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Greetings from the Chair 
 

R. Laurence Davis, University of New Haven 

 

Children in Nature: A “Natural” for 

Geologists 
 

In my last communication, I talked about adding an 

outward looking face to the Geology and Society 

Division. I said “…it is critical that we … begin to bring 

the message to society at large. We have to connect not 

just with our own membership but also with members of 

Audubon Society Chapters and Rotary Clubs, with 4th 

Graders and High Schoolers, with Pharmacists and 

Philosophers, Accountants and Accupuncturists. We 

need to reach out and say ‘invite a geologist to your next 

meeting’ and then show them what we do.” In this 

column, I want to focus on one particular audience, 

children. I think that we can have a huge impact here 

and that we have the right “hook” to offer.    

 

As many of you know, I have been involved in outdoor 

education, for most of my adult life (44 years and 

counting!), as Director of Nature Programs and 

Teaching at Camp Pemigewassett 

(www.camppemi.com) in New Hampshire. It is my 

“other” hat. In some ways, I feel that my contributions in 

this area have been more important to society than those 

made while wearing my “geologist” hat alone. How is 

this connected to the Geology and Society Division? Let 

me see if I can make that link.  (Continued on page 11). 

 

Moment Magazine 

A swarm of new sinkholes near the Dead Sea has been caused by 

declining groundwater levels and salt dissolution 

mailto:rldavis@newhaven.edu
mailto:soconnell@wesleyan.edu
mailto:ccarlson@fs.fed.us
mailto:goodwin@isgs.uiuc.edu
mailto:craig.cooper.id@gmail.com
mailto:tevans@wisc.edu
mailto:mcdowell@cviog.uga.edu
http://www.camppemi.com/
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In This Newsletter Issue: 
 

Page 1 – Greetings from the Chair 

Page 2 – Special NPR speaker at Annual Meeting 

Page 2 – Public Policy Events at Annual Meeting 
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Page 5 – 2012 Best Student Paper Awards 
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Page 7 – Helium Bill Floats Into Law 

Page 8 – Setting up a Geology Column 

Page 11 – Greetings from the Chair (con’t) 
 

 

ANNUAL MEETING DISTINGUISHED 

LECTURE: WHY PEOPLE TRUST 

SCIENTISTS, BUT NOT SCIENCE--

CLIMATE DENIAL IN CONTEXT.  

 

Richard Harris, NPR 

Science Correspondent 

4:45 PM on Tuesday, Oct. 29. 

 

 
 

Richard Harris has been a science 

correspondent at NPR since 1986. He covers 

earth science extensively, paying special 

attention to climate change. His reporting 

over the years has also included coverage of 

earthquakes (and associated nuclear 

disasters), planetary exploration, ocean 

acidification, glacier dynamics and the 

Deepwater Horizon disaster. His reporting 

trips have taken him around the world, from 

Greenland to the South Pole; from the Great 

Barrier Reef to Timbuktu; and from Kyoto 

to the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico. Harris 

has a BA in biology from UC-Santa Cruz. 

His many awards include the 2013 AGU 

Presidential Citation for Science and 

Society. 

 

PUBLIC POLICY EVENTS AT GSA 

ANNUAL MEETING IN DENVER 

 

Geology and Public Policy Committee 

(GPPC) Meeting:  Saturday, 26 October, 12 

-4:30 PM, Hyatt CCC, Centennial Ballroom 

C Sunday, October 27, 7:30-11:30 AM, 

Hyatt CCC, Centennial Ballroom C 

Interested GSA members are invited to 

attend. 

 

Communicating Science: Tools for 

Scientists Short Course 

Saturday, 26 October, 1:00-5:00 PM, Hyatt 

CCC, Mineral Hall G.  Take this GSA Short 

Course to learn how to better communicate 

your science with your neighbor, the media, 

and policymakers.  This interactive 

workshop will address message 

development, identifying opportunities for 

engaging the public, and practice with public 

presentations. 

