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THE SCHOLAR AS PUBLIC INTELLECTUAL 
By William Tyson 
 
 
This article is written for scholars, researchers, and academic leaders who have a passion to share 
their knowledge outside the classroom, laboratory, or institution. They want to make a difference 
and believe that the information they possess and ideas they have to offer have a public 
importance. Based on my book Pitch Perfect: Communicating with Traditional and Social 
Media for Scholars, Researchers, and Academic Leaders, along with advice from the faculty I 
surveyed who have had experience working with the media, I provide here a practical guide to 
communicating knowledge and ideas to broader audiences. 

THE SCHOLAR AS PUBLIC INTELLECTUAL 
Thousands of scholarly papers and books are written each year. Many have value to audiences 
beyond the academy and the institutions supporting the research. Yet most new works find a 
limited readership, and their ability to influence change in that larger arena is consequently 
limited as well. “Ideas no longer score points,” says one university professor. “Their impact must 
be amplified to be noticed in an increasingly complicated world.” 
 
Dust settles quickly on many scholarly compositions, the knowledge they offer buried within 
their pages. Many scholars and researchers assume or hope that their published works will 
become a topic of conversation for both their peers and the public, but they don't have a plan for 
communicating their ideas and findings. They believe that somehow their jargon-laden reports, 
scholarly papers, or books will find their way to key audiences, be read with interest, and enter 
into professional and public discourse. Often the reality is disappointment at their work's lack of 
impact. 
 
“Knowing what you know doesn't get you anywhere. Telling people what you know does,” says 
Kay McClenney, director of the Center for Community College Student Engagement at the 
University of Texas at Austin, whose strong media outreach has generated national discussions 
about student engagement in community colleges. 
 
Increasingly, scholars and researchers are being asked by funders to develop communication 
plans for disseminating the results of programs receiving support. These organizations and 
institutions recognize that the value of a scholar's work lies not only in the new findings but also 
in communicating the implications of this knowledge. Without good communication, much 
important work neither advances knowledge nor creates a new dialogue on important issues. 
 
Some scholars believe that it's inappropriate for them to take an active role in advancing their 
work outside academic circles, particularly to and through the mainstream media. “I don't care 
about marketing and PR,” they say with pride. They see such actions as spin, a biased or 
distorted presentation of their work. But true public relations consists of thoughtful, honest 
communications that reach key audiences in order to create awareness and a deeper 
understanding of issues, build trust, and promote meaningful action. 
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Others are hesitant to be seen as self-promoters. But if your scholarly work has public 
importance; if you can help interpret local, national, or world events; or if you can offer expert 
opinion on matters of professional and public importance or interest—share it. It's not about the 
scholar but the scholarship. As Ralph Waldo Emerson said in “The American Scholar” (1837), 
you are “the world's eye” and “the world's heart.” 
 
Thomas Litwin, director of the Smith College Clark Science Center, believes that “faculty 
members should feel obliged to share what we know with the public.” Litwin himself retraced 
the 9,000-mile route of the 1899 E. H. Harriman Expedition scientific voyage along the Alaska 
coast. This work became the basis of a PBS documentary, a book, magazine articles, blogs, and a 
classroom instructional guide, giving viewers and readers a deeper understanding of the 
ecological and societal changes that have occurred in Alaska over the last century. “We as 
scholars hold important information that can benefit the common good; we should feel obligated 
to reach the largest audience we can to advance important issues,” Litwin said. 
 
An added incentive for many scholars is that by having their work cited in professional journals 
or in the mainstream media, they are helping to advance the name, recognition, and reputation of 
their institutions. The public's positive perception of a college, university, or policy institute 
often is based on the good work and insights of its faculty that they see in the media. 
 
