Advising students on careers in science
and technical communication.

Kim Kastens

\_ n my role asdirectorof ColumbiaUniversity€pro-
: gram in Earth and EnvironmentalSciencelour
Careers in nalism,l encountemany studentsvho love both
scienceand writing, and are strugglingto bnd a
. careethatwill allowthemto combinghesedisparateal-
SC|ence and entsandinterestsThis articleprovidegracticaguidance
for sciencéeacherso helpsuchstudentsexplorecareers
. In environmentajournalism, sciencenriting, technical
TeCh N |Ca| writing, sciencdllustration,and informal scienceduca
tion, while they are still in high school.
C . o Providedherearedescription®f careempathssugges
Ommunlcatlon tionsfor exploratorystepsand links to source®f add
tionalinformation.The commorthreadrunningthrough
thesecareerss that the professionabrst gainsan un-
derstandingf someaspecbf sciencer technologyand

SC ; then helpsother peoplebuild the sameunderstanding.
l INKS. [EditorOnote Readaboutand sharewith studentsother
careerghat combinescienceand communicationn The
:fmi”ﬁisz in Science Scienc@eachesOCareenf the MonthGarchive®nlineat
Enter code: TST070701 www.nsta.org/careerofthempnth.
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Prospective science communicators
As a science teacher, how can you spot a student

who might be opento adviceaboutcareersn science

and technical communication? Look for a student
whosereportstend to be exceptionallyclearand well-
organized.You may noticethat other studentsturn to
the prospectiveciencgournalistfor explanationa/Vhile
the future researclscientistsvantto dig deepeiinto one
topicuntil theyareexpertsthefuture sciencg@urnalistis

al Scence Teachers Asodiation and National Science
Education Standards ideal that al sudents participate
fully in sdence learning (NSTA 1990; NRC 199, p.
13). For descriptions of several stience communication
careers, see Figure 1 QCareer PathsO[Editor@note: On-
line resources for many types of stience communication
careerscan befound in GDn theweb,Op. 39].

What students can do now

the student who is curious about many different topics. Teachers should encourage students to start exploring

Even if gudents have access to a guidance coun-
sdor for career advice, stence teachers are often bet-
ter postioned to observe sudentsOsrengths brsthand
and to offer ongoing advice and encouragement about
sience-related careers. Encouraging sudents to con-
sder careersthat combine language artsand science can
help teachers appedl to different learning syles, moti-
vate gudents who might otherwise see little future for
themsalvesin stience, and bring usdoser to the Nation-

theirinterestin andaptitudefor sciencer technicatom

munication earlywhile still in high school, students can:

v Takescienceourse3.he mostversatileprepara
tionwouldincludeagoodbalancéetweerphys
ical scienceghemistryandphysics)ife sciences
(biology ecologyhealth),and geosciencdgeol
ogy meteorologyceanographgstronomy).

v Takemathcourse#\ solid backgroundn math
is neededto gain entranceinto collegescience

FI GU R E L

Carer Rihs.

Sciene, Technology, Medical,
or Envionmental Journalist

Journalistare typically employed by a newspapermagazine,

internet publication,radio station, or televisonnetwork, or they
may be independentfreelane journalistswho sell individual
pieces to mediaorganizéions. Journalistanay specializein
technolog, sciene,the envionment,or medicinewrite about
allfour;or combinegenerlreportingwith anoccasionatticle
onascience-relaedtopic. Journalisteeedto know aboutthe
economic,political, sociological,andlegalimplicaions of the
topicsthey cover, aswell asthe sciene. Anundegradude de-
greein scien or engineeringiombinedwith amaseréllegee
in journalismwould be excellent prepagtion for a carerin
sciene-relaed journalism.

