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FOREWORD


By Kendall Powell


Ten years ago, I was finishing up an internship at Nature in Washington, D.C., and preparing to begin a career as an independent science writer. I was terrified. How would I find assignments? Would I be able to make any money at all? As a freelancer working from home, how would I stay motivated—and stay away from daytime TV?


Two of my Nature editors gave me sage and calming advice. Colin Macilwain began: “If you can turn in copy on time and to length, and know how to form even a decently written paragraph, then you’ll be . . .” He paused, and Paul Smaglik finished his thought: “Golden.”


I thought they were just being polite, but they were right. After a couple of years, I had a stream of assignments from a half dozen steady clients, and my science writing career was humming along nicely.


But my inner social butterfly suffered. When I left Nature, I had moved in with my then-boyfriend in Colorado, a state where I knew exactly one individual: him. As a freelancer, it wasn’t easy to make connections in a new place, and I found myself dashing outside to greet the mailman for small talk and befriending baristas at my local Starbucks.


Then, like a home-birthed baby, SciLance was born in a bathtub. Okay, it wasn’t that messy or dramatic, but still, it’s a moment I’m not likely to forget.


The idea for an online community of writers first came to me at the 2005 National Association of Science Writers meeting in Pittsburgh. I was soaking my conference-sore feet with three other writers in a huge jet-tub in the hotel’s honeymoon suite (someone’s reservation had been lost, and the suite was the hotel’s apology). We sat around the edge, pants rolled up, chatting over the pizza and wine we had brought upstairs from the bar.


I complained that while I met so many interesting colleagues at conferences, and always loved talking shop with them, it was difficult to keep up that camaraderie once we headed home. Online groups were too impersonal, or too public, or too prone to internal conflict. But what about a smaller, more intimate group, I wondered? Could that serve as a virtual jet-tub?


A month later I created an online group known as SciLance and invited about ten colleagues to join me in an experiment. I wanted to create a reasonably confidential group where members could share advice on the business and craft of science writing. One e-mail at a time, we began to troubleshoot one another’s problems, suggesting sources, editors, and solutions to late paychecks.


Eight years later, the group has grown to a stable thirty-five members, located across the US and Canada, and the conversation is still lively. We now share not only practical advice from our combined three hundred years of experience, but also support and inspiration, encouraging one another to finish that pitch, apply for that fellowship, or take that long-overdue vacation. We’re proud that members of SciLance have published in the New York Times, National Geographic, and dozens of other print, web, and broadcast outlets. We’ve also won bundles of journalism awards; contributed to The Best of Technology Writing and The Best American Science and Nature Writing anthologies; taught science writing at Johns Hopkins, Stanford, and elsewhere; and been awarded Scripps, MIT-Knight, and Alicia Patterson Foundation journalism fellowships.


With this book, we hope to share what we’ve learned from one another and inspire you to start a conversation of your own. Part I is a primer in the skills of science writing. Part II contains our advice on remaining sane and (mostly) balanced as a science writer, and Part III sums up our hard-earned guidance on best business practices.


You’ll discover that there’s no one right way to shape your career: we’ve gotten to the middles of ours on at least thirty-five different roads, and expect our futures to be even more divergent. But we hope that the stories of our successful paths, and not-so-successful detours, will give you a sense of the available routes.


Almost every member of our group has written a chapter of this book, but this is more than an anthology: each chapter also includes perspectives from other members of the community, identified by name throughout the book. (SciLancers are referred to by first and last names in their first mentions within a chapter, and first names thereafter.) You’ll find that many of the chapters deal with “soft” skills—handling rejection, dealing with financial uncertainty, grappling with envy—because those are the skills we’ve all found to be the most valuable in the long haul. As my editors at Nature told me, the ability to report, write, and file on time will get you assignments. But to construct a sustainable career on the shifting sands of modern journalism, you need to know how to survive both financially and emotionally, and with or without the support of a traditional employer. Most of the members of SciLance currently work as freelance science writers, and much of our advice comes from that perspective. In uncertain times, we think the resilience, flexibility, and drive needed for freelancing are just as important for staff writers: in a sense, we’re all freelancers now.


Each chapter also serves as an introduction to an issue relevant to science writers. If you want to dig deeper, we recommend places to start in the Resources section at the end of the book. After you finish reading, we hope you’ll still want to pursue science writing—but please don’t attempt it alone. At the end, I’ll give you pointers for creating your own science-writing hive.


A foreword is supposed to give you a glimpse of where a book will take you, but no writer knows exactly where he or she is headed—that’s part of the beauty and frustration of the work. If you’re a curious person who appreciates words and intellectual freedom, though, I can promise you’ll enjoy the quirky, nerdy, fascinating job of explaining how the world works—regardless of where you end up.


Onward,


Kendall Powell
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Chapter 1


What Makes a Science Writer?


By Alison Fromme


[image: ] You know what science writing is. If you’re like us, you might have dodged deadly viruses with Richard Preston in The Hot Zone, or admired Rachel Carson’s ability to turn science into the tragic poetry of Silent Spring. Maybe you followed Mary Roach as she documented the colorful afterlives of cadavers in Stiff, or voyaged with Charles Darwin, perhaps the most famous science writer of all, in The Origin of Species. Or maybe you’ve listened to the work of science writers on radio shows and in documentary films.


Despite the impression most of us got in our high school chemistry classes, science—and science writing—is inherently dramatic. It’s about struggling to find answers, persevering despite setbacks, arguing with colleagues, fighting failure, and celebrating successes. It’s about the world around us—what’s in our bones, how stars are born, and why drought scars the landscape—and how new knowledge fits into our society. When done right, science writing can inform, inspire, and even change the course of history. When done wrong . . . well, let’s not go there. This book is about doing it right.


We science writers, the wordsmiths behind the scenes, are as varied as the subjects we cover. We work for magazines, newspapers, radio and television programs, universities, federal laboratories, educational publishers, museums, and increasingly for ourselves. We research stories over the phone, in libraries and museums, at laboratory benches, and—when we’re lucky—on far-flung expeditions around the world. We write articles, books, and blog posts. We help create movies, podcasts, websites, and television shows.