Lee Smith, a former Fortune senior writer and the chief of the magazine's Washington and 
Tokyo bureaus, wrote the following in a commentary for the Chronicle of Higher Education:  
 

Faculty members are the experts that the news media often cite. The comments 
and observations of professors in newspapers like the [New York] Times, based on 
their research and expertise, promote the intellectual resources of their institutions 
and expand every reader's knowledge and understanding of the issue at hand. In 
addition to what colleges and universities owe their students, faculty members 
protect and promote a body of knowledge for the benefit of society. That body of 
knowledge includes the current as well as the traditional: The war in Iraq along 
with the Peloponnesian, the rise of the middle class in China as well as the decline 
of the Middle Ages in the West, the retreat of the glaciers in Greenland as well as 
the fundamentals of physics. 

  
In a 2009 survey I conducted of 95 faculty, scholars, and researchers from 21 colleges, 
universities, and organizations across the country, I asked them why they choose to interact with 
the media. They replied with the following leading reasons:  

• To improve public understanding of their areas of expertise. 
• To enhance the reputation of their institutions. 
• To have the enjoyment of talking with people with an interest in their work. 

So how do they do it? 
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TIME, RISK, AND REWARDS 
The demand for well-qualified and articulate sources seems to be insatiable, as news reporting 
has moved from the morning newspaper and the evening network newscast to 24/7 cable news 
and Internet coverage of the events of the day. 
 
Washington Post columnist Jeffrey Birnbaum, in an American Journalism Review article, said 
that expert sources, as found on America's campuses, “add to the credibility of what [reporters] 
write.” 
 
Nevertheless, earning positive media coverage takes time, often a lot of it. There are no 
guarantees of success, and when there are results, they can be less than what you were hoping 
for. It is not uncommon to spend an hour or more on the phone answering a reporter's questions 
about an issue, only to find that you were barely mentioned in the article or not quoted at all. 
 
You can generally assume that the reporter did not intend it to be this way. Your contribution to 
the story may have been noted in the article before the reporter turned it over to the editor, who 
then cut it to fit into the shrinking news space of the publication. Many major newspapers and 
magazines have made dramatic reductions in their news staffs over the years, as well as trimmed 
the size of their publications—making them narrower, thinner, or both to reduce costs. These 
actions have resulted in less talent and space to report the news. 
 
Also, good reporting comes from extensive research and from choosing the best pieces from a 
reservoir of data to craft a story. Reporters generally go to academics for their specific expertise, 
but for the most part they aren't certain what direction their stories will take until all the 
information is in. The sum of what they've collected directs them, but all the facts, figures, and 
quotes must then be winnowed for fit and relevance. A good quote is often sacrificed for another 
that can better help tell the story. And a quote can be important not only for what is said but also 
for who is saying it. The reporter may have considered person's degree of closeness to the issue 
and his or her title, employer, gender, and geographic location when choosing one source over 
another. 
 
The faculty you often see quoted know all this and are willing to take their chances. For some, it 
is more a matter of educating a reporter about an important issue than it is to be quoted. One 
university professor told me he didn't mind if his name was mentioned in the press or not. As we 
planned a series of meetings with reporters, editors, and producers, he said it was more important 
to him that they begin to write about issues of cost, quality, and access in higher education—
issues he felt needed critical public attention. He supported his message with new research and 
data, and members of the media and the public responded by making these issues their concerns 
as well. 
 
Media coverage does come with certain risks, most notably in being misquoted or seeing your 
words presented out of context. Such misrepresentations are inherent in the process of two 
people talking with each other. Yet in the faculty survey mentioned earlier, 96 percent of the 
respondents rated the accuracy of the media as positive to very positive. 
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The rewards of generating meaningful media coverage can well be worth the time and risk 
involved, especially when the results of time spent talking with a reporter leads to major news 
coverage and advances public dialogue about important issues central to your work. “You're not 
speaking into an abyss,” said Bill Wolff, a national television executive producer, referring to the 
impact a person can have when appearing on network or cable television. “If just one of the 
people watching happens to have a blog, it's not just your audience of 100,000 people anymore, 
it's 100 million people.” As the Associated Press (AP) tells us, “on any given day, more than half 
the world's population sees news from AP.” Media's reach is phenomenal. 
 