Sciene Wit er
Acontinuumexistsetweenscienejournalistssciene@writers,

andtechnicalvriterslnadditionto workingfor anindependent

newsorganizéon, ascien@writermightwrite for anorganiza
tion that createsscieneNsuchasauniversity governmentab,
or research-intensive companyNorfor a nonprobt organiza
tion concernedwith health care or the envionment.Sciene
writersandtechnicalwritersoftenwork in collaboration with
scientistsor engineerdransldingthetechnicalanguag of the
specialisténto languag andvisualghat canbeundersbod by
a nonspecialist audieac

Technical Wit er
Again,thereisacontinuumbetween sciencewritersandtechnical

writers.Oneway to male the distindion isthat sciene writers
are usuallytryingto helptheir readers(or viewersor listeners)
understanar apprecide somethingwhereastechnicalwriters
areoftentryingto helptheirreaderdearnhowto do something.
Technical writerswritemost of thedocumentation, user manuals,

andrepairmanualdor the complextechnolog of our society.

As our society is beaoming more technologicallycomplex,
technical writing is Iy to be a gowing caeer peld.

Sciene or Technical lllustrator

For those with talent in visualarts andinterestin science or
nature,scienc or technicalllustration could beagood mach.
Sciene andtechnicalillustratorsoftenwork closely with writ-
ersto create acombindion of text andgraphicsthat conwveys
informaion more accurately than either alone.Sciene and
technicalillustratorswork with traditionaltechniquessuchas
pen and inkand modernamputer-bagd techniques.

Informal Sciene Educ#éion Professionals
Aninformal sciene educdor could work in a naural history
mugumjechnoloy musumgscienecenter,naurecenter,na
tionalpark planetariumaquariumzoologicalparkorbotanical
gadenNanyplae wher exhibitsare set upto helpthe geneal
public understandciene, technolog, or nature. Work could
includedesigningnew exhibits leadingtoursor naure walks,
explainingexhibits or givingdemonstetions.Informalsciene
education professionalsgenerally spend moretimeface-to-face
with their audiene thanthe other professionsdiscused here,
S0 an ougoing persnality is an agt.
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or engineeringcoursesand to be ableto write
knowledgesably about science issues involving
analysis of data.

v Taketechnologgourse&xamplesare computer
and shop.

v Takecoursethatinvolvea lot of writing. This in-
cludes both bction and nonbction writing.

v Takeadrawingor computegraphicgoursdnfor-
mationalgraphicsareanimportantpart of most
science and technical communications.

v Pradtice public gpeeking. Sudents could take a
speeclroursejoin the debateclub;or volunteer
asatour guideatalocalnaturecenteymuseum,
or tourist attraction.

v Volunteerto tutor youngeistudentin sciencer
math.While doing this, studentsshouldtry to
figure out what is being misundersood and
experimentvith alternativewaysto explainthe
same concept.

v Volunteetto assisin the computetab. Students
couldvolunteerin an afterschoolopen-labses
sionfor youngerstudentsThis isachanceo ob-
servewhatlesgechnicallyorientedstudent$nd
interesting and what they bnd difpcult.

v Readpopularbooksand magazineaboutscience
and techndogy, and the sience page of a loca
newspapai/hile reading,studentshouldtry to
spot thestrategieand devices thtte authohas
usedto make complexmaterialsaccessibland
interestingo a popularaudiencefor examplea
localangle connectiono humanhealthor safety
analogymetaphqgrhumor and confict.

v Visitaplacevhereexhibitaresetup forthepublic

to learnaboutsciencandnature Examplesarea
naturalhistorymuseumscienceentertechnol
ogy museum, aguarium, planetarium, nature
centeror visitorcenterat a nationalpark. When
student$ndanexhibitthatattractsrisitorsthey
shouldtry to Pgureout whatinsightthat exhibit
is trying to conveyandwhy it is soappealingo
the audience.

v Attenda course@r workshopt a museunscience
centeraquariumer naturecenterStudentscould
talk to the courseorganizersiot only aboutthe
topic of the workshop but aboutwhat it is like
to work at a museumscienceenteraquarium,
or nature center

v Make a webste Any sdence-, technology-, or
nature-oriented dub that is adtive a school could
use a webdte that is eadly navigated, visualy ap-
peding, and informativetoitsintended audience.

v Getinvolvedn studenjournalismAny exposure
to journalisticwriting is helpful, but opportuni
tiesto write aboutsciencenature,medicineor
technologwrebestAs isthecasdor profession
al journalists studentjournalistsneedto bnd a
newshookthatwill appeato theintendedaudk

ence (see Figure 2 for examples of news hooks).