Our common mission is to explain very complicated things with both maximum simplicity and maximum accuracy. It’s a puzzle with infinite variations and infinite solutions, and we science writers rarely tire of the challenge. After all, there’s always more to learn about the subject at hand, and there’s always a better, clearer, more graceful, or more charming way to communicate it to others.


While not all science writers are journalists, the writers of this book believe that all science writers can and should approach their subjects journalistically, with curiosity, an open mind, a healthy sense of skepticism about the material, and transparency about our methods, biases, and sources. Whether we’re writing for the general public or for scientists themselves, our primary responsibility is to our readers, and we owe it to them to look at all aspects of the work at hand.


At the time of this book’s printing, science-writing positions at many newspapers and magazines have been cut. Grim projections have been made about the future of traditional print publications and journalism itself. But we’re not sulking. Our personal experiences and those of many other science writers show that while the field is full of uncertainty, it’s also full of exciting opportunities.


Most of the writers of this book work as freelance science writers, and many of us find that the number, reach, and potential of new outlets are growing. Photos, videos, audio, and animation are all enriching the storytelling experience and making our work more collaborative. At the same time, scientists are continuing to make new discoveries, many of them useful (how to avoid heart disease), important (how poor neighborhoods are targeted by toxic industries), or wondrous (the physics of gecko feet). We believe that there will always be fantastically interesting science stories to discover, media to convey them—and a way to make a living telling them.


One warning: science writing, freelance or otherwise, is very, very seldom a path to riches. (In fact, for many people who try it, it’s not even a path to middle-class respectability—you should see the cars some of us drive.) But with luck, hard work, and talent, you can make a decent living at it, and much of the advice in this book is shaped to help you do just that. In this chapter, we’ll look at how to get started.


Where Science Writers Come From


Perhaps you earned a journalism degree, landed a newspaper job, and found yourself drawn to the science desk, curious to learn more. Perhaps you toiled in a graduate-school lab but found yourself wanting to explain your research—rather than actually complete it. Or perhaps you’re happily working as a researcher and want to do your part to share science with the world. There are many paths into the science-writing world, but aspiring science writers often have similar questions. Here are the ones we encounter most often:


Do I Need to Finish My Graduate Degree in Science?


A lot of science writers have a eureka moment during their undergraduate or graduate science courses: they realize that while they love science, their wide interests make them better suited to be science writers than scientists. The AAAS Mass Media fellowship and short-term science-writing workshops (such as the annual events in Banff, Alberta, Canada, and Santa Fe, New Mexico) offer opportunities to check out the science-writing profession before committing to it full-time. Whether to finish your science degree is a personal decision and might depend on how close you are to completion. But don’t finish your degree because you think that those letters after your name will help you in journalism: editors know that while a PhD in physics might help you recognize great stories in the subject, it might also make it difficult for you to explain the field to outsiders. Your clips and your connections matter most.


Do I Need to Go to Graduate School in Journalism or Science Writing?


Not necessarily, but doing so offers many advantages: you’ll learn solid reporting skills, boost your résumé, have access to internships that might otherwise be unavailable, and meet professors and alumni who are well-connected, established, and successful writers. However, programs can be expensive and may saddle you with debt that limits your options after graduation.


Do I Need to Do an Internship?


If you don’t have any journalism or formal writing experience, probably yes. An internship offers a behind-the-scenes look at the way a publication operates: how editors plan content, how pitches are evaluated, the ins and outs of the editing and fact-checking process, and more. Plus, an internship will connect you with the staffers at the organization, who might become valuable contacts later on in your career.


What About Alternative Paths?


While some writers have broken into the profession through blogging alone, it’s not easy to do, and it almost always takes months or years of unpaid labor. For most beginning science writers, blogging is not a stand-alone strategy but a tool for leveraging the experience they’ve gained from a graduate program, an internship, or a staff position. Regular, accurate, interesting posts can help writers of all levels build credibility, define their beat, and hone their skills. (See “Blogging: My Digital Calling Card” on p. 265.) More than a few members of the Science Online community (www.scienceonline.com) have taken blogging further, establishing stellar reputations and wide audiences: among the notable examples are Ed Yong of Not Exactly Rocket Science, Maggie Koerth-Baker of BoingBoing, David Dobbs of Neuron Culture, Maryn McKenna of Superbug, and Bora Zivkovic of A Blog Around the Clock. (While you’re in the blogosphere, also check out The Last Word on Nothing, an independent group science blog that counts several SciLancers among its members.)


Am I Crazy to Consider This Career?


No. Even though academia likes to divide the humanities and the sciences, a lot of people are interested in both. Storytelling and science define us as humans, and it’s natural to be attracted to both of them.


Joining the Independents


At some point in your career, whether out of choice or necessity, you may decide to strike out as a freelance writer. Parts II and III of this book cover many of the practical and emotional concerns of all writers working in the digital age, including freelancers. But how and when should your freelance adventure begin?


If You Can, Ease Your Transition


Some people are forced into freelancing by a layoff or a family move. But if you’re entering the freelance world by choice, experiment with freelancing before you leave your full-time job, or hang on to a part-time job while you establish your freelance clientele. SciLancer Susan Moran juggled part-time adjunct teaching at a university journalism school while starting her freelancing career. “It was a steady—if small—paycheck, and it kept me connected to budding journalists and academia, and to the world beyond the little package called ‘me and my stories,’” she says.


Plan for Your Financial and Health Care Needs


Will you burn through savings? Lean on a spouse or partner? Buy an individual health plan? For me, security and flexibility were key: I had some savings, no mortgage, no kids, and a spouse to lean on. (Read more about financial considerations in Chapter 19, “Minding the Business.”)


“I’ve come to think that the best way to start freelancing is to save up about six months’ worth of living expenses before launching, do nothing else but pitch and write for three months, and then take stock to see if it’s working,” says SciLancer Stephen Ornes, who started freelancing after completing MIT’s graduate program in science writing. And keep in mind, that’s six months’ expenses on top of whatever financial cushion you need to feel secure.