Over the years, my media-relations work with scholars and researchers has led to public 
awareness and sometimes transformative action on such important and diverse matters as US 
science education, postgraduate education in developing countries, world hunger, early 
childhood education, the medical training of family practitioners for America's underserved 
populations, decreasing infant death, improved teaching and learning in higher education, 
keeping the night sky dark for astronomers, the Human Genome Project, funding a national 
earthquake center, entrepreneurship, economic and cultural student diversity, and communicating 
scholarly viewpoints and insights to national and international audiences on important matters of 
science, technology, culture, national and world affairs, business, medicine, health, education, 
and more. 
 
Cosmos, astronomer Carl Sagan's 1980 13-part PBS series that explored the mysteries of the 
universe, helped viewers young and old understand such astronomical phenomena as Kepler's 
laws of planetary motion and involved the public in the debate about whether life exists on Mars. 
Sagan had the democratic belief that all people have the capacity and interest to learn. He 
respected their intelligence and gave them a show. 
 
“Carl was a candle in the dark. He was, quite simply, the best educator in the world this century,” 
said Yervant Terzian, chairman of Cornell University's astronomy department. “He touched 
hundreds of millions of people and inspired young generations to pursue the sciences.” In an 
interview about popularizing science, Sagan said,  
 

There are at least two reasons why scientists have an obligation to explain what 
science is all about. One is naked self-interest. Much of the funding for science 
comes from the public, and the public has a right to know how their money is 
being spent. If we scientists increase the public excitement about science, there is 
a good chance of having more public supporters. The other is that it's 
tremendously exciting to communicate your own excitement to others. 

 
News of the death of noted scientist Robert Jastrow was reported in the New York Times with the 
headline, “Robert Jastrow, Who Made Space Understandable, Dies at 82.” In the article, a former 
student of Jastrow's said, “He had a deep sense of the need to interpret science and make it 
available to the public.” The Times reporter noted that Jastrow's “descriptions were sharp and his 
language clear” as he helped the country to understand the space program, astronomy, earth 
sciences, and other matters as they related to the country's race to space in the 1960s. 
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CASE STUDY: EARLY MEDIA OUTREACH 
Launched in 2000, the goal of the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) was to 
develop measures of student engagement in America's colleges and universities and thereby to 
provide the public, particularly high schools students, with some of the information they needed 
to select the colleges that were best for them. The findings of this annual survey were meant to 
serve as a counterweight to popular college guides that relied heavily on institutional reputation 
and wealth in determining school rankings. 
 
Staff at NSSE realized from the start that building a strategic communications program to 
support the initiative would be critical to its success. I was brought in early to work with the 
NSSE board and director George Kuh, Chancellor's Professor Emeritus at Indiana University, 
Bloomington. Planning began immediately, focusing on NSSE's key messages and its audiences 
and how best to reach them. NSSE needed to communicate its importance as an effective 
diagnostic tool for evaluating teaching and learning practices and its value to institutions and the 
public. 
 
Communication with the colleges and universities was direct, personal, informative, and 
frequent. NSSE staff members were tireless in providing as much information as they thought 
would be helpful to institutional researchers, presidents, and key audiences concerning the value 
and administration of the survey. NSSE's goal was to bring the public into the conversation about 
measuring college quality based on data about students' experiences. 
 
To reach the public, to reinforce its messages, and to work within the academy, NSSE took its 
story to the media months before the public release of the data. They did so that early in order to 
introduce the story, stimulate interest in the upcoming release of the survey's findings, and 
explain why this information was important to higher education and to the public. (The NSSE 
findings were not yet available, but the rationale and context for the survey could be discussed.) 
This advance media work gave reporters an opportunity to understand the story and its 
significance, as well as the time to write about it to coincide with the release of the survey's 
findings. 
 
