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Press Release Critiques: Comments? 
1. Telescope takes temperature of 

universe

Press Release Critiques: Comments? 
2. Red supergiant braces for dusty 

wall collision
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Press Release Critiques: Comments? 

Press Release Critiques: 
Comments on your Comments 

•  “It starts out with a wide focus… However, the article quickly 
falls into the quagmire of unexplained jargon and specific terms 
that lack an intuitive definition.” (Dusty Wall)	


•  “… it is guilty of using vocabulary the general public wouldn’t 
understand… For example, at a redshift of 0.89 …” (Universe 
Fever)	


•  “The press release is probably for people following Mars 
exploration because it didn’t explain what exactly Opportunity 
and Spirit are (it just assumed everyone will know)…” (Mars 
Rovers)	


•  “Because it was published by Astronomy.com, the article 
avoids the concern of having a majority of its readers put off by 
vocabulary like redshift…” (Universe Fever)	


Comment 1: think about the target audience and their  
knowledge of the topic, and determine the amount of  
background material to provide accordingly. 
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How intuitive is “redshift = 0.89” ?	

•  “NASA Great 

Observatories 
Find 
Candidate for 
Most Distant 
Galaxy Yet 
Known”	


•  Candidate 
redshift = 10.6	


•  So what does 
redshift = 0.89 
indicate?	


Recall the relation between redshift and lookback time…	
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•  This is a balancing act. Oversimplification could be 
insulting, but it is crucial for the audience to understand 
the main points.	


•  Too much background will limit the time/space available 
for new results and new ideas. You’ll make your money on 
the new stuff that people have not heard before.	


•  If you’re not sure, it’s better to provide too much 
background and introduction than too little. 	


•  Avoid excessive terseness, but don’t ramble on either...	


Comment 1: think about the target audience and their  
knowledge of the topic, and determine the amount of  
background material to provide accordingly. 

•  “This article is poor… The article covers too many topics and needs to be 
broken up. (Mars Rovers)	


•  “There are three articles merged into one here: the goethite, the frost, the rover 
wheel problem, and the clouds and their purposes.” (Mars Rovers)	


•  “This release seems to jam too much information into an article whose length 
should only do justice to a few findings.” (Mars Rovers)	


•  “Needs focus – concentrate on one aspect and explain in detail the implications 
of the discovery.” (Mars Rovers)	


•  “One thing I did not like was the tangent they went off on at the end of the 
article.” (Mars Rovers)	


•  “Indeed, this little tangent on the condition of the rover is out of place in this 
article and cutting it should be considered.” (Mars Rovers)	


•  “… the article stays on topic and leads the reader from the big discovery 
through how it was discovered and what it means…” (Universe Fever)	


Comment 2, “The Schwarzchild Rule”: avoid  
putting too much material in one article, especially if 
the topics are not clearly connected. 
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Paper	 organization.	 
•  Content	


– Which results/discoveries should be included	

– How much introductory/background material is 

required?	

•  Writing style	


– Sequence/logic of idea presentation	

– Transitions from one part to the next	

This	 is	 important.	 	 Please	 invest	 sufficient	 	 
effort/thought	 in	 the	 organization	 of	 your	 	 
papers!	 

•  “I thought the organization was out of whack throughout 
as the article jumps from discoveries, to background of the 
rovers, to future plans, to the rovers again, and back to 
discoveries.  It felt like I didn’t know where the article was 
going, which made reading it feel tedious.” (Mars 
Rovers)	


•  “The part about Spirit’s wheel doesn’t seem to fit in… It 
might not even need to be included in this press release. 
(Mars Rovers)	


•  “The secondary discussion somewhat weakens the main 
point and could have been separated for more clarity… 
The writing hops around to different findings and is 
difficult to follow” (Mars Rovers)	


Comment 2, “The Schwarzchild Rule” and 
Paper Organization.  A PAPER SHOULD HAVE 
A SINGLE, COHERENT THREAD. 
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•  Sooner or later, your audience will saturate, i.e., 
they won’t retain the information presented.	


•  Therefore, you should choose the most important 
objective/result and concentrate on presenting it 
clearly.	


•  Too much fiddle faddle could cause the audience 
to lose track of the information that you really 
want them to take away from your paper/talk.	


•  Again, this is often a balancing act...	


Comment 2, “The Schwarzchild Rule”: avoid  
putting too much material in one article, especially if 
the topics are not clearly connected. 

“To a person surfing the internet, he or she would 
get through the first two paragraphs and click the 
next article.” (Mars Rovers) 
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•  “This article explains various discoveries on Mars in a 
dry manner.  The first paragraphs include too many 
names, which can be off-putting and can make readers 
lose interest.” (Mars Rovers)	


•  “I love the title of the article!” (Universe Fever)	

•  “The title of the article is immediately confusing … 

The body of the article is just as disjointed as the 
title.” (Mars Rovers)	


•  “The first aspect of the article that needs improvement 
is the title.  I could not quickly process what it was 
trying to say; perhaps just a simple title such as Mars 
Rovers Find Several Clues Suggestive of Water would 
have been more attractive… ” (Mars Rovers)	


Comment 3: think about how to capture and hold 
the interest of your audience. 

