
Life in the Ivory Tower
Often considered through rose colored glasses

How to understand scientists and 
scientific articles

Why working with scientists can be your 
best option



Life in the Ivory Tower

Science may be the gold standard but the language 
of science requires translation to be useful for 

communication. Our reliance on science in a vacuum 
and scientific language has shown the old adage 

about sticks and stones to be false. This talk will give 
some useful tips on translating science on biosolids 

for a general audience. 



Being a scientist is a job
• Myth #1- all scientists are brianiacs

– They would certainly like you to think so
– While many are- perseverance and trend spotting 

are equally important skills



They/We have their/our own language
• Myth #2- Scientists want you to understand 

what they are talking about



Inability to communicate
• The intersection 

between those that 
like research and 
those that like to talk 
to people is often very 
small-



There will be one speaking tomorrow

• David 
Montgomery, UW 

• He actually wrote 
nice things about 
biosolids in his 
new book



Myth #3- Science is all about finding 
solutions 

• In many cases identifying problems brings 
more funding and higher profile publications



It is mostly  
about the 
research 
funding



And there are only a 
few places to look
• While your chances are 

better than winning the 
lottery, it often doesn’t 
feel like it

• Biosolids- unless 
identified as a problem or 
put in a larger context, 
typically doesn’t rate



Also a question of publication
• You want a high impact factor
• Peer review asks about impact 

of the article
• You get a higher impact with 

‘sky is falling’ as opposed to 
‘plants grew good’



Two are linked



Despite these obstacles:



Worked for him



Three things to do:

• Take the high profile ‘newsworthy’ papers and 
put them into an appropriate context

• Find scientists who can talk
• Invest in research that is pertinent to your 

program
– Potential hazards
– But more importantly

• Benefits
• End uses



High profile papers are often:
• Mosquito versus herd of elephants



There are many positive benefits that result from
land application of wastewater treatment plant (WWTP) byproducts and 
manures, that is, increased nutrient contents
and increased crop yields.  However, this pathway offers an
important contamination route to the terrestrial environment
where APIs may be taken up by both plant and animal species
that inhabit the soil environment.   

Carter et al., 2015



In other words, we are all going to die…from 
zucchinis on drugs



First you look at the methods and 
results

• In this case drugs were added to pots as ‘spike 
solutions’
– Carbamazepine > 2 ppm
– Median biosolids concentration  94.3 ug kg-1

(Sabourin et al 2012) aka 0.0943 ppm
– Verapimil >10 ppm – no effect observed

• These are more proof of concept
• Have little to do with real biosolids



Then compare research to reality
• Most of these 

scientists have 
never seen 
biosolids or what 
they can do for 
plants

• The common issue 
with biosolids and 
zucchini is growth 
enhancement, not 
suppression

• Vegetable or lethal 
weapon?



Small subset of scientists at land grant 
schools hired for the specific purpose 

of talking to stakeholders

• Work with county extension agents!



There are even 
local agents



Invest in pertinent research



Scientists

• May often seem and even look like 
aliens

• However, most are happy (if 
provided proper guidance and 
hand holding) to get money for 
applied research that has actual 
applications



There can be ego issues

• Not all scientists 
will be a good fit 
and these 
relationships can 
take time and 
patience 



Potential projects :



Can also provide curriculum for 
instruction



I’ve found

• That offering students solutions to the world’s 
problems (and biosolids are a solution) gets 
them excited

• These kids want to make the world better
• Directed communication and research with 

biosolids lets them do that
• And just maybe- they’ll turn into scientists 

themselves



The Ivory Tower

Is just a building and being a scientist is a 
job

You can make that job more fulfilling by 
working with scientists



Beautiful Friendships and unexpected 
partnerships
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