Consider Your Existing Connections


New freelancers with staff experience can draw on relationships forged during years of casual conversations and editorial meetings. “It’s great to have one solid client when you start freelancing—an editor or a group of editors who know you and trust your work,” says SciLancer Michelle Nijhuis. “Whether that’s a contact from an internship or a staff job, that kind of relationship can really protect you financially and emotionally—especially during the first few months of freelancing, when you realize no one cares about you or your career all that much!”


But even without staff experience, you can mine the depths of your résumé and get valuable help from past employers, colleagues, college professors, friends, and relatives. Tell everyone you know that you are starting your freelance career and ask (politely, of course) if they know of anyone who can help you. I started freelancing right out of grad school without many contacts in publishing, but the editor of my graduate school alumni magazine offered to send me a few assignments while I found my footing—a small gesture that mattered in those first uncertain weeks. Read more about networking strategies in Chapter 20, “Networking for the Nervous.”


Read, Read, Read Publications You Admire—Then Start Pitching


Analyze your favorite media outlets to get a sense of their typical stories. Then target your pitch to the appropriate editor and department. Get much more advice on pitching in Chapter 3.


Foster Relationships with Editors and Other Writers


Groups such as the National Association of Science Writers—and their regional chapters, such as the Northern California Science Writers’ Association—offer advice and resources that will help you get started. I set an early goal to meet two or three new people at networking events every month, which meant I endured some awkward conversations. But those connections led to both assignments and professional friendships. If a formal group doesn’t exist in your region, you can attend a national conference and reach out to local writers there.


Act Like a Businessperson


A professional attitude and a structured schedule can help you navigate the confusing first months of freelancing. I budgeted for professional development and planned the number of pitches I’d send each week, the networking events I’d attend regularly, and the magazines I’d approach. I kept a regular daily schedule and tracked administrative tasks with spreadsheets. Chapter 19 includes many more tips on business management.


Gobble Up Opportunities, and Keep Your Sense of Humor


As SciLancer Douglas Fox says, “I always think of Ernest Shackleton and his men trekking across the Antarctic sea ice in the Southern Ocean. They were in this incredibly harsh environment, but the universe kept sending things their way—penguins and seals and other animals that they shot and cooked and ate, yum, yum. Freelancing feels a little like that. Opportunities just kind of show up, and you cook and eat them. It’s important not to get overconfident and to remember that the opportunities can disappear at any time. But really, it’s incredibly exciting.”


So, dear reader, off we go across the ice. Yum, yum.
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Chapter 2


Finding Ideas


By Emily Sohn


[image: ] For my first real job as a science writer, I joined a crew of eight multimedia professionals on expeditions to remote and exotic international locations. Nearly every day during these weeks-long “Quests,” our team used a portable satellite device to send educational reports, videos, and images to a website, where hundreds of thousands of students in classrooms around the world followed our every move.


In the months before my first Quest, a six-week expedition to the Peruvian Amazon, my coworkers and I created a schedule, mapped out a route, and conducted a lot of background research to figure out what kinds of stories we might tell along the way. But none of that research prepared me for what we encountered one day during the second half of the trip.


We had already survived a treacherous week on inflatable rafts in a tiny Amazonian tributary. Now, we had upgraded to a larger river, the Ucayali, and a live-aboard boat that was patrolled twenty-four hours a day by armed guards keeping an eye out for Amazonian pirates. (Yes, pirates.)


It was early afternoon when our sun-scorched, bug-bitten crew stepped off the boat into a dusty, off-the-grid town called Roaboya. There, families live in thatched-roof huts that sit on low stilts for protection against floods, and kids spend the day in a one-room schoolhouse. In fluent Spanish, our team leader and our team anthropologist greeted the village leader. It was an unusual day, the leader told us. A hunter had gone missing in the jungle three days earlier. The village shaman had been enlisted to help.


As the sweltering afternoon wore on, we interviewed, photographed, and filmed the man’s family and neighbors, asking not just about him, but also about their daily lives, their oral traditions, and the turtles they caught and cooked for dinner. As the sun sank toward the horizon, we watched in amazement and, by this point, joy and relief as the search crew returned with the missing hunter. They had found him exactly where the shaman had predicted he would be. When darkness fell, we sat cross-legged and witnessed an ayahuasca ceremony, during which participants drank a plant-based brew that induced wild hallucinations, and the shaman thanked the spirits for returning the man safely.


The stories we produced that day were among the most vivid and gripping of the entire trip—even the ones that had nothing to do with the main drama. While waiting for the search party to return, for example, I watched some men chop down a tree near the village. They needed the wood and, having already gained an intimate view of these people’s lives, I was able to reflect on deforestation in the Amazon in a more nuanced way. Before the trip, I’d thought cutting down trees in the rain forest was a universally bad thing. By the end of my day in Roaboya, I was conflicted, and I explored my uncertainty with my online audience of kids.


My brief time in that tiny community, along with experiences in other Amazonian villages, had a profound influence on the way I look for story ideas today. No matter where you are, I’ve learned, the key to finding a man lost in the jungle—or any great story that no one else has—is to get yourself into positions where you are likely to bump into a story telling itself. When you do stumble across a scoop, all you need is the ability to take furious notes and the willingness to forget everything you thought you came for.


This smart luck—or planned serendipity—can serve any writer well. And you don’t have to go to the Amazon to find ideas that will wow editors. Once you learn how to look for them, you will find a never-ending supply of science stories.


Anatomy of an Idea


No matter the publication you work for or the kind of stories you write, it’s essential to distinguish between topics and stories. During a summer internship at a newspaper science section more than a decade ago, I suggested an article about the origins of oil. I still remember listening with a twinge of embarrassment as my editor explained that while it was an interesting topic, it was not a newspaper story—at least, not until it was important to understanding current events. I make this mistake far less often than I used to, but I still catch myself doing it.


