Lecture 1. Popular science as a genre
Popular science (also pop-science or popsci) is interpretation of science intended for a general audience. While science journalism focuses on recent scientific developments, popular science is more broad-ranging. It may be written by professional science journalists or by scientists themselves. It is presented in many forms, including books, film and television documentaries, magazine articles, and web pages.
Comparison between popular and academic texts 
To guide judgement concerning the value of using popular science texts in teaching, this section briefly compares the register and ideology of popular and academic texts. The purpose of academic and popular texts differs. Research articles function to persuade readers of their knowledge claims (Myers, 1989), textbooks to summarise all knowledge that is currently endorsed as fact by the research community, while popular texts function as narratives of research, reporting on new knowledge claims not yet endorsed as fact by the research community. As a result, academic texts focus on theories (research articles and textbooks) and methods (research articles) while popular articles focus on people and what they say and think.
In line with these different purposes, there are differences in the source of information in these different genres. The source of information in popular articles is the human participants in the article. (In Systemic Functional Grammar participants refers to the nominal groups associated with processes (verbal groups) in the clause.) Popular science articles are often structured as ‘debates’ between contesting voices. Because the source of information is the human participants, the writer presents him/herself as not making any evaluation, but rather as reporting the evaluation of authorised experts. The impression of objectivity achieved by the author of a popular article is thus of a different kind from the objectivity aimed at by the author of a research article. The writer of a research article wishes the reader to accept that the research findings are not the result of the writer’s own subjective beliefs but rather reflect what was objectively observed. The popular science writer by contrast achieves an appearance of objectivity by basing what is said not on the writer’s own opinions, but rather on the utterances of experts. This example from Scientific American illustrates this journalistic quotation of experts Falling Star? (1985):
In a recent paper in Nature Antoni Hoffman of Columbia University contends that
uncertainties in fossil dating and biases in Raup and Sepkoski’s methodology cast doubt
on their results. By contrast neither research articles nor textbooks are structured as debates. The source of information in research articles is mainly the writer. In order to maximise the chance of the research article being convincing to the reader, evaluation is more likely to be positive than negative. Writers evaluate negatively neither their own ideas nor the ideas of other researchers (which could offend readers who disagree). In textbooks, the source of information is apparently the writer (although in reality the writer is summarising information from unspecified research articles). Textbook writers, perhaps because they represent the powerful research community, are more overt in their evaluation of ideas than are writers of research articles. As this implies, attitude towards human participants in the texts is in fact a very prominent difference between popular and academic science texts. This difference is associated with different ways of establishing objectivity. Academic texts have far fewer human participants than do popular texts. In a previous study (Parkinson, 2002) we found that the average number of human participants in popular texts is double that in textbooks. In popular texts human participants are far more likely to be specific (i.e. real scientists) rather than generic, which is the norm in textbooks. Popular texts are also far more likely to personalise human participants, for example by providing their first names and affiliated institutions (e.g. David M Raup and J John Sepkoski Jr. of the University of Chicago in the example from Scientific American below). This difference, combined with the presence of many temporal conjunctions referring to present time (e.g. in late 1983), as well as nominalised mental and verbal processes (e.g. analysis ), are features making popular science texts into narratives of knowledge claims (Parkinson, 2002):
The impetus to extend the isolated event proposed by the Berkeley workers into a cycle of
catastrophes came in late 1983 in the form of an analysis of stratigraphic data done by
David M Raup and J John Sepkoski Jr. of the University of Chicago. This difference in the number of human participants can be traced to the different ways that objectivity is established in academic compared to popular texts. Academic texts remove people (and thus the associations of subjectivity and emotion) while authors of popular texts achieve the impression of objectivity by attributing ideas and utterances to the human participants. Because objectivity is not established in popular texts through removal of human participants, passivisation and nominalisation are not employed in popular texts for the purpose of avoiding mention of agency. The difference in approach to human participants taken by academic and popular texts is accompanied by interpersonal differences. Textbooks and research articles show solidarity with the reader through formality (technical language, nominalisation, passivisation, impersonal tone, and in, research articles, by citation of references). By contrast popular articles show solidarity with the reader through treating the scientist participants as personalities, by humour, and, if the projected readers are non-scientists, by distancing the reader and writer from scientists as a group. Power relations between reader and writer appear to be equal in the popular texts. Writers of popular articles make the reader feel recognised in a number of ways: by including the reader in fields outside their own field, narrative form, enthusiasm for topic, humour and endorsing the projected values of the reader (quantitative science in the case of Scientific American and an assumption that neither reader nor writer are scientists in most newspapers as well as news magazines such as Time (Angier, 1985)). By contrast, power relations between reader and writer are unequal in research articles and textbooks. In Myers’ (1989) terms, the reader of research articles represents the research community and is thus more powerful than the writer. Writers of research articles use solidarity politeness to mitigate face threatening acts (such as proposing knowledge at odds with presently accepted ideas) to readers. This can be distinguished from power relations in textbooks, where the writer, in summarising the ideas of the research community and ‘speaking for’ it, is more powerful than the reader is. Concerns with readers’ ‘face’ ( Brown & Levinson, 1987) are therefore not evident in textbooks. The interpersonal differences between popular and academic genres outlined above indicate that popular genres are not suitable as the major model of scientific writing for science students. However, ideological differences between academic and popular texts make popular texts a very valuable addition in the education of science students. The fact that popular texts report on new findings means that they afford a view of science at a stage before it participates in the ideologies of science as authoritative and science as difficult, both of which Lemke (1990) indicates make science difficult to learn. Popular science reports on propositions before they are endorsed as fact by the research community, i.e. before they become authoritative. They also give voice to scientists other than those of iconic status (the ‘great names’ of science, such as Einstein), who are the only scientists found in textbooks. We discuss this reflection of science as an activity accessible to a wider group, rather than merely to the intelligent few below.
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What Is Scholarly vs. Popular?

