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The Nature of Evidence 

'Y ou just want to sell newspapers," a that the weakness in the public's under- 
scientist hissed at me at a meeting standing of science lies in an area not often 
not long ago. "That's your bottom addressed in interactions between scientists 

line." The event was one of many efforts and journalists-the nature of evidence. 
around the United States to bridge the gap But first, take the claim that Americans 
that supposedly exists between scientists are more ignorant of science than are people 
and science journalists. in other countries. According to a National 

"Well, yes," I replied. We do like to sell Science Foundation (NSF) report,* Ameri- 
newsDam-s or attract viewers. iust as much as can adults understand basic scientific facts at 

1 .  , d 

the average scientist likes to have a big least as well as those in most other devel- 
turnout for his talk at the annual meeting. But o ~ e d  countries. A set of nine science-based w 

that is not the main motivation for me and my questions was asked of adults in 11 Euro- 
science-writing colleagues as we sift among pean countries, Canada, Japan, and the Unit- 
the many scientific developments of the mo- ed States. Denmark scored at the top, fol- 
ment and single out a select few for our scarce lowed a point or two behind by the Nether- 
column inches or minutes of airtime. lands, the United States, and, ever so slightly 

We write about science because we love lower, Great Britain. 
science and want to communicate our fasci- The same NSF study found that 70% of 
nation with the natural world. And we write American adults say they are "interested" in 
about science and technology because we science but that only 48% consider them- 
believe that the more people know and un- selves "informed" about scientific matters. 
derstand, the better informed public opinion When I speak to editors, encouraging them 
will be. Of course, we must also cover the to improve their science coverage, I use 
harms or the risks that 

1 
these figures to suggest 

some technologies pose. that the public is not being 
We do this not because we "Many among well served. People say 
question the overall value they are interested in sci- 
of science or technology the public have ence but realize they don't 
but because the watchdog know much. Therefore, I 
role is an integral part of not yet learned surmise, they want to - 
journalism. know more. 

n e r e  are those in sci- that [scientific] When NSF surveyors 
ence who believe that jour- asked specific questions-- 
nalists have become care- evidence has to such as what the term 
less and irresponsible, that meet certain "molecule" means, or 
we devote our words and i whether light or sound w 

pictures to half-baked re- I standards." travels faster-they found 
search, even antiscientific a composite score of only 
claims. Critics point to the 57% correct answers. The 
popularity of parapsychol- score was even worse 
ogy, UFOs, and other forms of pseudoscience when people were asked about the nature of 
and insist that if interest in them rises, it does scientific inquiry-for example, to define an 
so at the expense of interest in real science. experiment or a hypothesis. Only 27% of the 
Some see the rise of public opposition to ge- sample gave passable answers. In sum, 
netic engineering-prominently covered in Americans are overwhelmingly interested in 
the news media-as another worrisome science but don't understand it and know 
symptom. Often mixed into this criticism is even less about how it is done. 
the allegation that Americans are woefully In these data, I believe, lies the reason 
uneducated about science, especially com- for the popularity of pseudoscience. With- 
pared with people in other countries. out a grasp of scientific ways of thinking, 

My experience as a science journalist the average person cannot tell the differ- 
has led me to some rather different views. I ence between science based on real data 
find that the situation is more hopeful, and and something that resembles scienceat  

least in their eyes-but is based on uncon- 
$ The author is at Knight Science Journalism Fellow- trolled evidence, 
7 ships, MIT E32-311, 77 Massachusetts Avenue, Cam- and passionate assertions. They like it all. 
2 bridge, MA 02139-4307, USA. E-mail: boyce@mit.edu The claim, for example, that brains can 

*.Science and Engineering Indicators 1998 (National mmit information strikes 
u Science Foundation, Washington, DC, 1998). them as no less believable than the claim that 
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whole stars can collapse into infinitesimal 
points. Many among the public have not yet 
learned that what makes science special is 
that evidence has to meet certain standards. 

My own encounters with believers in 
pseudoscience-based on anecdotal evi- 
dence, to be s u r e a r e  consistent with the 
view that many adults are fascinated by 
claims that the world is filled with won- 
ders and that some of them remain inexpli- 
cable. No problem there. But instead of 
dismissing such people as hopelessly be- 
yond the pale, both scientists and journal- 
ists need to find ways of teaching them 
how to think more rigorously. 

First, I suggest, journalists need to learn 
more about scientific methods and think- 
ing. Most full-time science writers are al- 
ready up on this, but nonspecialist journal- 
ists seldom are, and it is increasingly com- 
mon that they cover stories with science 
content. It is important that we educate 
these nonspecialist journalists. 

Second, when scientists talk to journal- 
ists, they ought to move beyond the high- 
lights of their findings and wade into the 
methods, taking the initiative to ensure 
that the reporter understands why the re- 
sults may be believed. Journalists, then, 
must make it a point to explain in their 
stories, somehow, that the new finding is 
founded on a plausible base of evidence. 
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