Fall 2011

Chemistry 901 Seminar: Communicating Chemistry to the General Public

Mondays, 5 to 7 p.m.

Room 1381 Daniels Chemistry Building

Instructors: Bassam Shakhashiri (bassam@chem.wisc.edu)

Ron Seely (wrseely@wisc.edu), 347-0885 (cell) or 252-6131 (State Journal newsroom)

As a scientist, you will be increasingly expected to communicate your research not only to fellow scientists but also to the general lay public. In addition to being an opportunity to share the joy of discovery that is often lost in the public discussion of science, such communication is also important for a number of other reasons. You will be helping to teach non-scientists about science and its influence on their lives. And you will be providing citizens with science that will better equip them to fully and knowingly participate in the public policy debates that today so often involve complex science and includes discourse on everything from climate change to stem cells.

 The Wisconsin Initiative for Science Literacy (WISL) aims to encourage young scientists to learn effective skills for sharing their discoveries with a variety of audiences. For this reason, WISL is offering this weekly seminar, “Communicating Chemistry to the General Public.” In this seminar you will work with an award-winning science journalist and a long-time UW-Madison lecturer on science writing to hone your skills at communicating science to the general public.

Through readings, discussions, guest speakers, and writing assignments, you will explore the interplay between the science community and the public and develop skills that allow for clearer communication of the chemistry that makes headlines today. You will focus on methods for increasing clarity and simplicity in writing and talking about chemistry and other sciences; the use of journalism and storytelling as models for writing about science; and techniques for communicating complex science, including the use of analogy and definition.

Readings will include selected essays about the communication of complex science as well as science articles written for a lay audience both by science journalists and by scientists, in addition to selections from Strunk and White’s The Elements of Style. We will also read and discuss articles from “Science Times,” the weekly science section of the New York Times, which is available on-line every Tuesday. Guest speakers will include science writers as well as working scientists who have developed reputations for effective communication with the lay public.

Writing assignments will include three short (three double-spaced pages) articles on scientific subjects of your choosing  – all written in a journalistic style and aimed at a lay audience. You may choose the subjects of your writing assignments and it may be instructive to try your hand at writing one about a science other than your own specialty to get an idea of the difficulty of understanding and clearly communication science that is out of your comfort zone. Each article will go through a three-step editing process – a first draft that will be peer edited in class, a second draft that will be edited by the instructors, and a final draft.

Be aware that the syllabus is subject to change as speakers become available and current headlines prompt discussions of essays and stories not listed.

Weekly Schedule

Week One (Sept. 12): Introductions. Discussion of syllabus and seminar goals.  Remarks by Bassam Shakhashiri.
Assignment: Two one-page writing assignments on “What is science?” and “What is communication?” Read and critique NY Times science stories. Read Roald Hoffmann essay on science communication, “Plainly Speaking.”

Week Two (Sept. 19): Begin discussion of clarity and simplicity including a look at some helpful grammar reminders. Discussion of Hoffmann essay and NY Times science stories. Work in small group to produce short, written critiques of these works to be shared with the whole group (a device we will use at least once each week to provide practice using the ideas for that session).  Discussion of story ideas.
Assignment: Select story subject and begin work on first story. Read and critique assigned NY Times stories, Hoffmann essay on narrative. Read story by Ron Seely on Shawano Lake and invasive species.

Week Three (Sept 26): Discussion of structure and organization and the use of journalism as a model for writing science.  Storytelling and finding the story in science.  Discussion of Seely Shawano Lake story and NY Times stories.
Assignment: NY Times and Hoffmann essay on narrative. Continue working on first story.

Week Four (Oct. 3): Continue discussion of storytelling. Discussion of readings, including Hoffmann essay on narrative. Peer edit first story.
 Assignment: Rewrite first stories, read NY Times story on Nobel Prize for Chemistry. Write a one- to two-page news story on the prize including a description of the science and its importance. Read Diane Ackerman’s “The Chemistry of Love.”

Week Five (Oct. 10):  Discussion of Nobel Prize award and NY Times coverage. Turn in Nobel Prize stories. Discuss “The Chemistry of Love.” Guest speaker: Sharon Dunwoody from UW Journalism Department on the science behind communication of science to lay public. Discussion of public and science. Just what is this lay audience we keep hearing about? And why work so hard to provide science to the public? Turn in final draft of first story.
Assignment: NY Times, intro and first chapter of The Disappearing Spoon. Begin working on second story.

Week Six (Oct 17): Discussion of The Disappearing Spoon, NY Times stories. Critique and discussion of first stories on overhead.
 Assignment: NY Times and Deborah Blum chapters, work on second stories.

Week Seven (Oct. 24):  Peer edit second story. Guest speaker Deborah Blum, Pulitzer Prize winning science writer, UW Dept. of Journalism. Discussion.
Assignment: NY Times, other readings (including UW Chemistry thesis chapters directed to the lay reader), write second draft of second story.

Week Eight (Oct 31): Discussion of techniques for improving communication of science, including use of analogy and definition. Turn in second story, second draft. Discussion of readings, including NY Times. Assignment: readings, write one-page description of any element and its importance aimed at lay audience and making use of analogy. Begin work on third story.
Week Nine (Nov. 7): Discussion of ethics and science communication. Guest speaker, TBA. Continued discussion of techniques for communicating difficult scientific concepts. Analogy. Discussion of second story edits on overhead. Peer edit element assignment.
Assignment: NY Times and other readings (including thesis chapters), rewrite second story and element essay and begin work on third story.

Week Ten (Nov. 14): Turn in second story and element essay. Discussion of readings.
Assignment: work on third story, readings.

Week Eleven (Nov. 21): Discussion of second stories and element assignment on overhead. Discussion of readings. Writing workshop for third stories.
Assignment: Work on final versions of second story, element, and continue working on third story.

Week Twelve (Nov. 28): Peer edit final stories. Writing Workshop. One-on-one meetings with instructor. Assignment: complete second draft of third story.

Week Thirteen (Dec 5). Turn in second draft of final stories. Guest speaker, John Hawks, evolutionary geneticist and blogger. Discussion of social media and communicating science.
Assignment: complete third story.
Week Fourteen (Dec 12):  Course summary and discussion. Turn in third story. 

