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The MIT Graduate Program in Science
Writing (GPSW) is one of the world's
premier master’s programs in science

journalism and communication.

Set within the Massachusetts Institute of Technology's
community of world-renowned scientists, cutting-edge
facilities, and groundbreaking research, our one-year
program focuses on introducing students to science
communication in a broad range of media. During their year
here, students learn fundamental research and reporting
skills and produce publishable works of print, audio, video,
and interactive journalism. Our curriculum teaches students
how to interpret and explain science to the wider public, to
place research and researchers within their social and
historical contexts, and to create pieces that balance hard
analysis with creativity and style. We live on the border
between art and science, and we recruit students from
across that spectrum. Our cohorts include journalists,
working scientists, artists, recent undergraduates from
science or humanities majors, and others who have a
passion for learning the delicate nuances of science writing.
Those students are supported by our team of internationally
distinguished faculty, guest speakers, program affiliates, and
our alumni family.

Ha * Director, Graduate Program
3 In Science Writing
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Explosion of new platforms

Google (1998) Facebook (2004) Twitter (2006)



New ways to consume content

2001 2007 2010



Challenges



Changes in the media landscape

Seismic shifts affecting every level of journalism

e 1990s: layoffs due to loss of newspaper classified advertising

e 2000s: Lower salaries as independent companies bought up by multi-
national conglomerates

e 2000s: spread of misinformation (birther movement)
e 2010s: both online and virtual harassment

e 2020s: physical threats



“Truthiness”

The devaluation of expertise
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Like Sacha Baron Cohen as Borat, Stephen Colbert so
completely inhabits his creation—the arch-conservative blowhard host
of The Colbert Report, his Daily Show spin-off hit—that he rarely
breaks character. As Colbert’s new book, I Am America (And So Can You!),
is published, SETH MNOOKIN gets a revealing interview with
the real thing: a master comedian, forever altered by family tragedy
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The nature of “truth”

Reason Emotion

Examine evidence Rely on intuition

Talk to experts Talk to peers

Rational conclusions Go with gut




Don’t try to impress your peers or sources

Dr. Anthony Fauci

2024 Nobel laureates:

MIT professors Daron Acemoglu and Simon Johnson



“Allele” vs “gene”

“One of a Kind” - The New Yorker, July 14, 2014

“A pair or series of alternate forms of a gene

that can occupy the same locus on a
particular chromosome and control the
same characteristic”

“One of two or more alternative forms of a
gene that arise by mutation and are found

at the same place on a chromosome”

Editor: “Are you writing for your sources? Or

for readers?”

MEDICAL DISPATCH

ONE OF A KIND

What do you do if your child has a condition that is new to science?

BY SETH MNOOKIN

Matt Might and Cristina Casanova
met in the spring of 2002, as twen-
ty-year-old undergraduates at the Geor-
gia Institute of Technology: Cristina was
an industrial-design major with an inter-
est in philosophy; Matt was a shy com-
puter geek obsessed with “Star Trek.” At
first, Cristina took no notice of him, but
the two soon became friends, and that fall
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worry. Matt and Cristina described Ber-
trand to friends as being “jiggly”; his
body appeared always to be in motion,
as if he were lying on abed of Jell-O.He
also seemed to be in near-constant dis-
tress, and Matt’s efforts to comfort him
“just enraged him,”Matt says. “I felt like
a failure as a father.” When the Mights

raised their concerns with Bertrand’s

City, and the first available appointment
fell on the same day as a mandatory faculty
retreat. That afternoon, when Matt was
able to check his phone, he saw that Cris-
tina had left several messages. “I didn't lis-
ten to them,” he told me in an e-mail. “I
didn't have to. The number of them told
me this was really bad.”

Bertrand had brain damage—or, at
least, that was the diagnosis until an
MRI revealed that his brain was per-
fectly normal. After a new round of lab
work was done, Bertrand’s doctors con-
cluded that he likely had a rare, inherited
movement disorder called ataxia-telangi-
ectasia. A subsequent genetic screen
ruled out that diagnosis. When Bertrand
was fifteen months old, the Mights were
told that urine screening suggested that

-

Until recently, Bertrand Might was the only known patient with a certain genetic disorder. His parents began searching for others.

they began dating. Within a year, they
were married.