After all, for a person who makes a living off of curiosity, it’s easy to get excited about a cool natural phenomenon, an endangered animal, or a breathtaking place without having a clear idea of what the story is. A story, in its most basic form, contains characters engaged in some kind of journey or conflict. It follows those characters toward a discovery or resolution through a series of linked events, progressing through a clear beginning, middle, and end. Journalists’ stories must also have a news “hook”—a reason to tell the story now—and a connection to a larger idea. In other words, it’s usually not enough for your story to be really cool. It has to be important, too.


Robert Irion, director of the science communication program at the University of California, Santa Cruz, says he uses some form of the following dialogue to help his science-writing students turn topics into stories:


STUDENT: So, Rob, I want to write about elephant seals.


IRION: Okay, that’s a topic, not a story. What about them?


STUDENT: Well, they are charismatic megafauna, and they have big brown eyes.


IRION: That might help attract readers, but what will make them read the story?


STUDENT: Researchers are studying how deep they dive and where they go to eat.


IRION: Yes, but those studies have been going on for twenty-five years. What’s new?


STUDENT: The scientists attach GPS devices to the elephant seals and track where they go in the ocean in real time, and how deep they dive along the way.


IRION: Okay, that’s a cool technique, and it could be part of your story. But what have they found?


STUDENT: Elephant seals go to this one place out in the middle of the Pacific Ocean every year to bulk up for the winter. It’s a feeding frenzy—other GPS tags show that sharks and albatross go to this same place. It’s a new picture of how marine animals make a living.


IRION: There you go. Now find some characters, and I think you’ve got a story.


Reading lots of top-level nonfiction is one of the first and easiest things you can do to refine your sense of story. And even if you want to write solely about science, you can learn valuable lessons from stories about other subjects. “Sometimes it’s harder to see the story elements in science than in music, or sports or politics or whatever,” says Thomas Hayden, a SciLancer who teaches science communication at Stanford University. That might be because scientists are trained not to express the hope, frustration, jealousy, and other emotions they feel in the course of their work, he says. “But once you get the knack of it,” says Thomas, “you see that the world is full of pitchable, executable science stories.”


When you think you’ve hit on an awesome new idea, make sure it’s interesting to other people, too. To gauge whether readers, and in turn editors, are going to bite, try telling friends about it. If you can get the essence of the story across in just a few sentences, you’re on the right track. Even better, suggests SciLancer Robert Frederick, try out your idea on strangers at a bar. “If your audience has no follow-up questions, that’s a warning sign that the story isn’t worth your time,” he says.


The Chase


Most people encounter science and scientists through the work of science writers. That means we have a responsibility to understand how science works, and when science is ready to be written about. For better or worse, the academic journal system is the major driver of daily and weekly science news for general audiences.


Here’s how it works: After toiling for months or years on their work, researchers write up their results and submit papers to one journal at a time. After a period of review by other experts in the field—referred to as “peer review”—acceptance leads to eventual publication. (Rejection leads to edits and resubmission to another, usually smaller and more specialized journal.) In some ways, it’s not unlike the process we writers go through when pitching an article idea.


Major journals, such as Science, Nature, and the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), publish studies on a wide range of subjects. Specialty journals, such as Nature Neuroscience, Molecular Ecology, or BMJ (formerly the British Medical Journal), focus on narrower themes. Many journals also use embargoes, which set a day and time before which journalists are not allowed to publish news of the work. These journals often send out abstracts and press releases about upcoming studies a few days before the publication ban lifts, however, giving writers a chance to conduct interviews and write stories that will be ready to run when the embargoes expire. Publishing even an hour before an embargo expires can result in major repercussions for you and the publication you are writing for, including public embarrassment and being shut out of future embargoed material.


Once you understand the journal system and embargo schedules, you will begin to notice recurring patterns in news coverage. Stories based on Science articles begin to appear in news outlets every Thursday at 2 p.m. Eastern time. The same happens when Nature embargoes lift on Wednesday at 1 p.m. and when PNAS allows press coverage to begin on Monday at 3 p.m.


Pitching news stories on these studies can be tough. Editors get the study summaries from major journals, too, and they’re likely to assign the stories they’re interested in to staff writers, or to freelancers already associated with their publication. But even if you’re a new freelancer, or one looking to break into new markets, these press releases can be useful.


If you already have connections with news editors and can work fast, you may be able to turn press releases into rapid turnaround stories that pay relatively quickly. For the past few years, I’ve been a contributing writer on contract with Discovery News, and these “me-too stories”—stories based on papers from major journals—account for at least half of the dozen or so articles I write for the site every month. Writing these stories generally requires two basic interviews: one with the lead author of the new study and one with an expert who wasn’t involved in the work but can comment on why it’s important or what its limitations are. And since news story structures tend to be fairly formulaic, incorporating these quickie articles into my work mix helps boost my bottom line.


To get in on the receiving end of the press release feed, start with online news services, such as EurekAlert! and Newswise, which require you to request password access but are free once you’re deemed a legitimate reporter. Daily e-mails from both services include press releases from a wide variety of journals, universities, and research institutions. I highly recommend sorting this stream of news alerts into an e-mail folder to avoid being totally overwhelmed by them. Regularly dipping into this folder when you have time can help you stay up-to-date with research fields that interest you, and help you learn to recognize news when you see it. (A carefully sorted social-media stream can work the same way. See Chapter 24 for more on the uses of social media in science writing.)


Press releases can yield more than just daily news stories. As you read through study summaries and the coverage that follows them each week, you might also start to notice trends and patterns. Then it’s just a matter of finding the right spin to distinguish your idea.


For example, press releases on several related studies may lead you to a story about a larger issue. Maybe a researcher mentioned in a press release has an interesting backstory that would make him or her a good profile subject. Maybe a national story has local angles—or vice versa. Next time you get a press release or promotional e-mail, imagine that it contains hidden pictures: look at it from a different angle, and you might see a great story hiding beneath the predictable one being sold to you.


That’s what SciLancer Mark Schrope did in 2007, when he received an e-newsletter from a local design group announcing some advertising awards it had won. The winning project involved graphics and animations created for another local company, which was planning to build multiple offshore cargo-monitoring bases. Instead of covering the design group, he decided to write about the new bases: how they worked, who was building them, and why. The resulting story filled a two-page spread in Popular Science and also ran on CNN.com.