Below is a chart developed by the USC Libraries instruction team that can help you distinguish between a scholarly [a.k.a., peer-reviewed or academic] journal and a popular, general interest publication.

 

	 
	Scholarly/Academic
	Popular Magazines
	Trade Journals
	Newspapers

	Author
	Scholar or researcher in field with stated credentials and affiliations
	Staff writer, journalist, often a generalist
	Staff writer, journalist often with expertise in field
	Staff writer, journalist, columnist

	Sources and Documentation
	All sources cited; extensive bibliographies, list of references, or notes
	No formal citations; original sources may be obscure
	No formal citations; may refer to reports; may include a bibliography
	May refer to sources in text; no formal list of references

	Editorial Process
	Blind peer-reviewed [i.e.,  refereed] by multiple experts in the field
	Reviewed by a single editor
	Reviewed by a single editor
	Reviewed by a single editor

	Purpose
	To present research findings and expand knowledge in a discipline or specific field of study
	To inform about current or popular events, issues or popular culture; to entertain
	To inform those working in the profession of events, products, techniques, and other professional issues.
	To inform about current events and issues internationally, domestically, and locally

	Structure of Articles
	Lengthy (10+ pages) articles divided into specific sections, such as, literature review, methodology, results, discussion, and conclusion
	Mix of short articles with in-depth articles on a variety of subjects
	Industry specific articles of varying length; report news and trends but no original research
	Brief articles, unless feature; may include original research written in a journalistic, investigative style

	Frequency of Publication
	Annually, semi-annually, quarterly, or monthly
	Monthly or weekly
	Monthly or weekly
	Weekly or daily

	Titles
	May contain the words "Journal of", "Review of" or "Annals"; may contain the name of a discipline or subject area; may be lengthy
	Straightforward; may address a general theme or subject; may be one word
	Usually short and catchy; may contain the name of a trade or industry [e.g., Grocery Store News]
	Simple; usually reflects a city or geographic location

	Print Appearance
	Plain covers that vary little from issue to issue; primarily black and white; mostly dense text with few graphics; pages consecutive throughout each volume
	Very glossy and colorful; high impact visuals and design; some feature columns; many full page advertisements
	Glossy with high impact graphics; regularly scheduled featured columns; pictorials of industry events; industry-related advertisements
	Newsprint; lengthy and brief articles; regularly scheduled featured columns

