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Science Journalist – Video Transcript

Science Journalist
My name’s Helen Carmichael, I’m 32 years old and I’m a science writer.

I’ve always been interested in a lot of different things which is why journalism appeals to me. Because basically I get to use my writing skills, I get to meet a lot of people and also use my understanding of science to write about their interests in science. I like that a lot.

Varied stories

I was usually more drawn towards the physical end of things, so physics and chemistry were more interesting to me, although ironically I’ve ended up writing a lot about biology. I don’t think that matters at all actually: just understanding any science subject can help you have some idea of writing about others as well. When you think about science writing you might think you are writing about a very narrow range of topics. But actually you can end up writing about the environment, you can end up writing about how toys are made, you could end up writing about the chemicals that go into cosmetics, you could end up writing about all kinds of creatures and plant life, you could end up writing about space. There are so many different things you could write about.

Finding stories

Sometimes an editor will contact me and ask me to write something very specific that they would like written and they’ll suggest some of the people they’d like me to talk to and what kind of story they’re looking for. But sometimes I’ll take myself off, quite often I’ll go on trips abroad to look round completely different companies or possibly universities and talk to the scientists there. And I won’t have a particular story in mind when I go – so really that’s just a mission to meet new people and find out what they’re doing and hopefully bring back something to my editors that they haven’t heard of, stories that they didn’t know were happening. Those are call ‘off diary’ stories and editors do like to get that original material that journalists bring to them from new people they’ve met.

Writing stories

I think I’ve realised, as time goes by, that one of the things that makes somebody a good scientist also could make you quite a good journalist. And what that is is to be constantly asking questions. Another thing that’s very important is just liking people and liking listening to their stories. That’s one of the parts of my job that I really enjoy. And, of course, another thing you really need to do if you want to become a journalist is practise your writing.
Horror stories

It’s your job as a journalist to find the interesting angle within any topic. So, for example, this is an article I wrote for a teenage magazine called Flipside that you might be familiar with. This was all about special effects in the movies. I talked to a couple of people who were making up special effects on movie sets for this article and what I realised as I spoke to them was you have to know a lot about science to actually be a good technician on a movie.

Telling stories

When I was a student I used to have to do a number of different experiments in a number of different laboratories and, unfortunately, I had rather embarrassing incidents in every laboratory where I used to do my experiments. In my organic chemistry laboratory I managed to ... I was trying to cook up the stuff that glows inside glow-worm’s bums but unfortunately my experiment boiled over and I actually ended up spraying carcinogenic material all over the inside of a fume cupboard! I think the stain was there for a few years after I left … yeah it was pretty well known. I think that’s why they were so relieved when they discovered I could write because finally they’d found something I could that wouldn’t blow up their lab!
