
During the early days of the Internet, scientists were among the first to take advantage of its potential.  They used it to communicate their research with other scientists, trading information back and forth from one another.  Over the past decade, as the World Wide Web has made its mark, scientists have begun using Internet databases, magazines, and virtual newspapers to release their findings to the common public.  Some scientists support this movement, but others oppose it, believing it to be harmful to the science community.  To understand why this controversy exists, one must first understand the business of science, and what makes the science community work.


One question that must be answered in order to understand the science community is, "What does science sell?"  Georg Franck, a doctor of economics, wrote “Scientific Community - A Vanity Fair?”  In the essay, he examines the business of science, and the market that it appeals to.  He claims that “Attention is the mode of payment, as well as the main input to scientific production.”  Keep in mind that the attention he's referring to is not public attention -- it's attention from peers.  Some argue that a system of economics based on attention will stagnate.  But Franck believes that as the demand for valuable research increases, the harder it is to get attention, and the more competitive the community becomes.  According to Franck, this competition enhances the quality of science.  Some say that this makes it harder for the common layperson to get a hold of good science.  Dorothy Nelkin wrote “An uneasy relationship: the tensions between medicine and the media.”  The essay explores the problems scientists and journalists face in communicating with one another in order to accurately convey scientific discoveries to the public.  Dorothy explains that she believes both scientists and journalists are concerned with communicating the truth of scientific findings to the public.  The problems, Dorothy makes clear, occur because of the ways that journalists collect, translate, and report the research.  “Journalistic efforts to enhances audience appeal may violate scientific norms.”  It could be that "attention as the mode of payment" causes journalists to distort the truth.


So wouldn't the Internet help people get a hold of good science without needing the journalists as an intermediary?  Most scientists seem to be saying, "yes."  But there are those who believe that the quality of research available online is poor because it lacks a filter.  "The end of good science?; some chemists oppose posting research online.  Others say, 'get with the program!'",  an essay written by Jessica Gorman, looks at the scientists opinions on the issue.  She says that, "Anyone can post research to an electronic server, whether or not the work is any good."  Many scientists fear that if all research is posted on the web, reliable science will be harder to find.  But recently, efforts have been made by online databases to filter their selection of articles.  They do this by publishing articles, instead of just “posting” them.  Community of Science (COS) Inc., provides reliable access to quality science by acting as an Internet publishing company and filtering all of their submissions.


Having resources such as COS freely available for anyone to use has effected the way that the people understand science.  It allows those who are not part of the scientific community to research topics without the assistance of a library or literary source.  It may also help bypass the problems identified in Dorothy’s essay.  The public will no longer rely on journalists to provide them with translations of the research – they can simply see it themselves.  Honey Rand wrote “Science, non-science and nonsense: communicating with the lay public,” in which he asks for scientific specialists to be more assertive with their attempts to make their ideas known to common people.  Near the end of his speech, he states, “We do not live in a world of direct experience.  We depend on those closest to something to describe it for us.”  Quality databases could likely help scientists and technical specialists express themselves to the rest of the world.


So, in conclusion, the Internet poses many economical and structural problems for the science community, but in the end it may help it communicate more easily within itself and the public.  But, for the system to work, scientists must take advantage of it, and whether or not they’ll do that remains to be seen.

