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From journalist
to science journalist

Skills Gap?

Challenges?




R L I
B -:&‘; B
"Ef' AR .';." Srid
1 ' o - of

Lo e ey ¢ E
R L

L i 55 -
fu -
e -

- P - ]
ke {0
LA i
=.l._' Y

* The scientific method
e Science policy

e Dealing with jargon

e Dealing with statistics
e Dealing with scientists




Science journalists’
challenges

Opportunities

Editorial barriers

Scientists and science news
Skills and experience
|solation




Science journalism challenges
— worldwide?
- specifically in Africa?







rural poverty










e Biodiversity

e \Water
e Pollution













HIV/Aids
Tuberculosis

Malaria
Cholera










Class of 2007

(95 students, 6 lectures)
Tshwane University of Technology




2008
86 students




Draw-a-scientist ...



















What they hoped to learn

« Writing well about science
 Why science matters
e How to access and understand scientists




Thelr questions

What does journalism have to do with
science?

Why do scientists use so much jargon?

How can scientists experiment and then get
different results?

S It possible to live without science?
s the big bang really true?
HOW come our ancestors were apes?

Why Is genetic modification possible In
animals but not in humans?




Course delivery

e 2007
— Six 1.5 hour lectures with notes
— Two assignments
— Final test

e 2008
— Two 1.5 hour lectures — notes
— Six online lectures via Web CT

— SiIX assignments based on the six online
modules

— Based on WFSJ online curriculum
— Final test




Course outline - 2007

Nature of science

Science and science policy in South Africa
Relationships between scientists and journalists
Sources, planning and researching your story
Interviewing scientists

Ethics, do’s and don’ts of science journalism
Audiences and styles

Controversial topics & responsible risk reporting
Numbers and statistics; checking and verifying
Case studies — health & environmental reporting







MODULES IN WFSJ ONLINE COURSE

1. Planning and structuring your work
2. Finding and judging science stories
3. The interview

4. Writing skills
5. What Is Science?
6. Reporting scientific controversy




Need to know about ...

e Scientific method

Science as a process, peer review, double blind
clinical trials, consensus, ethics, textbook vs
frontier science, uncertainty, science in society
Issues, pseudoscience, hype, fraud, false claims

e Big Issues In science

Basics about the “big” topics — evolution, climate
change, Aids, nanotechnology, biotechnology...

e Field/lab visits



 Virtually no background knowledge

e See no connection between science and
media

 Few opportunities to go and use what they
have learned

— Class attendance; transport issues

— Internet access

— Web CT problems

— Lost lecture time due to campus unrest
— Not enough time with students

— Funding and time for field visits




More than 80% highly appreciative

More than 60% of the class VERY keen and
Interested

10 — 20% wants to specialise In science
writing

Some very good, critical assignments
“Eyes opened” to science in mass media




3 Key points

e Science journalism training should become an
Integral part of the training of journalists in Africa

Because journalism students often don’t have a
science background, they need a significant
amount of time and mentoring to master relevant
skills and build their confidence in science
writing

The nature of science, current science topics
and issues and exposure to science In the real
world must be included in the curriculum




