
10. Literature Review.

The articles comprising my literature review are aimed at examining science writing in the 

popular press. My articles can be divided into three basic categories: 1) ADVICE, which gives 

specific tips on how to write science stories on particular categories or in specific journals or 

media; 2) STUDIES, which are academic reports backed by empirical evidence; and 3) 

COMMENTARIES on the state of science writing, most of which are negative.

Advice is specifically helpful for any cub reporter when it comes to working a new beat, 

although advice should only serve as a roadmap, since it is likely incomplete or dated. Studies are 

specifically useful for providing solid facts upon which one can draw one's own conclusions 

when it comes to approaching stories. While most of the commentaries are negative, they still 

provide valuable insight on what science writers should (or should not) do.

Books

Deborah Blum and Mary Knudson. A Field Guide For Science Writers. New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1997.

ADVICE: This book is a collection of essays by leading science journalists explaining 

how they work and how they perceive professional challenges and standards. This book is a 

brilliant primer on how to construct science stories in a number of different media (newspapers, 

magazines, journals, books), in a number of different positions (freelance, editorial, and op-ed in 

addition to feature and hard news) in a number of different specialties (e.g. infectious diseases, 

neuroscience, the environment, and technology), and for a number of different employers (e.g. 

colleges and universities, government agencies, museums, and industry). One of the authors 

(Knudsen) also provides a case study of sorts in the last chapter, where she dissects one of her 

articles, explaining how she arrived at each piece of information included therein.

J. Hartz and R. Chappell. World's Apart: How The Distance Between Science And 

Journalism Threatens America's Future. Nashville: First Amendment Center, Freedom Forum, 



1998.

STUDY: Hartz and Chappell examined the often difficult relationship between scientists 

and journalists and the two cultures they represent. This book was of major help to me when I 

wrote my undergraduate thesis on science writing, and I believe it is a very helpful primer for 

understanding what problems science writers face and what solutions may be forthcoming if 

scientists, journalists and the public are willing.

Dorothy Nelkin. Selling Science: How The Press Covers Science And Technology. New 

York: W.H. Freeman, Second Edition, 1995.

STUDY: A sociologist examines the quality of science news and the often complex 

relationship between journalists and scientists. Nelkin is helpful in that she indicts both scientists 

and journalists, the latter for their constraints and biases, the former for their public relations 

strategies (or lack thereof). The book is especially helpful in that it provides specific cases for 

study, e.g. DNA fingerprinting, scientific frauds.

Articles

"Dangers of over-dependence on peer-reviewed publication." Nature. Oct. 21, 1999. 

v401, i6755, p727 (1).

COMMENTARY: This opinion piece says that reliance on scientific journals is too 

great, as the scientific community and others assume that what they read in such journals is of 

high quality. I've heard some grumbling about the peer-review process over the years, the process 

where every article in a refereed journal is sent to three reviewers who tear at the article as much 

as possible. This is an important reminder for journalists to not take anything in a scientific 

journal at face value.

"How to prepare a manuscript for BioScience." Bioscience. Dec. 1999. v48 i12 p1033.

ADVICE: The title is self-explanatory. I feel that it is definitely helpful to see what 

guidelines science journals have for their scientists, in that as a science writer I can interview 



scientists and ask them what scrutiny their reports were put under, to better grasp the feel of 

how it is to publish as a scientist.

Sandra Blakeslee. "Reporting on neuroscience." The Quill. May 1997. v 85, n4, p35 (4).

ADVICE: The writer gives some strategies on how to write stories on neuroscience. Most 

of the tips are actually rather generic tips on how to write better science stories: pick out 

interesting journal abstracts, learn about topics by reading books, attend meetings of science-

based societies, take classes for science journalists, befriend scientists, don't use a lot of jargon, 

etc.

Richard Harvey Brown. "Modern science and its critics: toward a post-positivist 

legitimization of science." New Literary History. Summer 1998. v29 n3 p521 (30).

COMMENTARY: This article studied hostility from hard-sciences scientists against 

soft-science scientists (e.g. social scientists, communication theorists) when the latter examine 

science as they "try to help the public." The author feels that hard-science scientists fear that an 

informed public might put limits on the autonomy they enjoy if the soft-science scientists dig at 

them.

