schools grows
easier all the time, says Hare, as he
gets to know how different
audiences will respond. “l used to
worry about giving talks. Now [ just
slap the overheads together and
pick up the samples.”

Hare believes that it is important
to help school groups to do ‘hands

on’ work. “There has
to be a practical bias

AND NOow- THE THING
WITHOUT WHICH NO SCIENCE
LECTURE IS COMPLETE -

A\
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\ in science. You have
\\\\\

got to be making
things.”

Hare’s advice is not
to think that the
audience is stupid
and to get the
language right.
“Many lecturers
haven’t got a clue
about what other
people know. The
answer isn’t to make
it simple. You should
keep it quite hard,
but give itin a
language that people
can understand.”

“To explain what you do
to a school or sixth form
audience, without jargon
and with few
assumptions about
previous knowledge, is a
substantial challenge;
but it can help you to
think in fresh and simple
ways about your own
research. And it can also
help you to expand your
horizons and to avoid
being too narrow in your
knowledge and your
thoughts.”

Professor Colin Blakemore FRS,
Oxford University



Finding the Art in Science

here are many ways of

approaching the public

understanding of science.
Matthew Holley believes that
researchers can achieve a lot by
helping to bring art and science
together. He put his thinking into
practice in the Look Hear exhibition,
now on the road after a spell at the
Wellcome Centre for Medical
Science in London.

The exhibition brought together
the science of the ear with
paintings, ceramics and sculpture
inspired by the science. The
science came across through
photographs, models and videos.

Holley’s objective was to integrate
science and art and to persuade
people to come in off the street,
without saying, this is science and
you have got to learn about it. In
this way he hoped to get through to
people who might otherwise avoid

anything labelled with a science tag.

While Look Hear was an art show,
“I hoped that visitors would pick up
some science in the process,” says
Holley. “l wanted to get science to
people who would otherwise have

nothing to do with it.” He believes
that getting artists interested in
science is a way of reaching a wider
audience. “We tried to present
science to the public through art.”

Some scientists are less than
enthusiastic about this approach,
Holley admits. But a lot of scientists
did enjoy it and the exhibition
certainly went down well with the
public. “It did hold their attention,”
he says.

Holley’s own research, in the
Department of Physiology at Bristol
University, is into the ear. “This is a
remarkably precise mechanically
tuned piece of apparatus,” he
explains. “It is built before you are
born and never repaired during your
lifetime. | study the delicate
mechanism which converts sounds
into electrical signals, how this
mechanism develops and how it
might be repaired following
damage, for example, by loud disco
music, personal stereos, antibiotics
and age.”

It was Holley’s interest in ceramics
that took him to a local art school.
There he found that people were
interested in his science. He ended
up giving talks on hearing. This led

Going Public

to the idea of the exhibition, which
received financial support from the
Wellcome Trust. Putting the
exhibition together was hard work,
Holley admits, but it gave him the
opportunity to bring science not just
to the public, but to artists.

It is important to reach a wider
audience if you want the public to
be able to understand. Only then
can people deal with more difficult
questions. “As a scientist you have
to ask yourself what are the real
implications of the research that you
are doing,” says Holley. “If people
don’t understand the science, they
certainly cannot deal with the
ethical issues that it throws up,” he
says.

It isn’t so much the combination
of art and science that interests
Holley. “The real driving force
comes not from trying to mix the
two, but from mixing scientists and
artists,” he explains. Scientists can
play an important part by going out
into art colleges, for example, and
talking to artists, enthusing them
about science and persuading them
to deal with it in their art.



Going Public

The Lecture Circuit

ith the chance of reaching many thousands through the printed word,
Wmillions through broadcasts, the lecture hall seems like small beer. It
is, though, somewhere that an audience can ask questions, or even

answer back. Think of lecturing as the scientific equivalent of the stage actor.
You can repeat the same role, improving it as you go along, responding to the

audience.

Talk talk

live audience can see that sci-
Aentists aren’'t all hand waving
maniacs with strange accents, but are
mere human beings who can explain
what they are doing in terms that
everyone can understand. In other
words, public lectures give us the
opportunity to hold a dialogue with
the people who pay not just our
salaries but also the cost of our expen-
sive hardware.

Remember that for many peoplein
an audience, you could be their one
and only encounter with areal scien-
tists. Get it wrong and you messthings
up for everyone else.

Know it all
s ascientist, you do, of course,
know about everything from par-
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ticlephysicstotheoriginsof life. You
don’'t? Well, you may have to break
that gently to your audience.