To meet the insatiable editorial desire for fresh stories, it can help to cast a wide net. A few e-mails and phone calls will get you on mailing lists for overlooked journals, universities, research institutions, and even private companies. Most lesser-known journals receive very little press attention and do not use embargoes.


When SciLancer Douglas Fox first started freelancing, he trolled through journals at a medical library, where he focused on second- and third-tier publications, such as the Journal of Experimental Biology and Biochemical and Biophysical Research Communications. He found that these journals were filled with quirky, surprising studies that crossed disciplinary boundaries. His first feature for New Scientist came from a paper he saw in the journal Biopolymers describing attempts to make synthetic spider silk.


It’s also useful to look abroad. European journals and research institutions churn out a lot of fascinating work that US reporters often miss. I recently signed up for a daily e-mail about Scandinavian research, and I’ve already written several news stories about studies not covered by other US publications.


As you find your own rhythm in the news cycle, a few short pieces can quickly add up to more in-depth story possibilities. SciLancer Virginia Gewin, who writes a short news story every month for the journal Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment, says the gig forces her to stay up-to-date on the ecology beat, giving her an insider’s view into broader trends in the field. More than once, she has uncovered feature ideas that she has sold to other publications.


Going Deeper


Press releases, tables of contents, and study abstracts are standard sources of inspiration for science writers, but they aren’t the only types of reading material that can feed you ideas. Local newspapers and regional magazines are often full of characters and anecdotes that speak to bigger issues.


A few years ago, SciLancer Jill Adams noticed an article in the Albany Times Union about scientists at a nearby museum who had unearthed a fossil that earned them a paper in Nature. Since the museum was just fifteen minutes away from her house, Jill followed up and found that non-degreed scientists had done the bulk of the work. Her story about them turned into a short narrative for The Scientist. She wrote about the same work for Discover’s top-science-stories-of-the-year issue.


Everything in the paper is fair game. After noticing an obscure ad for isolation tanks in New York magazine, SciLancer Bryn Nelson sold a story about them to the business news website Portfolio.com. “I dug a little deeper and found that isolation tanks were not only a business and health trend, but had a fascinating history,” Bryn says. “And the session was so relaxing that I fell asleep in the tank.”


Get Out!


To find the freshest story ideas, you need to talk to real people, and one of the best places to find them is on the conference circuit.


As a reporter, you can get free admission to major scientific conferences, such as those hosted by the American Association for the Advancement of Science, the Society for Neuroscience, the American Geophysical Union, the American Chemical Society, the American Astronomical Society, and so on. You can also gain access to much more specialized gatherings of scientists—small meetings where you may well be the only reporter. Unlike some journal articles, posters and presentations at meetings are not embargoed and are fair game for all reporters.


Getting into these conferences often requires signing up through a press liaison, and if you are a freelancer, you may have to explain why they should let you in. Usually, mentioning a publication or two that you’ve written for does the trick, but simply using the word “freelancer” often is enough. Whichever kind of meeting you choose, start by sitting in on sessions that sound interesting to you. Listen for “by the way” comments—passing mentions of upcoming studies or emerging trends. Look at posters. Talk to researchers and public-relations contacts—not just in lecture rooms, but also at wine-and-cheese receptions. And ask lots of questions.


At one AAAS conference a few years ago, Robert attended a dermatologist’s presentation on the use of lasers to treat skin cancer. During his talk, the skin doctor mentioned his work with a quarter-mile-long tunable laser at Jefferson National Lab in Newport News, Virginia. When the session was over, Robert asked the researcher more about the technology, and ended up with a story for National Public Radio about the use of advanced laser technology to remove tattoos.


Conferences may be intimidating at first. But they are full of uncovered ideas that anyone can snatch up, including beginners. Early in her freelance career, SciLancer Robin Mejia heard a conference presentation about forensics that led to a story for New Scientist, another for the Los Angeles Times, and eventually to a documentary she worked on for CNN. (She tells the story in more detail in Chapter 21.)


A single conference often fuels story ideas for months. So, no matter which lecture rooms you choose to sit in, don’t forget your notebook. (For more on networking at conferences, see Chapter 20.)


Talk to Anyone, Talk to Everyone


One holiday season, SciLancer Michelle Nijhuis opened a Christmas letter from a friend who is an avid caver. The letter mentioned another spelunker, a microbiologist named Hazel Barton, and Michelle wrote down Barton’s name as a potential future source or profile subject. Eventually Michelle called Barton and learned that she was frantically busy trying to understand white-nose syndrome, a fungus that had been killing bats with alarming speed.


White-nose syndrome was something Michelle had wanted to write about for a while, but felt she needed a character to make the story accessible. Barton was that character, and the cold call turned into an award-winning story for Smithsonian. Her experience points to the value of taking the time to dig during the development of an idea—before the pitch—to find the right combination of characters and action that will make a story sell. “Editors rarely bite on a sliver of a story,” Michelle says. “So those few calls and the extra work of developing the pitch can give a good idea a fighting chance.”


Even talking to people at home can yield great ideas. SciLancer Sarah Webb’s husband, who religiously reads the New York Times Arts section, pointed her to an article about musician Yo-Yo Ma, who was scheduled to play the cello for Barack Obama’s 2009 inauguration. Since the forecast called for cold weather, Ma was debating whether to play his multi-million-dollar wooden cello or a carbon-fiber instrument. Sarah turned that nugget into a fun-to-report story for Scientific American about synthetic-material cellos.


Strangers can be excellent resources, too. After SciLance member Jessica Marshall met someone at a friend’s wedding who told her that earthworms were an invasive species in most of the United States, she wrote a short feature about the problem for New Scientist.


One caveat: when people learn you are a journalist, they may throw ideas at you like sand bags at a carnival dunking game. Do not feel you have to follow up on everything. Your mother-in-law wants you to write about a great new recipe she got at a church picnic? Nod politely and blame your editors for saying no if she brings it up again.