• What makes an article 
exciting?	


Comment 3: think about how to capture and hold 
the interest of your audience. 

Titles	 are	 important.	 
Consider one of the press release titles:	

“Mars Rovers Spot Water-Clue Mineral, Frost, Clouds”	


Haiku??	
On Martian bedrock
Robot smells goethite, frost, clouds
Wheel stuck again
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• What makes an article 
exciting?	


Comment 3: think about how to capture and hold 
the interest of your audience. 

Titles	 are	 important.	 
Consider one of the press release titles:	

“Mars Rovers Spot Water-Clue Mineral, Frost, Clouds”	


Title style depends on context, but titles should always be clear.	


“Glint of Sunlight Confirms Liquid in Northern Lake 	

District of Titan”	


“Even Thin Galaxies Can Grow Fat Black Holes”	


To be or not to be (cute), that is 
the question…	


•  Is this a good title?	

‒ Star	 Light,	 Star	 Bright,	 Its	 Explanation	 
is	 Out	 of	 Sight	


•  What about this one?	

‒ The	 First	 Five	
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Clever/cute titles: exercise 
caution	


Clever/cute titles: exercise 
caution	
Title?	
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Charles Messier and the Messier 
Catalog 

So what is M32? Or M31 and M33, 
for that matter?	
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Clever/cute titles: exercise 
caution	
Title?	


•  In the critiques, “boring” was a popular adjective. 
Why?	


•  What makes an article exciting?	


Comment 3: think about how to capture and hold 
the interest of your audience. 

The	 first	 few	 sentences	 are	 crucial.	 

“Scientists have identified a water-signature mineral ... one	

of the mission’s surest indicators yet for a wet history on Mars.”	


“Saturn’s big moon Titan is turning out to be the most Earth-like	

world in the solar system - except that it is utterly, wildly unlike	

Earth.”	


Capture	 the	 readers	 interest	 somehow,	 and	 
don’t	 bury	 the	 punch	 line.	 
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•  In past critiques, “boring” has often been a 
popular adjective. Why?	


•  What makes an article exciting?	


Comment 3: think about how to capture and hold 
the interest of your audience. 

The	 first	 few	 sentences	 are	 crucial.	 

“Scientists have identified a water-signature mineral ... one	

of the mission’s surest indicators yet for a wet history on Mars.”	


“Saturn’s big moon Titan is turning out to be the most Earth-like	

world in the solar system - except that it is utterly, wildly unlike	

Earth.”	


Capture	 the	 readers	 interest	 somehow,	 and	 
don’t	 bury	 the	 punch	 line.	 

•  “… not quite organized.  Each paragraph seemed 
to jump to a new topic; while related, the 
transitions were not smooth.” (Mars Rovers)	


•  “An entirely sudden subject change wrenches the 
press release away from mission 
findings…” (Mars Rovers)	


•  The order of details could be rearranged to 
improve the article’s flow…” (Mars Rover)	


•  “It would be hard for an unfamiliar reader to 
follow the train of thought in this article and some 
organizational flaws make the report more 
confusing.” (Mars Rover) 	


Comment 4: think about how the topics of the paper 
are connected and how to make transitions from one 
to the next. 



4/1/13	


14	


•  In the critiques: “choppy narrative”, “jumps 
around a lot”, “transitions are not smooth”, “it’s 
easy to get lost in this article”...	


Comment 4: think about how the topics of the paper 
are connected and how to make transitions from one 
to the next. 

Good	 transitions	 keep	 the	 reader	 focused	 
In a formal academic journal, the organization of the paper	

is often summarized at the end of the introduction section.	

For example:	


Don’t	 confuse	 your	 readers.	 	 If	 disparate	 topics	 
must	 be	 put	 together	 in	 a	 paper,	 strive	 to	 show	 	 
the	 reader	 how	 the	 topics	 are	 logically	 connected	 
and	 why	 they	 are	 presented	 together.	 

•  “A number of sentences were unclear/confusing/
written poorly” (SN Mystery)	


•  “The first few paragraphs are confusing with 
awkward sentences as the writer seems to remind 
himself of good points to make while he is 
writing.” (Mars Rover)	


Comment 5: proofreading/editing is well-worthwhile 

It	 takes	 time,	 but	 carefully	 editing	 is	 crucial.	 
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•  “The photo is the support 
for the article so it’s wise 
to have it presented at the 
beginning…” (Dusty 
Wall) 	


•  “The use of … the image 
helps to create a good 
understanding of the event 
the author is trying to 
relay to the 
audience” (Dusty Wall)	


Comment 6: graphical information is immensely  
valuable in science writing. 

•  “I would’ve enjoyed some big numbers here.  
How many ‘trillions of tons of power’ or 
‘Hiroshima-size bombs’ would be released by the 
collision? (Dusty Wall)	


•  “The press release focuses on informing the reader 
of an anticipated event... (Dusty Wall)	


Comment 7: there is a key question that must be honestly 
assessed before the writing begins: is there a good fit 
between the content of the article and this type of 
 communication format/tool?  

Do	 not	 exaggerate	 and	 spin	 results	 in	 	 
science	 writing.	 	 This	 will	 come	 back	 to	 	 
bite	 you.	 