No matter how fascinating your talk
on the discovery of the Higgs boson,
someone will ask about BSE, chaos,
relativity. Be prepared to duck the
issue. But do it in apositive way that
explains the complexity of science.
(Hereiswhereyou point out that it is
impossible to prove anegative effect,
that something is completely safe,
only that therisk isvery very small.)

The key to speaking in public isto
match your talk to the interests of the
audience. They may have chosen to
invite you to talk to them and to turn
up, but that does not mean that they
will sit quietly through an hour of bor-
ing and irrelevant information that
they cannot understand.

So you have to ask yourself two
questions: Why should anyone be
interested in what you have got to
say? Why is your subject impor-
tant?

You aso have to ask yourself
about the audience. If you are
talking to a bunch of business
people, then they will be
interested in the economic
implications of what you are
saying. A general audience, onthe
other hand, will have very
different interests.

Asin any PUSET activity, you

will fal flat on your faceif youignore
the needs of your audience. You may
get away with illegible and scribbled
slides when delivering a scientific
paper- your audience almost expects
it, asasign of how new theresultsare,
and will be suspicious of anything too
flash- but agenera audience may well
have sat through many a multimedia
extravaganza. You can’'t compete with
the flashy presentations of corporate

PRdom. You can follow afew simple

rules:

« Visuals make a big difference. But
they need careful preparation.
Transparencies can be better than
slides as you have more control
over them and they are lesslikely
to go wrong.

» Check that the appropriate equip-
ment is available.

» Don’t clutter your slides. Only
three or four points per siide

* Don’t rush through them. No more
than 1 overhead per 2 minutes of
your talk

* Check the order in advance

* Look at the audience rather than
the screen.

» Don’t talk from a prepared script.
No matter how well written, it will
sound dry and formal. Use speak-
ing notes or bullet points.

Professor Frank Close, scientist,
broadcaster and author, has travelled
the world to talk about the funda-
mentals of physics. He has some very
simple advice on giving decent talks.
“Copy the good things from talks you
like, and note the bad things in bad
talks and ensure that you do the
opposite.”



Talking of Volcanoes

here aren’t any active volca-
T noes in Britain. This is one
reason why Hazel Rymer likes to
give talks to the public. Her audi-
ences, from such groups as the
University of the Third Age and
schools, as well as local geological
societies, include people who fund
her research as a volcanologist in
the Earth Sciences Department at
the Open University. Rymer’s exper-
tise is in geophysics, in measuring
gravity and how the ground
deforms around active volcanoes.
One objective is to be able to
predict when volcanoes will erupt,
not a threat that many people face
in Britain.

“| see it is partly a duty to accept
invitations to talk,” says Rymer.
“You have to ask yourself why
anyone in Britain should pay to
study volcanoes. Volcanoes can
influence the environment,
especially our climate,” she adds,
“but | still feel that | have to explain
myself to the taxpayer.” Of course,
researchers also have to justify their
work to their peers, but, says
Rymer, “It is harder to impress the
public.”

Rymer also enjoys her encounters
with the public. “l wouldn’t do it if |
didn’t enjoy doing it,” she adds.
“Some of the questions people ask
are often very leading,” she adds.
“They bring in so many other
aspects of science and technology.”
It doesn’t happen very often, says
Rymer, but from time to time a
question sparks off a new train of
thought, or an idea that is worth
pursuing.

While Rymer says that she would
continue her work to improve the
public understanding of science
anyway, she agrees that it helps to
be funded by an agency that
positively encourages its
researchers to go public. As a Royal
Society Research Fellow, it is
almost a part of the job description.
Other research funding bodies are
gradually taking up the idea that the
scientists they support should
actively promote the public
understanding of science. Some
funding agencies even allow grant
holders to claim some of the costs
of going public.

Is it hard work to prepare for close
encounters with the public? Not

Going Public

now, says Rymer. “The more you
have done it the easier it gets,”
she explains. “You also get a lot
less nervous.”

You don’t have to make copious
notes to give a talk. “My notes are
just a list of slides,” says Rymer.
“And | always take lots of props. If
you have plenty of familiar objects
that you can talk about, you know
you won'’t get tongue tied,” she
explains. “And | do slide shows. |
can always show pretty pictures of
volcanoes,” she admits. Most
researchers should be able to come
up with something reasonably
entertaining, or visually appealing.

You may have to ‘cheat’ a bit in
picking your props. Rymer herself
would never claim to be a geologist,
but she does take along pieces of
rock that she can pass around an
audience. Apart from making it
easier to talk about the research,
props are a good way of prompting
questions. And questions are an
important part of the exercise, says
Rymer. “Any question shows that
people are interested in what you
do,” she explains. “That fires you
up alot.”