Play First, Write Later


I firmly believe that one of the best ways to drum up interesting story ideas is to prioritize playtime. By getting out in the world and doing what excites you, you may find that ideas come along and grab you.


Mark’s first paid feature idea came out of a group kayaking lesson off the coast of Santa Cruz, California, where he met a paddling chemistry professor whose research—on the development of a new molecule that allowed for the precision formation of plastics—sounded interesting. More recently, he noticed massive numbers of jellyfish on the beaches near his Florida home following major ocean swells. The observation turned into a feature for Nature.


These success stories also serve as cautionary tales: as a science writer, a trip to the beach is never just a trip to the beach. But as long as your traveling companions are equally enthusiastic about learning new things, your professional status can open all sorts of unusual doors.


On a vacation to India in 2004, I visited a camel research center. In Costa Rica with my husband and then two-year-old son, I met with two jaguar researchers. I love the way traveling makes my writing more interesting, and I love how the stories make the traveling more fulfilling. I also enjoy ending up in places I never would have seen—and meeting people I never would have known—if I were just an ordinary tourist.


If you’re willing to give up on the idea of true leisure (but gain the ability to count many of your travel expenses as tax deductions), you’ll need to dedicate some hours to research before setting off on your next trip. My usual strategy is to surf the Web and look through guidebooks for mentions of conservation organizations located near my destination. Then I send out a blitz of e-mails and phone calls asking about ongoing projects and researchers who might be working in the field while I’m there. It may take a dozen or more messages to yield one or two on-site interviews. But it takes only one good contact to lead to a great story.


Douglas has funded extensive trips around the world with what he calls the “brute force approach” to story scouting. His first step is to plant himself in front of a computer, where he begins a massive search through study abstracts. Before a trip to Australia in 2001, he looked through every paper with an Australian author published in Science and Nature over the previous five years. Next he scoured a wider array of journals by searching for Australian institutions in combination with dozens of location-specific or tantalizing words, such as “kangaroo,” “wallaby,” “stromatolite,” “crystal,” and “fractal.” From a scan of about 5,000 abstracts, he found twenty or so studies worth further investigation. Eventually he netted seven feature ideas.


[image: ][image: ]


I want to stress the importance of just thinking when you’re looking for good ideas. Seriously, when you have a nagging feeling about something, just listen to your gut and look deeper. This habit is tough to develop when we’re constantly reading other people’s ideas, but they can pay off in great stories. Give yourself permission to think deeply about the topics important to you.


—ALISON FROMME


This strategy can work for local adventures, too. SciLancer Alison Fromme had high hopes for a cold call she made to a salamander expert, but the interview didn’t yield a story. Still, she figured it couldn’t hurt to take him up on his offer to give her a tour of his university’s vertebrate biology museum. There, he casually introduced her to another researcher, who was poring over maps of the Sierra Nevada in an attempt to retrace the steps of a biologist who had studied animals in the area eighty years earlier. Eventually that work became the basis of a story for Backpacker.


You can even find story ideas in your very own behavior. When Jessica sat down in front of the TV for another episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer—even though she had work to do and small children who would wake up before dawn—she wondered why good stories are so addictive. The thought eventually turned into a feature for New Scientist about the neuroscience of storytelling.


Follow Your Nose and Dive into Holes


As you read, travel, and follow up on random conversations, you may find your interests leading you down rabbit holes. Do not fear. The trail may lead you into dead ends, but occasionally you will find yourself in very interesting places.


Alison was browsing articles online when she stumbled on an article about attempts to prevent light pollution in the national parks. She called the person in charge of the program, identified herself as a reporter, and asked him what he was up to. He invited her to join him as he collected data, and she wrote about his work for Backpacker.


Stories often beget stories, so while reporting one piece, keep an eye out for details that fascinate you but don’t quite fit into the story at hand. Those errant thoughts might lead to their own assignments. Jessica wrote a series of three stories for New Scientist that began with a feature about the genetics of skin color. A comment by one interviewee led to a separate feature about sunscreen and UVA rays. And a reader comment on that story sparked a third feature about cancer and the hygiene hypothesis.


Using an assignment as an excuse to do some extra legwork can also help turn a story thread into a web of ideas. When SciLance member Hillary Rosner was looking for a character or project to anchor a feature assignment, she started by scanning websites of related departments at two universities near her. She picked out a handful of researchers who might have useful information and contacted them all. None became the focus of her original assignment, but she turned two of her conversations into separate projects. “Conversations lead in interesting directions—you never know what you’re going to learn,” Hillary says.


Many science writers on the hunt for ideas have found that they can avoid dry spells by periodically calling sources from projects they worked on months or even years ago. You might hit the jackpot with a quick “What are you up to now?”


Another favorite—and simple—technique is to end every interview with a basic question: “What else are you working on?” That’s what SciLancer Stephen Ornes did while fact-checking another writer’s story for CR magazine (now Cancer Today), a cancer research publication. Stephen listened as the public-health official he was interviewing started lamenting the lack of public standards for tissue storage and the potential problems for tumor biology research. Stephen looked into the issue and eventually followed the path of a donated tumor through the corridors of Yale–New Haven Hospital—a journey he wrote about for CR.


No assignment is too small to serve as a gateway, adds Douglas. He once spun a feature out of something he noticed while writing a two hundred–word sidebar on, he says, “the then wacky-sounding idea that life might have originated in ice, rather than in some hydrothermal vent.” A paper he read while conducting research mentioned an experiment that had been running for twenty-seven years at −78 degrees Celsius. That seemed unusual, and Douglas followed up—only to find a fascinating and surprisingly extensive backstory. His Discover feature about the experiment won a spot in The Best American Science and Nature Writing anthology.


And don’t throw out your notes: interesting topics can yield successive stories, sometimes for years. During an internship at Nature in 2004, SciLancer Amanda Mascarelli wrote a news story about a new worm species that was discovered growing on decaying whale skeletons, which had sunk to the seafloor. Months later, she sold Nature a feature story about the extreme lengths researchers go to in order to reach sunken whale carcasses. Three years later, an editor at Audubon who had seen the Nature piece asked her to write a story about these “whale falls,” which involved a full day of reporting on board a research boat. The story went over well and led to another feature assignment for the magazine.