	Language
	Complex and academic; includes discipline-specific jargon or technical terms
	Simple and non-technical
	Mix of jargon and technical terminology
	Mix of simple and sophisticated

	Illustrations
	Complex tables or graphs to display research data; may have appendices
	Photos and colorful graphics for visual impact or entertainment
	Colorful graphics and photos for emphasis
	Photos and graphics for emphasis

	Advertisements
	None, or limited to books, other journals, and professional meetings
	Very frequent
	Frequent, targeting a specific trade or industry
	Very frequent

	Intended Audience
	Scholars, researchers, scientists, advanced students
	General public
	Industry members, professionals, and associated stakeholders
	General public, some with specialization (e.g., Wall Street Journal for readers in business)

	Value and Usefulness in Research
	Critical to understanding and analyzing a topic in detail and to design a coherent, well-organized original research study
	Limited; news magazines, such as, Time are useful for following current events
	Limited to understanding news and trends in specific industries and professions
	Essential to following current events; provides local coverage of issues


Popular Literature vs. Scholarly Peer-Reviewed Literature: What's the Difference? 

Popular Literature

Popular literature is written by journalists, who are employed by the magazine for which they write. Journalists cover news and current events in a field, write profiles of people, places, or events, and express political opinions. Some examples of popular literature are: 

· The New York Times
· Newsweek
· National Geographic
· Psychology Today
· Natural History
· The Nation
· New Republic
· Science News
Scholarly Literature

Scholarly literature is written by researchers who are experts in their field. People who write for academic journals are employed by colleges, universities, or other institutions of education or research. They submit articles to the editors of the journals, who decide whether or not to publish the article. The most prestigious academic journals subject articles to the peer-review process. This means that, before an article is accepted for publication, it is reviewed by several experts in the field, who suggest possible changes, and recommend to the editor of the journal whether or not to publish the article. Some examples of academic journals are: 

· Journal of American History
· Psychological Review
· Nature
· Annals of the National Academy of Science
· Acta Archaeologia
· James Joyce Quarterly
· Journal of the American Musicological Society
Trade and Professional Literature

Trade and professional literature resembles scholarly literature in that it is written by people working in the field. However, the articles in trade and professional journals cover news in the field, brief reports on research, and opinions about trends and events. Some examples of trade and professional journals are: 

· American Libraries
· AdWeek
· Drug Store News
· Anthropology Newsletter
· Back Stage Magazine
Journal Types: A Comparative Chart

	 
	POPULAR
	SCHOLARLY
	PROFESSIONAL

	Purpose
	To inform and entertain the general reader
	To communicate research and scholarly ideas
	To apply information; to provide professional support

	Audience
	General public
	Other scholars, students
	Practitioners in the field, professionals

	Coverage
	Broad variety of public interest topics, cross disciplinary
	Very narrow and specific subjects
	Information relevant to field and members of a group

	Publisher
	Commercial
	Professional associations; academic institutions; and many commercial publishers
	Professional, occupational, or trade group

	Writers
	Employees of the publication, freelancers (including journalists and scholars)
	Scholars, researchers, experts, usually listed with their institutional affiliation
	Members of the profession, journalists, researchers, scholars

	Characteristics
	· Little technical language or jargon

· Few or no cited references

· Absence of bibliographies

· General summaries of background information

· Contain numerous advertisements

· Articles are usually brief; between 1-7 pages
	· Little or no background information given

· Technical language and discipline- specific jargon

· PEER REVIEW, editorial board

· Bibliographies included

· Procedures and materials often described in detail

· Articles are longer, often over 5 pages
	· Application of new technology

· Employment issues

· Practitioners viewpoint

· Technical language used

· Interpretation of research trends and issues

· Articles are usually brief; between 1-7 pages

· Contain advertisements

	Frequency
	Frequent, on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis
	Less frequent, on a monthly, quarterly, or annual basis
	Frequent, on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis

	Examples
	Time, US News and World Report, Modern Healthcare
	Journal of Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome
	Institute of Transportation Engineers Journal


