
Flexibility is also key. Most technical writers 
start off working in their areas of expertise 
but have to take on projects outside that field, 
depending on what is most in demand. 

BREAKING IN
Many companies are willing to hire novice 
technical communicators who have a PhD 
in the right field, but employers want to see 
evidence of good writing skills. “Anything you 
have already written can be used, such as a 
newsletter or a website, and it does not have to 
be published,” says Lori Alexander, president 
of Editorial Rx, a medicalwriting company in 
Orange Park, Florida, and editor of the AMWA 
Journal. Applicants can also use research 
abstracts or articles as writing samples.

Societies including the STC, AMWA and  
ISTC organize conferences and workshops for 
people interested in technical communication. 
“The most important thing is to network,” says 
Alexander. It might pay to take some courses in 
technical or medical communication. “These 
help demonstrate to an employer that you are 
committed to becoming a writer,” says Ballard.

Julie Gelderloos earned a PhD in cellular 
and developmental biology before becoming 
a medical writer based in Boulder, Colorado. 
While working, she earned AMWA certifica
tion by attending courses on writing skills, 
ethics, statistics, pharmacology, epidemiol
ogy and the business aspects of freelancing. “I 
still regularly attend AMWA conferences and 
learning sessions to keep up with changes in 
the field and to network,” she says. Although 
these courses helped Gelderloos to hone her 
skills, she says that most of her training was 
acquired on the job.

For those seeking more indepth training, 
several universities offer certificates and mas
ter’s degrees in technical communication (see 
‘Degrees in technical writing’). Such qualifica
tions are “definitely a bonus when applying for 
a job”, says Gelderloos. 

But ultimately, Gelderloos says, most 
employers look for writing experience first. 
And when hiring junior writers herself, 
Gelderloos made a point of finding candidates 
with some experience in medical writing.

Technicalcommunication programmes 
can, however, serve as a pathway to intern
ships at companies, which can be invaluable 
for gaining experience in the field. They also 
provide a quick way to find out whether the 
profession is a good fit for the aspirant.

Experience in the lab will provide clues 
to this. “If you find you like doing the writ
ing rather than the science aspect, you like 
interpreting the data rather than generating 
them, and you are the person everyone goes 
to because they need something written,” says 
Alexander, “this might be a good career for 
you.” ■

Laura Bonetta is a freelance writer based in 
Garrett Park, Maryland.

COLUMN
Too many tasks
A heavy administrative burden keeps top academic  
scientists from doing science, argues Adam James.

When I grow up, I want to be a 
scientist. Sometimes, though, I 
fear that it is no longer possible. 

I fear that I will become an administrator of 
scientific tasks rather than an investigator 
of scientific truths.

My academic experience thus far has taught 
me that science has become something done 
mainly by graduate students and post doctoral 
researchers, not by the principal investigators 
who have ostensibly achieved their career 
goal — the freedom to steer and delve into 
their own research ideas. The students and 
postdocs might do science with the firm, 
guiding hand and skilful collaboration of the 
principal investigator, or in a series of inspired 
individual moments, deliberate or otherwise. 
But they are the ones most often practising the 
craft. The principal investigator isn’t a scientist 
— not anymore. This person, with all of the 
education and training to be a scientist, has 
instead become an administrator.

The tasks are many. Principal investigators 
must apply for funding, a regular and obvi
ously essential, yet timeconsuming, exercise. 
They must stock the lab with equipment, nur
ture ideas about the research group’s direction 
and, optimally, relay knowledge about how to 
use equipment and manage data. They’re also 
often lecturers, or unit or department coordi
nators, and perhaps advisers for undergradu
ate students. The principal investigator, as I 
see it from my graduatestudent perch, also 
provides the link between the lab and the 
research world by supplying junior scientists 
with a network of scientific colleagues, finan
cial support to attend conferences, guidance 
on writing papers and other key forms of help. 

In the middle of (and despite) all these 
duties, he or she should also, ideally, be a 
source of inspiration for the next generation 
of scientists. The principal investigator should 
spend some time supervising undergraduate 
laboratories; after all, when better to establish 
a rapport with potential researchers than dur
ing long hours assisting with their studies? 

The demands are many, and most are 
worthy. They could easily fill the time of any
one who cares enough to pursue them to a sat
isfactory, let alone rigorous, completion. Why 
are course coordination and other routine 
administrative tasks part of the job description 
of tenured academics? If our top researchers 
weren’t burdened with these duties, perhaps 

they could get back into the lab and make 
more of their contributions to science.

My view of science might be idealistic. To 
me, science is the way to directly improve 
the progress and future of humanity. Many 
occupations contribute to or enhance our 
lives, from manufacturing and produc
tion to sports and entertainment. Politics 
is admirable in many respects as an arche
type of selfless giving, although it is tainted 
by individual failings and strategies aimed 
strictly at winning elections. But it is science 
that provides the means to make a long
term, meaningful contribution to our future 
by shining a light down the oftendark halls 
of knowledge. If the scientist inevitably 
becomes an administrator, this lofty goal 
seems much harder to achieve.

Somewhere along the line, the institution of 
scientific research began overloading scien
tists with too many tasks, too many responsi
bilities. Hence, the graduate students who do 
become inspired with the wonder of science 
may go on to become administrators — less 
connected to the very science that inspired 
them. We are training to become scientists, 
yet, on successfully reaching our goal, we are 
promptly promoted out of our primary objec
tive and passion. 

Maybe this constellation of administra
tive and research tasks is simply the way 
things are in an increasingly complex and 
bureaucratic scientific research environment. 
Nevertheless, it is a concern for the budding 
scientist. We need more scientists. We need 
more teachers and administrators. Ideally, 
they would not all be the same person. ■

Adam James is a PhD candidate in synthetic 
chemistry at the University of Tasmania in 
Hobart, Australia.
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