The Daily Grind


It’s true that ideas are everywhere. But don’t assume that they will always fall in your lap. Digging up ideas is part of any science writer’s job, and it takes constant vigilance to keep new ideas rolling in.


Some writers find that they fall into boom-and-bust patterns. A frenzy of ideas may keep things busy for a while, only to be followed by a long drought. Learning how to turn these spurts into a steady stream can be a never-ending work in progress.


But droughts can offer important lessons about how to get the ideas rolling again. Thomas has noticed that his idea well is fullest when he’s busy going to lectures, making phone calls, and having drinks with scientists at conferences. Just engaging in the act of talking and thinking allows the ideas to flow. “The best way to find ideas is to be actively reporting on something, anything,” he says.


And don’t expect too much of yourself. Very few writers make a living solely by writing groundbreaking, long-form, one-of-a-kind stories on topics that nobody has read about before. More common is a mix of occasional passion projects with steadier, less glamorous work. As you sustain yourself with interesting-enough writing that pays the bills, keep your eyes and ears open for the winning elements that will turn an ordinary idea into something that you can’t help but talk about at every party you go to.


The Long View


Even when times are tough or stories get rejected, persistence often pays off. Any idea that doesn’t pan out today might find a life a year—or a decade—from now.


In 1999, a graduate-level course drew Virginia’s attention to the debate over marine reserves along the Oregon coast. Ten years later, proposals for the large-scale use of wave energy sparked an unprecedented coastal planning effort that brought together fishers, surfers, wave energy developers, and marine reserve advocates. Virginia followed every development. When the time seemed right, she made a few key calls and put together a feature for Portland Monthly about plans for the first wave buoy park in the continental United States.


Likewise, SciLancer Andreas von Bubnoff learned about John Ioannidis—a scientist who analyzes the accuracy of biomedical studies—while working at the Chicago Tribune in 2004. After he did some initial reporting on the work, Andreas’s story fell through, but the topic remained in the back of his mind. About a year later, he unsuccessfully pitched another story about Ioannidis’s work, but he refused to let go of the idea. More than another year later, after seeing Ioannidis talk at a scientific meeting, he finally found the right focus for the story; the piece ran in the Los Angeles Times and appeared in the 2008 edition of The Best American Science and Nature Writing. “It takes time for some ideas to mature,” Andreas says. “It turns out that sometimes rejection can be a good thing.”








SCILANCE SAYS . . .


       •  The elements of a good story include: characters, a journey, conflict, linked events, a news hook, and a big-picture idea. These elements distinguish a story from a topic.


       •  One of the best ways to learn how to identify good story ideas is to read top-level nonfiction, including non-science articles.


       •  Test your ideas on strangers and friends at bars or cocktail parties. If you hook them in a few sentences or less, you’re on the right track.


       •  Understand the news cycle, including the journal system and embargo schedules. Never break an embargo.


       •  To find stories everyone doesn’t already have, look to obscure and international journals. They are often filled with quirky and interesting studies.


       •  Conferences and meetings can be excellent sources of story nuggets. Follow your interests and follow up on offhand comments.


       •  Local newspapers can offer local angles that might lead to stories with broader appeal.


       •  Talk to anyone and everyone, everywhere you go.


       •  Playtime is an often-overlooked source of observations and conversations that can spark sellable ideas. Pursuing hobbies and interests can lead to interesting work projects.


       •  With a little legwork before your next trip, you can turn your travels into fountains of feature ideas—as long as you’re willing to give up on the idea of a work-free vacation.


       •  If at first your idea is rejected, don’t give up. Many writers have tales of stories that were years in the making.
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Chapter 3


Making the Pitch


By Thomas Hayden


[image: ] Online or on paper, written, spoken, or acted out with puppets: If you’ve got a story you want to tell, you’re first going to have to convince an editor to give you the space and resources to produce and publish it. The traditional way to approach an editor is with a brief written proposal, or pitch, called a query letter. And if that letter isn’t good, no one but the readers of your personal blog will find out whether your story could have been, too.


There are a hundred variations on the standard query letter, ranging from laboriously researched documents to hallway conversations between colleagues. (Yes, staffers have to pitch, too.) News stories—direct, to the point, and focused on a specific study or event—are fundamentally different from magazine-style features, which tend to play out as narratives with characters, plotlines, and maybe even a moral or two. The pitch for each story type is correspondingly different. (See “A Tale of Two Query Letters” on p. 36 for an example of each.) And there are as many individual preferences as there are editors. But the fundamental elements are the same, and no matter how you put them together, they are essential to the success of any pitch:


The story idea: What are you proposing to write, specifically? (See Chapter 2 for the difference between topics and stories.)


Relevance: Why does this story matter, and why is it a good fit for the specific publication? (Sometimes “because it’s cool” is reason enough. But you usually need more.)


Timeliness: Why should this story be assigned now, rather than, say, a year ago, or in six months? Is there breaking news, an upcoming anniversary, or some other “news peg” to hang the story on?


Execution: Are you proposing a 350-word news brief or a 3,000-word feature? A profile, an investigation, an essay? Will the story require travel, or hard-to-get interviews, or Freedom of Information Act requests?


Extras: Are there photo opportunities, or data for graphics or interactive maps, or other possible adornments to the primary story?


Author: Why are you the writer for the job? Reasons might include your writing experience or knowledge of the field, access to the key sites or sources, or a unique perspective on the issue.


Some editors prefer very brief query letters—a paragraph or two of plainly stated facts and figures. Others respond well to a more comprehensive approach, showing detailed research and analysis of the story idea and its context. And many publications post submission guidelines online, sometimes in considerable detail—read them carefully. With experience, you’ll find your own approach to pitching, and learn to shape it for different stories, publications, and editors. But as a general rule, an initial query letter should be a single page (about five hundred words) or less, even for longer stories.