I admit that this article sort of rubbed me the wrong way, having been raised much as a 

hard-sciences scientist. However, every scientist must be willing to challenge their own 

assumptions, and the author raises very interesting and accurate points, though I am irked by 

some of the sociopolitical assumptions the writer himself has about the scientific establishment.

Steve Cherry. "Statistical tests in publications of The Wildlife Society." Wildlife Society 

Bulletin. Winter 1998, p947 (7).

STUDY: This article attacks the other articles running in the Wildlife Society Bulletin and 

the Journal of Wildlife Management in very specific detail, outlining four main problem areas 

concerning the assumptions behind most studies. What elevates this above yet another stern 

critique of science journalism is the fact that a) this article ran in a publication that it was 



attacking and b) the level of scientific analysis applied to the problem, revealing how to perhaps 

fix any problems.

Russell Dalton, Randolph Siverson. "Gee! I've never spent $5.5 million before: the six 

fallacies of NSF proposal writing." Political Science & Politics. March 1998. v31, n1, p74 (3).

ADVICE: This article is of indirect use. It's advice for aspiring grant writers, but in 

outlining what they should look out for, it also outlines what reporters should look out for. 1) 

Not all kinds of data are worth gathering; 2) A good theoretical question does not allow you to 

ignore empirical evidence; 3) Impressive previous accomplishments won't necessarily get you 

anything; 4) Bloating the funding request will not necessarily get you that much money; 5) You 

should not perform any research before requesting for funding; 6) If your proposal is rejected, the 

idea may not be entirely useless.

Michael Day. "The price of prejudice." New Scientist. Nov. 1, 1997. v156, n2106, p22 

(2).

COMMENTARY: This commentary, like many others, takes a critical view of science 

writing, but what differentiates this article from other commentaries is its focus: discrimination. 

The commentary says discrimination against researchers from non-industrialized countries is 

prevalent on the part of editors of American scientific journals. The article says that these editors 

assume that it is impossible for science to publish in places deluged by economic and social 

problems, and examines the bias non-English speaking researchers and researchers from non-

industrialized countries face when it comes to article selection and publication. The writer 

concludes that discrimination can lead to the stagnation of social progress in the U.S. and that 

editors should give due regard to scientific achievements outside their country. While the 

commentary is obviously polemical, I feel that it still raises very valid and disturbing issues.

The editorial of that issue of the New Scientist also remarks on the discrimination issue. 

The editorial (entitled "It's not what you know; if there are biases in scientific publication editors 



must take the blame") says including foreigners on editorial boards might remedy this problem.

Mark Dowie. "What's wrong with The New York Times's science reporting?" The Nation. 

July 6, 1998. v267, n1, p13 (6).

COMMENTARY: This is one of several scathing commentaries of Gina Kolata, a 

premier science writer for The New York Times. While the article says that "even her detractors 

describe her as 'brilliant,' 'talented,' 'insightful' and 'gifted,'" it suggests that a thorough analysis of 

her stories reveals that Kolata's reporting technique "appears to have decided before making her 

first call what her story will say" and that "sources who agree with the author generally 

outnumber those who don't by a factor of five or six." Moreover, Kolata's shortcomings reflect 

shortcomings of the Times as a whole, with a stance that is "anti-environment, pro-corporate and 

fundamentalist in its approach to scientific inquiry."

It's hard for me as a neophyte to take a position one way or the other on this opinion, so 

I won't. Instead, I feel it much wiser to examine my own work for any of the described 

shortcomings and modify my behavior proactively. Even the best have their problems, but there's 

no reason not to try to nip any nascent problems in the bud.

Michael Freemantle. "Cornucopia of chemistry." Chemical & Engineering News. March 

27, 2000. v78, i13, p28 (1).

ADVICE: The techniques that Chemical & Engineering News writers use to develop and 

follow stories in the chemical industry are discussed. This is obviously invaluable as an aspiring 

writer, in terms of what a prominent publication expects and what tips veteran reporters have for 

others.

E. Fursich, E.P. Lester. "Science journalism under scrutiny: A textual analysis of 'Science 

Times.'" Critical Studies in Mass Communication. March 1996.

STUDY: This content analysis the 'Science Times' section of The New York Times shows 

that although the science journalists try to demystify science by placing it within a broader 



societal context, they contrast 'pure science' with other social concerns. Scientists do not achieve 

authority through a sort of worldly stardom, but through their participation in the presumably 

pristine aspects of science. It's interesting to think about this assumed glorification of scientists 

as a bad thing, but I suppose it is true. I'm not sure how well-received a story that assumed 

otherwise would be, however.