As director, Kuh was best able to tell the NSSE story and to serve as an ongoing contact for 
reporters as they began to understand and appreciate its significance. Since NSSE was designed 
first and foremost to be an important institutional research instrument, conversations needed to 
convey its scholarly value without becoming too much “inside baseball” for more general 
academic and mainstream audiences to appreciate. Kuh also linked the discussion of the survey 
to broader issues of interest to the academy and the public, such as effective teaching and 
learning practices, evaluating institutional quality, college rankings, and college choice. 
 
The media responded with coverage about NSSE's findings, and the term student engagement 
entered common parlance. Stories appeared in the Chronicle of Higher Education, USA Today, 
The Christian Science Monitor, and Time, as well as on NBC's Today show and other news 
outlets. Media coverage reinforced and further validated NSSE's significance to its primary 
audiences on campuses across the country and made the case to the public that there was now a 
better means to select colleges than by relying on popular magazine rankings. 
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Today, NSSE's director and staff continue to serve as expert sources for ongoing stories about 
survey-related topics and to write journal and opinion pieces that further define NSSE's purposes 
and value. USA Today has launched an annual NSSE special in its newspaper and on its Website; 
it profiles institutions that are deemed exemplars based on NSSE data and directs readers to 
NSSE-participating schools for additional information. 
 
NSSE is a model for early media outreach. Often, a newsworthy project requires a greater depth 
of knowledge than journalists have if they are to fully understand it and appreciate its 
significance. Contacting them early to alert them to the pending story and providing them with 
background and contextual information can make the difference between its being reported on or 
not. The major media have plenty of news to cover, and all else being relatively equal, the stories 
they choose are generally the ones that are easiest to report. 

EARNING MEDIA COVERAGE 
Generating media coverage is a science and an art. It requires a good story, story-telling skill, a 
plan to tell it, a sense of timing, and sometimes luck. As Louis Pasteur observed, “Chance favors 
the prepared mind.” 
 
Successful media relations start even in advance of educating the press about your work before 
it's released. If your goal is to inform the public and earn media coverage for your scholarly work 
and expertise, you first need to define your core messages and determine their journalistic value 
by following the news and knowing how your expertise or scholarly work contributes to the 
public discourse. Media coverage is not a right. Not all new research, programs, and opinions 
deserve widespread public attention. 
 
Ask yourself what people should know about your work and why they should care. Who are your 
audiences? What media outlets might best reach them? 
 
If you are introducing new research, you should be able to make a case for its relevance within 
your profession and possibly to broader audiences as well. Your colleagues can help by acting as 
sounding boards. Also, at many institutions you can receive professional advice from the office 
of communications or a similar department. 

GETTING ON THE MEDIA'S CONTACT LISTS 
 “Don't tell me, show me,” is what a public radio producer for a national talk show pretty much 
told me in my early days of media relations. I had called her to pitch my expert faculty source, an 
economist, as a guest to discuss the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries. 
Knowing that I needed to win her attention in the first moments of the conversation, I gave her 
my elevator pitch (the story in two minutes or less) on why I thought the person I was presenting 
would be a perfect guest for her show. I told her about his doctorate and the noted universities he 
had attended. I mentioned the course he teaches that related to the topic. Capping it off, I gave 
her my assurance that he would be an excellent interviewee. 
 
Unmoved by his bio or my opinion about his interview skills, the producer cut to the heart of the 
matter and asked, “Why should I believe you?” Stunned but ready to learn, I asked how they 
selected their guests. 
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She said that they look for authors of books, journal articles, and opinion pieces appearing in 
major publications. They also scan major newspapers and news weeklies, noting who is being 
quoted on topics of interest to them. 
 
But short on staff, they rarely have enough time to identify leading experts in a field, so they 
look to other media to do this for them. The author of a New York Times opinion article writing 
about a topic of interest to the show, for example, was a good possibility as a potential guest. 
 