There are two reasons. First, editors are universally busy, and thus tend to value clarity and brevity. The second reason is even simpler: in some ways, the best outcome of a query letter is an editor’s desire to know more.


That doesn’t mean you can just dash off a few lines, though. For anything more than a short news piece, a good pitch should be reported and written. That is to say, you should make a couple of preliminary phone calls, reaching out to key sources to confirm that they’ll speak with you and that your idea has a solid basis in reality. And the query letter should demonstrate both the strength of your idea and the strength of your writing. Some writers draft an opening paragraph or two that could work for the final story, and use them to open the query letter. It shows they’ve thought through the idea as a story and that they can capture the tone and style of the outlet they’re pitching.


“I rely a lot on the writing that I’m already reading: the writing in the e-mails, the writing in the pitch,” says Adam Rogers, senior editor at Wired. “Those e-mails to me are auditions all on their own. So are the interactions I have on the phone. I want to feel like this is a professional that I’m going to be in good hands with.”


You want to build your queries around good story ideas. But you also want to send another message: that working with you will be a low-risk proposition. When an editor assigns a story, he or she is making a bet—that a new writer will be able to deliver the goods, or that an expensive reporting trip will pay off. A clear, well-thought-out, and polished query can help an editor feel more secure in taking a chance on your proposal. “Quite often I think there’s a good story behind the pitch, but the pitch is not well written,” says Helen Pearson, lead features editor at Nature. “That tells me it’s too much of a gamble” to make the assignment.


The newer you are to science writing, or to the specific editor you’re pitching, the more formal and complete your query letter should be. For short news articles, which tend to be less complicated to report, write, and edit, a short, crisp memo is your best bet. For features, which tend to be longer, more complicated, and higher-risk for editors, you’ll need to research and write a more comprehensive but still succinct query letter. (See “A Tale of Two Query Letters” on p. 36 for examples.)


How much research should you do before drafting your query? There’s no hard-and-fast rule, but as a general guideline you should start by reading any scientific papers or other background material the story will be based on. Next, you should check to make sure the publication you plan to pitch hasn’t run similar stories in the recent past. If you’re pitching a news story, that may be plenty. But if you’re pitching a longer feature, you’ve got more work to do. You won’t always know the ending of the feature story you’re pitching, but you do need to know enough to show that it is a story, not just a hunch.


When I first started working as a science reporter, I was amazed by how quickly people returned my phone calls requesting interviews—I had an easier time getting leading scientists on the phone than I did scheduling a meeting with my own PhD adviser. By and large, most scientists respond well to a polite, enthusiastic request, by phone or by e-mail, to discuss their research with a reporter—even if you don’t have an assignment yet. It’s easier if you have a staff job and can say you’re calling from publication X or research foundation Y. For freelancers, transparency is best: simply explain that you’re a science journalist looking into a story you plan to propose to publication X, and ask for ten minutes to make sure you understand the key points.


Sure, sometimes a potential source will say no. But more often than not, she’ll say yes. And when she does, be brief, polite, and focused. Don’t subject your source to a fishing expedition. (For more on interviewing, see Chapter 4.)


The Art of Conversation


I learned almost everything I needed to know about pitching from my very first query: a comically bad, justifiably unsuccessful pitch that happened to find a generous editor. I never did write the story I proposed, but I probably became a professional science writer because of it.


I was in graduate school at the time, studying biological oceanography at the University of Southern California. I had very little media experience, but I was a magazine junkie, and I had become the default reviewer of manuscripts in my department. I had never written about science for a general audience, but I had a vague sense that I would like to.


So I searched online for the e-mail address of an editor at the now-defunct Canadian magazine Equinox and fired off a long, meandering message about a set of experiments I was tangentially involved in. Specifically, the proposal was for a cover story on attempts to fertilize the oceans with iron, which might boost fish populations and help control global warming, or have horrific unintended consequences. It was a good story idea—and a terrible query letter. (See “A Tale of Two Query Letters” on p. 36 for two attempts at making it better.)


It didn’t even deserve a response, but I got something more valuable than an assignment: an ongoing conversation. The editor explained to me, for example, that magazine cover stories are something one works up to over a professional career. He also offered me a much more modest assignment, a short roundup of geoengineering ideas. The editor offered me a tryout, essentially—a low-risk situation for him, and a great opportunity for me.


Nearly two decades later, I’ve pitched hundreds of science stories successfully, and taught scores of students to do the same. I’ve learned that while there are lots of common errors that can sink an otherwise decent pitch (see “Classic Mistakes We Can All Avoid” on p. 32), there is no golden secret that will guarantee the success of even a terrific one. It’s pure black magic: a mixture of good luck, good timing, and benign cosmic interference—and that’s if you already have a great story idea. But a handful of guidelines can help give your pitch its best chance:


       •  Know the outlet you’re pitching. I had read Equinox since its first issue, so I knew the types of stories its editors ran, and that they hadn’t already covered the story I was pitching. You can do the same by reading back issues and combing through archives. You don’t want to propose a story an outlet has already published, or something it never would.


       •  Pitch a person, not a publication. Look at the masthead, search online, ask friends and colleagues—anything to increase the chances that your e-mail will find a living, breathing editor and not wind up in an electronic slush pile at the far end of a “submissions@” e-mail address. And if you can find someone who knows the editor and is willing to introduce you, so much the better.


       •  Practice. Journalism conferences often feature a “pitch slam,” where a panel of editors hears and critiques story pitches from audience members. We’ve found a less harrowing way to get critical feedback in SciLance, by breaking into smaller groups online, reading and critiquing one another’s pitches, and helping to brainstorm outlets for the stories.


       •  Be both audacious and humble. Have the courage to pitch ambitious stories and leading outlets—and the humility to be grateful for any response, whether or not it leads to an assignment right away.


       •  Be flexible. Be specific in your pitch, but adaptable in any follow-up conversations. It’s great to be passionate about your own ideas, but especially early in your career, you’ll get further, faster if you’re eager to execute your editors’ ideas, too.
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