When studentswrite about, presentand illustrate sct
enceinformation, they developa better understanding
of scienceontentin additionto strongercommunication
skills. Therefore,the strategiegliscussethere can help
developbetterscienceinderstandingndcommunication
skills for all studentsnot just thoseconsidering career
in science communication.

1 G U R E 2

News Hooks.
Story ideas for student science journalists.

Somesciene teachersvorkaslaboratory or Peldasistantgo
scientistsduringthe summerinterviev suchateacherabout
hisor hersummemwork andcover the story for the school or
a local nevspaperwebsite, or adio shav.

Write a review of new educdional software that the school
gystem haspurchagd. Considerhow well the software bts
with the target audiene in the school, how well it runsonthe
school®hadware, and whetherit Pllsa gapin the available
suite of oftware.

Undetake an investigdive piece about the enegy usage of

the school. Obtainthe school€eledricity, oil, andgasbills for
the precedingyear, andthe fuel bills for the school busReet.
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How doeseneiy usage varywith time of year?Wha are the
mainenegy hogs in the school?Wha hasbeendone,so far,
to consere enegy? Whaelse oould be done?

Hasthere beenanoutbreakof a contagiousdisea< in the lo-
cal communityor school this year, for example:3u,headlice,
or WestNile virusAnwestigde how the diseas spreadswhat
canbe doneto avoid getting it, andhow to recover from it.
Reronalizethe story with interviews of the school nure, a
local dodor, and thae afiected by the dizas.

Write a probleof analumnuswvho hasgone on to acareerin
sciene or technolog.



What schools and teachers can do

Individual teachers, schools, and school didricts can
take additional,proactivestepdo signalto studentghat
scienceand technicalcommunications a valued skill.
Teachers can:

v Include in scoringrubrics an explicit category
that assesses darity in written and oral com-
municationfor sciencgrojectsjab reports,and
presentations.

v Assignreadingdrom popularsciencédooksand
magazines, and have students critique them.

v Asdgn dudents to write a popular science or
technology article in the syle of Disover or
Wired magazinesTopicsat the intersectionof
sciencand societywork well here,suchasen
ergy dternatives a dissase outbresk, pedicide
impact, or new technology

v Recruit sudents to write documentation for
commonly performed tasks in the computer
room or sciencdab, for examplehow to clear
a paperjam in the printer or how to preparea

piece of scientibc apparatus for proper storage.

Schools and school districts can:

v Subscribego scienceand technologymagazines
and purchase popular science books for the
school library

v Offer a course in nonbction writing.

v Establishan award categoryin the sciencdair
for bes technica communication. A subscrip-
tion to a sciencenagazinanakesan appropriate
prize.

v Establistascienceolumnin the schoohewspa
per with a science teacher as co-advisor

Bridging the gap

During the lifetime of today€studentssocietywill face
complexproblemsinvolving the environment,technol

ogy medicineandotheraspectsf scienceSocietylue

cesstsolvingthesgroblemawill depenchotonlyonthe

ability of scientistso makenew discoveriedyut alsoon
the ability of specializedommunicatorso explainscit
enceandtechnologyo the millionsof votersconsumers,
patients, taxpayers and policymakers whose decisons
affectandareaffectedy sciencandtechnologyScience
teacherdavethe opportunityto help studentsidentify
andvaluethe speciatombinatiorof abilitiesin both sci
enceand communicatiorthat canput themin a position
to bridge the gap between science and satiety
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