The couple had their first child, a son,
on December 9, 2007, not long after
Matt completed his Ph.D. in computer
science and Cristina earned her M.B.A.
They named him Bertrand, in honor of
the British philosopher and mathemati-
cian Bertrand Russell. After a few bliss-
ful weeks, the new parents began to

32 THE NEY YORKER, JULY 21, 2014

doctor, they were assured that his devel-
opment was within normal variations.
Not until Bertrand’s six-month checkup
did his pediatrician agree that there was
cause for concern.

By then, Matt had a new job, as an as-
sistant professor at the University of
Utah’s School of Computing, It took two
months to get Bertrand on the schedule
of a developmental specialist in Salt Lake

he suffered from one of a suite of rare,
often fatal diseases known as inborn er-
rors of metabolism. During the next
three months, additional tests ruled out
most of those ailments as well.

As Matt tried to get a foothold in his
new job, Cristina struggled to care for a
wheelchair-bound child whose condition
seemed to worsen by the day. When Ber-
trand was hospitalized, she would stay by

PHOTOGRAPH BY PHILLIP TOLEDANO




Define your audience

Speak “to” them, not “at” them
Max (age 14), Eliza (age 12), and Otis (age 14
in dog years)

How can | explain what I’'m trying to say in
language they can understand?

What type of examples will engage them?

What will empower their curiosity?




Ways to test new scientific theories

Explain to audience the shortcomings of a case series

e BEST: Randomized clinical trial: engineer the test population; can control for mitigating factors; can be
double-blinded

e SECOND-BEST OPTION: Case control study: Researchers analyze a group that has been naturally
subjected to the issue under examination

e LEAST CONVINCING: Case series: Oftentimes just an interesting phenomenon that a researcher
happened to notice



Studies on gender

Alien sent to Earth to learn about human offspring

e Case series: First couple he meets: Alexander Baldwin and
Carolyn Newcomb of New York

e Case-control study: The offspring of US presidents over a 24-
vear period (1992-2016)



Case series: Children born in NY in 20th century

Billy Baldwin Stephen Baldwin Alec Baldwin Daniel Baldwin



ase series: Children of US Presidents

Chelsea Clinton

Jenna and Barbara Bush

Sasha and Malia Obama



Attract, don’t attack
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Opportunities



e oss of traditional gatekeepers; exponentially more
outlets and opportunities

eLack of volume control on the Internet; new
opportunities to break through

eBreakdown of “typical” career paths; can work on
impactful stories



For medical professionals

Relate on a human level

e Avoid speaking (or writing) abstractly

e Tie what you're saying to current events or real-life examples
e Don’t treat saying “I don’t know™ as if it’s kryptonite

e Share your own experiences



For practicing scientists

If you see something, say something

e As (relatively) highly-paid specialized reporters are losing their jobs, fewer outlets have on-
staff science writers.

e General assignment reporter may be given press release and told to write up a story for the
next day’s paper.

e [f there’'s a story — in print, on TV, on the radio — that gets things wrong, contact the
reporter.

e Conversation can be on background — but make clear you can be a resource in the future.



The “wow” factor

Principles of storytelling

e |f you were drinking with a friend, what would be the first thing you’d tell him?
e How does that thing relate to what you’re trying to convey?
e What’s the connection between them?

e Every transition, every new paragraph, every section break is a chance for your
reader/viewer/listener to shift their attention somewhere else

{] . . . 7)

e Better to leave them wanting more than feeling like there’s too much



Estonian Biobank

Dr. Mait Metspalu

Director, University of Tartu Institute of Genomics

ilani

Dr. Lili
Head of Estonian Biobank



Estonian biobank

University of Tartu

e > 200,000 individual samples
e ~20% of entire Estonian population

e > 830 papers published based on Estonian
biobank data

e Groundbreaking and revolutionary
approaches to personalized medicine




New Frontiers



The GPSW

1-year Masters in Science Writing

* News-writing MIT Graduate Programin ‘a.

e |nvestigative journalism
e Data journalism

e Podcasting

e Documentary

e Short-form (Tik-Tok) videos

e Essay

e The Lab Experience



e \We want our students to be able to walk into any newsroom and
get any assignment

e They won't be experts in everything — but they’ll know the
vocabulary and will be able to be a important part of a team

e Fully-funded: All tuition, fees, and living expenses are paid for

e OQur goal: Leave the program with more money than when they
entered

e Funding available to domestic and international students



Thank you!
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