





Comments about Comments

A Milwaukee Journal Sentinel story about the effect of online comments on science literacy—based
on a study by CALS researchers Dominique Brossard and Dietram Scheufele—drew a spicy selection
of comments, thus (however inadvertently) helping to illustrate the researchers’ point.
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Online comments hurt science understanding, study finds
By Mark Johnson of the Journal Sentinel Jan. 3, 2013
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A new obstacle to scientific literacy may be emerging, according to a paper in the journal Science by two

University of Wisconsin-Madison researchers. »Read Full Article
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| think you can take all these studies by pointy headed scientists, 99% of whom are socialists and communists, and
stick them where the sun don't shine. Just listen to Rush and Hannity, and you will learn why you shouldn't trust
"science." It is all designed to let the government control every aspect of our lives.
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Let's see: The global warming ruse was base on fraud not science. Fair media reporting, xnay to that one. Lack of
real science being taught in the schools rather than students being steered towards an opinionated solution.
University of Wisconsin Professors bewildered by science opinion being questioned rather than being accepted as
told. Progressives trying to control information and getting called out when they are misinforming have their
feelings hurt.
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No doubt in my mind that online comments are contributing to the dumbing down and polarization of America. The
Journal-Sentinel would be doing a service to the community if it did away with them. Only useful purpose is for
sports articles, and stories about cougar sightings.
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The sad part is | can't even tell which of the moronic comments here are trolls, and which are expressing the actual
view of the poster.
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32 | grow Fall 2013

he says. “At that point, I still try and
educate. That’s what I'm here for,
right?”

Agronomist and geneticist Molly
Jahn, too, has found that one of the
best ways to dispel skepticism about
science is by facing skeptics. As
criticism of plant genetics mounted,
Jahn engaged with both critics and
supporters. ‘I talked to the people I
was supposed to be innovating for
instead of assuming I knew the right
answer, she says.

Seely notes that scientists today
have an unparalleled chance to make
their case. “It’s more important than
ever for scientists to communicate
science clearly, and to take on some of
that responsibility themselves,” he says.
Moreover, they should consider taking
their communication online. “The sci-
entist who doesn’t blog today is missing
out on a great opportunity.”

The key is learning to do it right—
and that’s where life science commu-
nicators offer help. Brossard, mindful
of her study on Internet trolls, warns
that scientists untrained in communica-
tion could venture into blogging and
get more trouble than they bargained
for. Brossard argues for scientists to be
trained in communication, preferably
carly in their careers. Otherwise, she
says, “We may hurt the cause without
knowingit”

When communicating scientific
advances, framing the issues is key,
Scheufele says. Framing is based on the
assumption that we all make sense of
new information by attaching it to our
existing frames of reference. “It’s about
presenting issues in a way that connects
with what people already know and
what's relevant to their daily lives,”
he says.

As an example he points to the
power of the environmental group
Greenpeace’s “Frankenfood” cam-
paign last decade, an effort that helped

demonize genetically modified food

all make sense of new
information by attaching
it to our existing frames

of reference.

by linking it, with a catchy name, toa
concept we already found frightening:
scientists overstepping ethical bounds to
create something monstrous.

Framing is about understanding
and teaching, not marketing, Scheufele
insists. “If T have the feeling that you
don’t understand something I'm trying
to explain, I will try to find different
analogies or ways of describing the same
issue that resonate better,” he says.

Learning to do that is a crucial
task—and it’s a central goal of efforts to
increase collaboration between scientists
and science communication researchers,
Scheufele says. Such efforts could lead
to a better understanding of how science
communication works and help scien-
tists more effectively build bridges to
various audiences. Schools of agriculture
and the life sciences, as natural “hot-
beds” of the kind of research that can
draw controversy, are well positioned to
foster that work, he says.

The process is gaining momentum.
Organizations such as the American
Association for the Advancement
of Science, the National Science
Foundation and many universities have
begun programs to teach scientists how
to interact with journalists and non-
academic audiences.

Scheufele and Brossard have
emerged as national leaders in the effort,
presenting their findings (“The Science
of Science Communication”) at such
highly visible venues as the Arthur M.
Sackler Colloquia with the National
Academy of Sciences and writing articles
for (and being quoted in) a number of
popular and academic science publica-

tions. Scheufele serves as co-chair of
the National Academy of Sciences’
Roundtable on Public Interfaces of the
Life Sciences, which is devoted to col-
laboration among scientists and social
scientists and convenes workshops to
explore needs, challenges and opportu-
nities for public communication about
the life sciences.

On a more hands-on level, in the
CALS’ life sciences communication
(LSC) department Seely has started
t::aching a course in communicating sci-
ence to a lay audience, aimed specifically
at graduate and postdoctoral scientists.
The course is popular enough to have
a waiting list. He’s also been conduct-
ing one-semester seminars on writing
and communicating science with other
UW departments, including botany
and chemistry. “It would be nice to
think that at some point in the future,
science departments would all require
the completion of at least one science
communication course for graduation,”
says Seely.

And a new LSC course titled
“Science, Media and Society” focuses
on the complex relationship between
science and the public, cmphasizing that
beyond teaching scientists to write for
a lay audience, scientists also must learn
the mechanisms behind science—public
interactions. The course drew more
than 100 students when it debuted last
spring.

In the meantime, Scheufele and
Brossard are carrying on with their
research. More is needed, they say, to
help identify solutions even as com-
munication technology changes at a
blinding pace.

“We're trying to fix a car while we're
going 70 miles per hour down the
highway. We're not in the parking lot
and there’s not going to be a rest stop
anytime soon,” says Scheufele. “The
opportunity is that here in CALS we
have just about every piece of expertise
on board” [
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