Enrico Girardi, et al. "Peer-Reviewed Articles and Public Health." The Journal of the 

American Medical Association. July 15, 1998, v280., n3, p292 (1).

STUDY: This report reveals that breaking a news story may dull the impact of any 

public health reports that follow, which may be of serious concern if news stories lack details or 

are otherwise inaccurate. Researchers examined how a story about mad cow disease in the United 

Kingdom was covered by seven Italian newspapers. A total of 535 articles appeared in these 

papers after the British secretary of state for health announced the identification of a new variant 

of Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease in March 1996. Seventy-two percent of these articles appeared 

before the full details about these cases were described in April 1996.

Ricki Lewis. "The craft of the science news release: how to write and use it." The Quill. 

May 1999. v87 i3 p35 (4).

ADVICE: Science writing from the public relations officer point-of-view. One of the 

recommendations presented in Hartz and Chappell's "Worlds Apart" is that scientists learn more 

about articulating their ideas for the media and the public, so this is a good example of how to do 

so. Lewis offers sound advice, e.g. don't hype the discovery, don't make sweeping claims. This 

would be wise advice for science journalists as well...

Rob Logan, et al. "Science and medical coverage in The Los Angeles Times and The 

Washington Post -- A six-year perspective." Science Communication. Sept. 2000.

STUDY: This content analysis explored seven hypotheses about science reporting, news 

selection and writing in science, medical and environmental news reported in The Los Angeles 



Times and The Washington Post in biennial periods from 1989 to 1995. The findings suggest that 

science journalism performance, if assessed over a longer period of time, may be more prudent 

and responsible than some previous scholarship suggests.

Kate Murphy. "Separating ballyhoo from breakthrough." Business Week. July 13, 1998. 

n3586, p143 (1).

ADVICE: This is a nice little tipsheet for the average reader on what to look out for in 

reports on medical research. Health consumers are warned that most discoveries are evolutionary 

as opposed to revolutionary when it comes to medical studies, and that you should look out for 

whether the research was epidemiological (at best, an educated guess) vs. clinical (somewhat 

better, with caveats). Again, what's good for the reader is good for the editor and therefore writer.

Vladimir de Semir, et al. "Press Releases of Science Journal Articles and Subsequent 

Newspaper Stories on the Same Topic." The Journal of the American Medical Association. July 

15, 1998. v280, n3, p294 (1).

STUDY: Many newspapers will publish stories based solely on a press release from a 

medical journal without going much deeper than the surface. This is obviously distressing from a 

media critic's point-of-view, and as a science writer I'd want to break out of the mold, so by going 

against the grain, I'd be a better writer. This article advises me on what not to do.

Deborah M. Urycki, Stanley T. Wearden. "Science communication skills of journalism 

students." Newspaper Research Journal. Winter 1998. v19, n1, p64 (1).

STUDY: Most students in this experiment were unable to write adequate news stories 

from scientific journal articles. This report was by far one of the articles I was most interested in 

when I reviewed it for J-401, and it remains a powerful vindication of a popular belief of 

scientists: that many journalists are scientifically illiterate and incapable of covering science 

properly. This article is an important warning to science writers: this is how your constituency 

sees you as...



Nicholas Wade. "So, how about those viruses?" The New York Times. July 18, 2000. 

pD4 (N), pF4 (L) col 2.

STUDY: Well, this article is really more a summary of a study commissioned by the 

National Science Foundation. That study looks at what kinds of news people are really interested 

in with biennial surveys held since 1979. It's good to know what the public prefers, because that 

is likely what editors also prefer. By the way, agricultural and farm issues are the least interesting 

to the general public, while new medical discoveries are the most interesting.

N.S. Wellman, et al. "Do we facilitate the scientific process and the development of 

dietary guidance when findings from single studies are publicized?" American Journal of Clinical 

Nutrition. Nov. 1999.

STUDY: This study revealed that most household shoppers believed it likely that in the 

next five years experts would have completely different ideas about which foods were healthy 

and which were not, skepticism apparently fueled by the media's emphasis on new and often 

controversial findings on food and nutrition.