 

Rocks and Hops Soiree  

Sunday, 27 Oct., 6:30 - 8:30 PM, Falling 

Rock Tap House, 1919 Blake Street 

The members of the Geology and Society 

Division and Geology and Public Policy 

Committee encourage you to drop by, have 

some food and hops at this hosted event, and 

engage in discussions of geology, 

philosophy, and policy.  Refreshments 

provided.   

 

Geology & Society (G&S) Division 

Management Board Meeting   

Monday, 28 Oct., 11:30 AM – 1:30 PM, 

CCC Room 604. Interested G&S Division 

members are invited to attend the Division 

Management Board meeting.  

 

Congressional Science Fellowship and 

Public Policy Reception.  

Monday, 28 Oct., 6:00-7:30 PM, Hyatt CCC 

Room Granite A.  Come learn about the 

Congressional Science Fellowship and meet 

others interested in policy at this informal 

reception.  Refreshments provided.   

 

http://fallingrocktaphouse.com/
http://fallingrocktaphouse.com/
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Conducting Congressional Visits at Home 

Workshop. Tuesday, 29 Oct., 1:00-2:00 

PM, 205 CCC.  Learn how to set up and 

conduct effective meetings with Members of 

Congress while they are home in your area.  

 

Geology and Society Distinguished 

Lecture by Richard Harris, National 

Public Radio: Why People Trust Scientists 

but Not Science: Climate Denial in Context 

Tuesday, 29 Oct., 4:45-6:00 PM, 401 CCC.  

Scientists are highly regarded by the public 

in opinion surveys. But many people don’t 

accept the broadly held findings about 

climate change. NPR Science Correspondent 

Richard Harris examines this paradox, and 

looks at how it plays out in other areas of 

earth science. 

 

G&S Division Awards and Business 

Meeting.  Tuesday, 29 Oct., 6:00 PM – 7:00 

PM, 401 CCC. All GSA members are 

invited to join members of G&S Division for 

a presentation to celebrate the winners of our 

Student Awards competitions followed by a 

brief business meeting. 

 

Geology & Public Policy Committee and 

Geology & Society Division Exhibition 

Booths.  Stop by  to learn more about these 

events, policy activities, and how you can 

help implement GSA Position Statements on 

such topics as climate change, natural 

hazards, water resources, and teaching 

evolution.   

 

 

 
Figure 1: The famous beer can experiment 

 

 

GEOLOGY & SOCIETY 2014, A NOTE 

FROM THE NEXT DIVISON CHAIR 

 

Suzanne O’Connell, Geology & Society 

Division Chair 2014 

 

Marilyn Suiter asked me a few years ago if I 

would be interested in working with the 

Geology & Society Division of GSA. I 

remember a wonderful evening in Denver 

when she was chair of the division. For the 

G&S Distinguished speakers program she 

had enlisted John Hickenlooper and Vicki 

Cowart, both discussing their former lives as 

geologists and current-post-geoscience 

careers. For those of you who don’t know 

him, John Hickenlooper, the governor of 

Colorado, in addition to being a geologist 

and entrepreneur was part of a group that 

was involved with urban renewal in Denver.  

As part of that effort, he founded the 

Wynkoop Brewery, where I plan to spend 

some time at this year’s Denver meeting. 

Vicki Cowart worked in the mining and 

petroleum industries, and between 1992 and 

2003 served as state geologist for Colorado, 

the only female state geologist. Since 2003 

she has been president and CEO of the 

Rocky Mountain Planned Parenthood. 

That was an excellent introduction to the 

Geology and Society Division of GSA. I 

teach at a primarily undergraduate institution 

and am always recruiting geoscience majors.  

Clearly Hickenlooper and Cowart show that 

there is endless variety to what you can do 

with a geoscience major. Can you imagine a 

world in which most lawyers and elementary 

school teachers had undergraduate degrees 

in geoscience? Since that is not likely to 

happen and most people do not know very 

much about the discipline, being active in 

the Geology and Society Division for a few 

years seemed like a good way to look at 

geoscience from a broad vantage and 

possibly find niches for “non-practicing” 

geoscientists. 

