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By Nina Notman

Last spring, Lali DeRosier was at a 
science communication confer-

ence geared towards teen bloggers. 
By chance, she learned that Scitable 
was looking for more school-aged 
students to join their blog network, 
Young Voices. Scitable is the education 
branch of Nature Publishing Groupw1. 
“They have three levels of bloggers,” 
she explains. “Professional research-
ers, undergraduate students who are 
studying science, and high school 
students.”

Armed with application details, Lali 
returned from the conference and set 
about finding volunteers.
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The article is an excellent 
testimony about the ben-
efits of blogging for learn-
ing and teaching science, 
namely at pre-university 
level. It is particularly inter-
esting because the bloggers 
are students and not, as is 
more common, the teacher.

Betina da Silva Lopes, 
PortugalR
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Blog about it! Getting 
students closer to science 
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Julia Paoli blogs 
at Viruses 101

Teen blogger Julia Paoli and her teacher Lali 
DeRosier discuss how blogging can help 
science students
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February she attended, and blogged 
about, her first science communication 
conference: ScienceOnline Togetherw3. 
Her highlights of the three-day confer-
ence include learning about new gen-
res of science communication, such as 
songs about science and science com-
ics. She also got to try ice cream made 
using dry ice for the first time. 

Julia aims to write two blog posts 
a month, but it is sometimes hard 
for her to find time between school-
work and her other hobbies, such 
as dancing and violin. It is feedback 
from readers, she says, that keeps 
her writing. “People reach out to me 
from all different walks of life, asking 
me questions or giving me positive 
feedback, which really encourages me 
to write,” says Julia. “It makes my day 
to know that people are reading my 
work and learning.” Julia encourages 
other teenagers interested in both sci-
ence and writing to start a blog too.

With two years left to go in high 
school, Julia sees herself pursuing 
a career in science. “At this point I 
don’t think I want to go into a writing 
profession. I like writing but I’d rather 
do hands-on science. But I don’t know 
yet what field,” she says.

The teacher’s view
For Lali, having teen bloggers in her 

flock has been a very positive experi-
ence and hasn’t added much extra 
work. She has organised a couple of 
meetings with the blogging group 
to get feedback from them and talk 
about the process. “But because Scit-
able is so organised on their end,” she 
adds, “it’s not a lot for me. I’m kinda 
just an all-round cheerleader.” 

Lali is a big fan of incorporating 
blogs into the teaching of science. “For 
both readers and writers, blogs are a 
really good segue into more formal 
science writing,” she says. “They are 
a great way to get people involved in 
very complex science topics in a non-
intimidating way.”

Blog posts tend to be shorter and 
the language tends to be more in-

Scitable now hosts four blogs writ-
ten by students from Lali’s school: 
Trinity Preparatory School in Florida, 
USA. At 16 years old, Julia Paoli is the 
youngest of these bloggers with a blog 
called Viruses 101w2. “Viruses make a 
really good blog topic because most 
people are interested in them and 
there is enough new research for it to 
be continued week after week,” Julia 
explains.

Behind the blog
Each blog post focuses on a new 

piece of published research or some-
thing that has been in the news related 
to viruses. Julia often selects the topic 
herself after scouring the internet for 
ideas. “I also get ideas thrown at me 
from my parents, Mrs DeRosier or 
classmates,” she says. “Sometimes my 
editors at Scitable will tell me some-
thing they want me to focus on.” For 
instance, a recent blog entry covered 
the controversy surrounding the price 
of two new hepatitis C drugs in the 
USA. In another, Julia discussed the 

discovery that viruses coated in silica 
can survive in environments similar to 
those on Mars. “Right now I’m work-
ing on a piece on smallpox because 
the editors at Scitable want me to do a 
piece in conjunction with another blog.”

Before writing a post, Julia reads 
relevant journal articles as well as 
blog and news articles on the topic. 
“Occasionally I also reach out to a 
scientist and email them,” she says. 
When she first started blogging, the 
Scitable editors would edit her posts 
before publishing them but now she 
has more of a free reign. 

Julia still gets some help editing her 
posts, but from her dad, she explains. 
“I’m very lucky because my dad has a 
science background and knows what I 
am writing about.”

Blogging as a step into science

The student’s view
Blogging has not only allowed Julia 

to learn more about science but also 
opened up other opportunities. In 
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Leli also has her own blog where she 
discusses science, education, and 
research. See:

	 http://nerdletestuary.wordpress.
com/

________________________________	

Dr Nina Notman is a science writer 
and editor. After completing her PhD 
in synthetic organic chemistry at the 
University of Bristol, UK, she started 
a career in publishing, managing the 
peer-review process of a number of 
the UK’s Royal Society of Chemistry 
journals. She then moved into science 
journalism, working on the society’s 
flagship magazine, Chemistry World. In 
early 2012, Nina left the magazine and 
went freelance.

with a graduate student to develop a 
science writing curriculum to be inte-
grated in our school,” she concludes.   

Web references

w1 – Scitable is a free science library 
and personal learning tool from Na-
ture Publishing Group. To visit the 
blogs homepage, see: www.nature.
com/scitable/blogs   

w2 – To read Julia’s Viruses 101 blog, 
see: www.nature.com/scitable/
blog/viruses101

w3 – ScienceOnline is a nonprofit 
organisation aimed at those who 
conduct or communicate science 
online. The annual ScienceOnline 
Together conference can be found 
here: http://together.scienceonline.
com/   

formal than journal or news articles, 
Lali explains. “They can be in lots of 
different voices and styles: they can be 
serious tone, they can be investigative, 
and they can be more fun. So it gives 
a lot of flexibility into what people are 
interested in reading and what they 
are interested in writing.”

Lali incorporates blog posts, both 
those written by her students and 
from other sources, in her classes. 
“Rather than give my students a dry 
research article to read”, she explains, 
“I can give them some blog posts 
about that topic before I introduce 
the formal research itself.” Other 
blogs she uses include ones hosted by 
National Geographic, Discover Magazine 
and Scientific American.

Working with blogging has also 
inspired Lali to add new aspects to 
her teaching. “I am currently working 

Colour-enhanced electron micrograph of Ebola virus particles. Ebola has recently 
been in the news and featured on Julia’s blog
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