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How to spot bogus science stories and read
the news like a scientist

March 19 2020, by Doug Specht and Julio Gimenez
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When fake news, misreporting and alternative facts are everywhere,
reading the news can be a challenge. Not only is there plenty of
misinformation about the coronavirus pandemic, climate change and
other scientific topics floating around social media, you also need to read
science stories, even well-known publications, with caution.
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We have already seen headlines suggesting that coronavirus vaccines are
imminent, while scientists desperately try to manage expectations that
it's more likely to take more than a year for vaccines to be suitable for
use. So how do we approach science news like a scientist, to see past the
sensational and find the facts?

In a recent study, we and our colleagues analysed 520 academic papers
and the media articles that reported their findings. We wanted to trace
how the presentation of scientific knowledge as it makes its way from
researchers to the general public via the media.

We found that scientific knowledge is sometimes reproduced but is most
often reinterpreted and its meaning is frequently lost in translation.
Based on this study, we think there are some key things that readers of
the news can do to spot when science is being reported in a misleading or
inaccurate way, and get to what the evidence really shows.

In our research we saw that content transformation can happen in a
number of ways. The main focus of a study is often changed in a way
that makes assumptions about how the results might affect people, even
in cases when this was not an aim of the research. For example, research
in rats is often taken to have implications in humans.

Highly technical language can be changed not just to more common
phrases but also more evocative or sensational descriptions. Charts and
graphs are replaced with images that make articles appear more related
to human experimentation or applications, even where this isn't the case.

One example we looked at in detail was a report on the Mail Online
website from 2016 that said brain implants could soon help us develop
superhero night vision. The report stated that "scientists have used brain
implants to give rats a 'sixth-sense' that enables them to detect and react
to the normally invisible light source." It added that would make it
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"possible for the adult brain to adapt to new forms of input and opens up
the possibility of enabling humans to gain an array of superhuman
senses."

An exciting revelation indeed. But if this was such a groundbreaking and
impactful development, why did so few other news publishers cover it?

The research the story was based on had originally been published in the
Journal of Neuroscience by a team of scientists at Duke University
Medical Centre in the United States. Their work explored how easily you
could change the sensory processing of adult rats by implanting them
with a brain device to teach them to identify the location of infrared
light sources. Surprisingly, the implanted rats learned to do so in less
than four days.

The scientists who conducted the research suggested their findings could
have important implications for basic neuroscience and rehabilitative
medicine. But the Mail Online article took this to another level and
interpreted this as the possibility of giving people a number of
superhuman senses.

The experiment had previously been reported in New Scientist, which
appeared to be the main source of information for the report published
in the Mail Online. The New Scientist article did focus on the rats but
said the research paved the way for human brain augmentation. The
article used images representing human mind control. It was then less of
a leap for the Mail Online to report the research as a move towards
giving people superhuman powers.

All this leaves ordinary readers to try to work out what is accurate and

what isn't. This requires them to read like a scientist—but without the
same training.
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https://www.jneurosci.org/content/36/8/2406.short
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2080671-rats-learn-to-sense-infrared-in-hours-thanks-to-brain-implants/
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Steps for reading like a scientist

So how do we read this way? Based on our research, we have put
together six steps to help you read in a critical way when engaging with
scientific information.

1. The first thing to do is simply be aware of how important
information in the original source may be reinterpreted, modified
and even ignored altogether depending on what a journalist
understands or chooses to present. This is a bit like the game
"telephone" or "Chinese whispers."

2. In particular, you should watch out for big or surprising claims
that may be exaggerated (such as giving people a "sixth sense").
Such extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.

3. Check how precise and unambiguous the details presented in the
article about the research are. Saying that an experiment has
proven a particular fact is a lot stronger than saying it suggests
that something might happen in the future.

4. Look for a reference or a link to the original source in the report
you're reading, like the ones provided in this text. If there is one
it's more likely that the journalist has read the original research
and understands what it does and doesn't say.

5. Try to check whether the arguments in the article come from the
scientists who carried out the research or the journalist. This
could mean looking for quotes or comparing with the original
research paper, if you can do that.

6. Look to see if other places are reporting the same stories. If only
one news outlet is covering an "amazing breakthrough," it might
be time to apply a little more scepticism.

Developing these skills could help you discern what sources you should
and shouldn't trust, and how to spot when even usually authoritative
outlets sometimes exaggerate or misinterpret things.
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This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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