
Communication Projects  
in  Life Sciences
at the University of Sussex

Our definition of these Projects
Examples
Logistics of the support for these Projects
Response of our External Examiners
Responses by the students themselves

Robert Whittle, School of Life Sciences.
University of Sussex



All Finalists undertake a Project either 
• Experimental Projects

laboratory based
field based
computer simulation or meta-

analysis
• Education Projects
• Communication Projects

Either hypothesis driven or
Science writing or
Web site design



‘Virtues’ of Communication Projects

• Transferable skills in drafting text and more 
generally in communication 

• An opportunity to broaden perspective within 
science

• Examining issues in the publicising of science

• Exploration of a possible career path beyond the 
laboratory



Achieving equivalence in structure with that of 
Experimental Projects

• introduction review of relevant issues within 
biology and methodology and models within science 
communication

• framing of hypothesis within science communication, 
and designing an investigation to test it

• the experiment: piloting and conducting the test

• discussion of the outcome in the context both of issues 
within biological science and of the field of science 
communication



Example 1

The effectiveness of employing a linguistic 
metaphor in communicating a specific science 
issue

Rewriting an explanation of gene expression 
during development as if it involved voices and 
conversations

Involving our writer in residence

Tested by questionnaire  (n=80)



Example 2 

The relationship between the understanding and 
the acceptability of practices within the field of 
plant genetic modification

Design of a web site questionnaire

True/false knowledge basis questions 
Agree/disagree on acceptability questions
Level of formal science education experienced
Occupation of respondent
Open box comments section       (350 replies)



Example 3
The design & construction 
of a web site about the 
neurobiology of hair cells 
in the cochlea



Example 4         Science Writing

Local primary sources
for interview

Understanding the 
Scientific evidence

Casting the ‘article’

Interaction with the 
University press office



Example 5         Science Writing



Example 6         Science Writing

Implicit learning

Understanding the
science

Communicating to 
the discussion group

Press office



Example 7         
Science Writing

Understanding the
Neuroscience

Casting the article

Seeing the outcome 
in the local daily
paper



Logistics of the support for these Projects

Regular and frequent scheduled individual meetings 
with Supervisor

The student generates the agenda and also records the 
decisions and action plans from each meeting

Joint meetings with other Communication Project 
students and Supervisors: trial presentations, reports
of work in progress, and mutual criticism. Support role.



Introduction of this type of Project

Substituting a Communication Project for one of 
the faculty member’s four Laboratory-based projects

At the time of making their choice of project, students
visit potential supervisors 

Incremental recruitment through involving other
Supervisors: as second assessors of the written project 
report and the 15 minute presentation



Response of our External Examiners

It was important to make clear to them the aims 
and design of these projects

Initial scepticism about the intellectual rigour 
and opportunity for a student to excel

Benefit in having to respond to this scrutiny and 
criticism



Responses of the students themselves
“The drafting exercises were excellent, although at times, 
sheer agony.  
Getting criticism and feedback was essential and helpful-
especially as we stuck to fairly regular contact.”

“The presentation was also useful- not only as a way of 
learning how to communicate one’s work, but also for the 
feedback. Actually, I hadn't thought about "justifying" the 
project prior to the presentation, so that experience opened 
up my eyes to the need of sometimes "persuading" your 
audience.”
“On the whole, I loved the fact that the project allowed me 
to stay within science, but to venture out of the "lab" and see 
what was going on elsewhere.”



My hand-out contains

Project description from our School site

Reference to the site  http://psci-
com.org.uk/
offering free access to a searchable catalogue of 
Internet sites covering public engagement in science, 
science communication and the interpretation of 
science in society.

http://psci-com.org.uk/
http://psci-com.org.uk/

