
typically handed their assignments by their editors. 
Large annual meetings, such as those of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, American 
Physical Society, American Geophysical Union and 
American Astronomical Society, generate news used by 
many reporters, as do papers in major journals. However, 
idiosyncrasies of reporters, tastes of editors and sheer 
whim may be all that explains why a story appears where 
it does when it does. 

Such uncertainties aside, several factors ensure con­
tinued attention to physics by the nation's science 
reporters, particularly those who work for newspapers and 
who largely set the tone of media science coverage. 

For one, the budget deficit puts science policy debates 
into the center ring. Physics attracts some of the sharpest 
attention, the Superconducting Super Collider being the 
prime reason. Because the SSC is a big money issue, one 
can expect that every move between final completion-or 
abandonment-of the project will get prominent play in 
newspapers and broadcasts. The same goes for the space 
station, which NASA backs partly as a good place for 
microgravity research. 

Wide fear that Americans are becoming scientific 
illiterates paradoxically bodes well for science news. 
Where there are Congressional hearings and proclama­
tions of the nation's impending decline, there will be 
reporters listening. As the most historically glamorous of 
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the sciences (a legacy of both Einstein and the atom bomb), 
physics is a handy benchmark of mental fitness. Hopes 
that kids will be inspired to study science and thereby 
enhance competitiveness have touched even those who 

rdon't get much native joy f om science itself, a class of per­
son that includes many assignment editors. They may 
lean toward more science coverage simply out of a sense of 
social responsibility. 

Further priming the pump of physics news are real 
and perceived public hazards, which are suffused with 
technical and scientific issues. Radiation dangers inspire 
interviews with authorities on nuclear and medical 
physics. Fears of global warming and earthquakes attract 
geophysicists. New weapons of war become showcases for 
recent discoveries by physicists. 

Scandal and ineptitude in high places will always 
make the paper, and science is hardly immune. The 
precisely bad mirror on the Hubble Space Telescope is a 
juicy item, inspiring dyspepsia in Congress and heavy 
digging by investigative reporters, whose stories inevita­
bly refer to the telescope's role in advancing astrophysics. 
The near-euphoric coverage given the. Space Telescope in 
the media just before the mirror problem emerged 

parallels the uncritical and hopeful coverage NASA got in 
the years before the 1986 shuttle explosion. In both cases, 
partly out of chagrin at being surprised by a story, partly 
from a sense of betrayal, reporters quickly turned on 
NASA with a vengeance. 

Science is, to be sure, a journalistically dangerous 
field. Confronted by thickets of equations and jargon on 
one hand and the raw excitement of new discoveries about 
the bare rules of existence on the other, a science reporter 
is forever jugging the risk of serious error should he or she 
try to be too precise on deadline with the temptation to fall 
back on overwritten simplifications and empty metaphors. 
How many times have my colleagues and I kissed off 
subatomic particles as "the building blocks of matter"? 

Quantity of news on physics and other sciences. 
clearly, is not the only issue. A recurrent theme heard 
from scientists, as well as from many science reporters, is 
that something is wrong with how the major media handle 
science news. Criticism comes even though today's science 
reporters are generally more educated, experienced and 
dedicated than ever, and despite there being general 
support by editors for regular science coverage (as seen by 
the more than 80 newspapers that have regular science 
sections). Researchers often assert that most of the deeply 
exciting events of their fields don't make the papers, and 
for those that do, the emphasis is off base. Sometimes the 
facts are mashed, too. 

These critics are too often right. Take, for example, 
the incomplete and skewed coverage of fundamental 
physics. Several years ago, Stanford's Blas Cabrera 
received wide media attention with his apparent observa­
tion of a magnetic monopole. But his later concession that 
neither he nor anybody else could replicate the observa• 
tion got hardly a mention in the popular press. On an 
intellectual plane, both ends of that story are compelling, 
but a nuU result can never attract the reporter like 
something sensationally new. Of course, if Cabrera's 