Reporters, editors, and producers also choose their story sources in many of the same ways we 
might find the name of a good physician or attorney: They ask for recommendations from 
friends, colleagues at work, and professionals in the field. They conduct Google and other Web 
searches they hope will lead them to someone knowledgeable and articulate. 
 
Another early lesson on what the media looks for in selecting a story source came when I was 
meeting with the science reporter for a major news weekly. As I entered her office, she was 
finishing opening her mail. In her hands was a large, nicely bound expert source guide from a 
premier research university. She looked at the cover, checked the index, and then tossed the book 
in her wastebasket. Surprised, I asked why she wouldn't use it, especially since it could be 
assumed that the university had some of the top experts in the country on its research and 
teaching staff. 
 
She showed me her Rolodex bulging with story contacts and said she identifies potential sources 
by reading science journals, newspapers, and magazines and through recommendations from 
experts in the field. What was not of interest to her were expert guides from colleges, 
universities, policy institutes, and others that merely listed a faculty member's name, title, 
degrees, and area of expertise, such as genetic engineering. 
 
She said that she didn't care where a person had gone to school. More important to her was what 
an expert had to say and the relevance of his or her work. To her, a home run meant finding a 
source who had written a book or journal article on a topic of interest or had demonstrated 
expertise in other meaningful ways. This might include testifying in a congressional hearing 
about a piece of legislation related to her story on federal research funding or being selected as a 
keynote speaker for a national science conference to talk about new developments in a particular 
field. 
 
Her point was that in a world full of experts, the people who earned her attention as potential 
story sources were conducting leading research; connecting their work to professional and public 
discourse through presentations at professional society meetings; and writing books, journal 
articles, opinion pieces, and blogs. 
 
Discussing the characteristics of a good news source, a major newspaper senior correspondent 
reiterated that it's not where you're from, it's your expertise that's most important. He added that a 
good story source responds quickly to a reporter's call, has something to say, and discusses the 
topic presented. He said that if a source is responsive, a reporter tends to call him or her back on 
future stories. 
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Sources who always seem to be quoted in the media show up there not just because of their 
expertise and its relevance to the issue being reported but also because of their willingness to talk 
to reporters and their ability to clearly communicate key messages to diverse audiences. They 
quickly return calls, know the issues, and are direct and honest in their discussion. 

MEDIA ADVICE FROM ACADEMICS 
Asked for their advice to other scholars in their interactions with journalists, here is some of the 
wisdom offered by media-savvy academics:  

• Communicate complicated and nuanced ideas through example. You don't need to 
dumb things down; you simply need to communicate ideas clearly. 

• Avoid all the hedges that would be necessary when talking with peers. Most 
academics have a tendency to qualify every statement, accustomed as they are to 
thinking about the boundary conditions of phenomena. Those boundary conditions 
often aren't at all relevant to a media story. 

• Only agree to speak as an “authority” on topics about which you actually have an 
authoritative grasp of the facts and issues. Otherwise, take a pass. 

• Be aware that there is, practically speaking, no such things as “off the record”; 
anything you say is liable to come back to haunt you. 

• Ditch the jargon. 
• Be willing to invest time in a relationship. Conversations are more productive than 

news releases. 
• Connect to the reporter when possible with “human-interest” stories. 
• Don't spin. Reporters value talking with someone who isn't always trying to sell 

them a PR angle. 
• Don't underestimate the intelligence of either the press or the public. 

 
Academics, scholars, and researchers have a passion for learning and discovery. So does the 
public. You can advance dialogue, understanding, and meaningful change by sharing what you 
know with those outside your discipline, classroom, lab, or institution. This can contribute to the 
capacity of individuals, communities, businesses, and governments to make better choices that 
are based on facts and genuine understanding. It also can add to your institution's or 
organization's name recognition and reputation. 
 
 
William Tyson is president of Morrison & Tyson Communications (www.morrisonandtyson.com) and 
author of Pitch Perfect: Communicating with Traditional and Social Media for Scholars, Researchers, and 
Academic Leaders (Stylus Publishing), from which this article is adapted. 
 


