ScienceOnline 2012 - Behind the #scio12 hashtag
Scientists and communicators alike benefit from this annual meet-up (let’s not call it a conference)

By Kathleen M. Raven

In 2005, two bright-eyed friends, sipping coffee in North Carolina’s Research
Triangle, hatched a plan. Why not gather professionals and amateurs of all stripes,
under the heading “science online,” in a cozy space with free-flowing caffeine and
see what happens? Bora Zivkovic and Anton Zuiker (later joined by Karyn
Traphagen) could not have known that the wire they tapped would explode to life.
Seven years later—a short time period in the life of any conference—ScienceOnline
has morphed from an obscure meeting to an event worthy of a mention in The New
York Times and a post on BoingBoing. With the latter being, perhaps, a bigger deal.

The reason the ScienceOnline conference—or “unconference,” the category its
organizers prefer (it is better nomenclature, you'll see)—rocketed to recognition
might have something to do with the possibilities on hand each year. The party
thrown last month at North Carolina State University’s McKimmon Conference
Center was no exception. For example, conference-goers could strap their mobile
devices and laptops onto one of the fastest broadband Internet connections in
America. Ready, set, tweet! If you were torn between which concurrent session to
attend, your heart leapt at the realization that your colleagues, equipped with
otherworldly tweeting abilities, actually live-tweeted every single session, dutifully
including the appropriate hashtag—#scio1l2—on each tweet. With such insightful
tweeting, a person really could be in two places at once. Other possibilities included:
feeling surprisingly intimate with the 449 other conference attendees; delightfully
drowning yourself in more information than you ever thought possible; marveling
at the on-the-fly art produced by talented artists; and, certainly not least, taking
home important lessons about communicating medicine and science to the public.

Wait, we're talking about a conference/unconference, right? Doesn’t this seem a
bit... hyperbolic? You should ask Paul Raeburn of Knight Science Journalism Tracker
that question. (Hint: He would probably agree the hype is fair and warranted.) And
if so many people are pumped about the conference, then why only 450 total
attendees? And now we arrive at one of the most rare and gifted qualities of this
particular conference: you don’t have to physically be there to share and participate
in the excitement and learning. Ideally you are there, sharing a pint with a fellow
blogger or discussing the merits of citizen science over a muffin at breakfast. But
anyone who'’s interested in science online can get involved. Now. The ScienceOnline
2013 planning wiki is already posted!

Another attribute of the annual event that contributes to its “unconference” nature
is the lack of a common, overarching theme. This translates to wide and varying
session topics—from science tattoos (yep, Carl Zimmer wrote the book on ‘em) to
preserving digital science online. The professionals and amateurs that Anton and
Bora originally targeted can still choose from the dim-sum of science-related topics


http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/a-blog-around-the-clock/�
http://mistersugar.com/�
http://stay-curious.com/�
http://stay-curious.com/�
http://scienceonline2012.com/�
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/17/science/open-science-challenges-journal-tradition-with-web-collaboration.html?_r=4&pagewanted=all�
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/17/science/open-science-challenges-journal-tradition-with-web-collaboration.html?_r=4&pagewanted=all�
http://boingboing.net/2012/01/19/tweeting-and-talking-about-sci.html�
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/a-blog-around-the-clock/2012/01/08/scienceonline2012-the-unconference-the-community/�
http://signalshare.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=32&Itemid=21�
https://twitter.com/#search?q=%23scio12�
http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/notrocketscience/2012/01/22/scattered-reflections-about-scienceonline-2012-scio12/�
http://genomealberta.ca/blogs/warning-your-information-is-set-to-overload.aspx�
http://madartlab.com/2012/01/22/live-scribing-at-science-online-2012/�
http://publichealth2point0.com/2012/01/25/the-risky-business-of-communicating-science/�
http://ksjtracker.mit.edu/2012/01/23/scienceonline2012-a-unique-gathering-of-journalist-and-scientist-bloggers/�
http://scio13.wikispaces.com/�
http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/loom/science-tattoo-emporium/�
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12ogOduU_VghiAhvcpQm8YrZXXdfse58g8CS0ao4zgfA/edit?pli=1�

available. The variety also makes summarizing the contents of ScienceOnline quite
difficult. Instead of more description, I'd like to make a prediction: Science
journalists will be seeing (and doing) more reporting based on data journalism and
the semantic web. Two recent graduates from New York University’s science writing
program showcased the possibilities of how to turn data into art during one session.
In another discussion, two researchers described a Matrix-like world behind the
world wide web: the Semantic Web. Here’s an example of Semantic Web in action. If
you’re curious to learn more about ScienceOnline, be sure to check out a complete
listing of the conference experience here.

This was my second consecutive year attending the three-day mad dash. And there’s
something extremely reassuring about the classic, core values that continue to be
the force behind excellent science communication online: writing/video/audio
should be clear, factual and compelling.
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