 

So I said yes to Marilyn and was soon 

elected second-vice-chair of the G&S 

Division. The G&S management board 
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provides a two-year introduction, as second 

and then first vice-chair. During that time, 

I’ve had a chance to think about what I’d 

like to accomplish during my year as chair.  

Considering that I have a full-time job, I 

don’t know how far I’ll get with these 

initiatives, but I like challenges. So here is 

what I would like to accomplish during my 

year as chair: 

 

1) Increase membership by 25%.  

2) Sponsor a science communication 

workshop at the 2014 national GSA 

meeting in Vancouver. 

3) Begin an initiative where a graduate 

student can apply for funding to 

participate in Congressional Visits Day. 

 

To do this I’ll need your help. 

 

1) Increase membership by 25%.  Our 

membership has declined slightly this year 

and is about 330.  We aren’t the smallest 

division, but considering the increasing 

importance of Geology to Society, I’m 

surprised that the membership is so low.  

The goal is 388 by next year.  Wouldn’t 400 

members be better? Please go out and recruit 

a friend.  The membership funds allow us to 

sponsor a distinguished lecturer and 

reception at the national meeting and to 

award a “Best Student Oral Presentation” 

paper.   This year the speaker is Richard 

Harris, from National Public Radio (NPR).  

His talk “Why People Trust Scientists but 

Not Science: Climate Denial in Context,” 

will be given on Tuesday, 29 Oct., @4:45 

PM, in CCC Room 401. 

 

2) For years I’ve read about Congressional 

Visits Day, where scientists go to 

Washington and meet with the congressional 

staff of their legislators. Congressional 

Visits Day interferes with my teaching 

schedule, so I haven’t participated. This 

semester, I’m on sabbatical and went for the 

first time. It was a wonderful experience. 

There were about 70 geoscientists from 

about twenty-five societies.  We spent 

Tuesday afternoon preparing for our visit, 

getting reintroduced to Government 101, 

including how a bill gets introduced and 

(possibly) passed.  We were given schedules 

and told how to conduct a congressional visit 

and do “the ask.”  Even better, all groups 

were given a chaperon to help us find our 

way between buildings and to the correct 

offices on time.  In addition to meeting with 

staffers, we were able to directly ask 

Connecticut’s two senators and a legislator, 

for continued funding for geoscience 

research and education.  They needed to 

have geoscience defined and Senator 

Murphy recited many of the geomorphic 

features, he had learned about in his Earth 

Science class. We were able to give them 

personal stories about the importance of 

funding and harm caused by the sequester. 

 

My group consisted of two recent PhDs who 

were beginning post-docs.  One of them, 

Karen Paczkowski, had participated in 

Congressional Visits Day as a graduate 

student.  In fact there were many graduate 

students among the 70 geoscientists.  It 

seems to me that the Geology and Society 

Division should sponsor a graduate student 

to participate in Congressional Visits Day.  

Maybe this could be in conjunction with a 

section, so that the expense of bringing 

someone to GSA could be shared.  Money is 

tight in the Division.  Maybe it’s time to 

look at the “best student paper” award and 

see if that would be better spent on a 

Congressional Visit or instead of the 

monetary award, the recipient could receive 

funds to participate in Congressional Visits 

Day.  What do you think? 

 

 
Figure 2; Suzanne OConnell, JP Toppin (aid to Senator 

Blumenthal) Karen Paczkowski, Joanna Carey 
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3) I’ve been to several media training 

sessions for scientists; written several OpEd 

pieces and even taught a course where 

students produced a weekly half hour radio 

show.   In Introduction to Environmental 

Science, my students are required to write 

(but not send) a letter to a legislator or an 

OpEd about an environmental topic of 

concern Recently I participated in a 

workshop organized by the National 

Academy of Sciences, “The Science of 

Science Communication.”  

 

There is so much anti-science rhetoric in the 

United States, climate denial, creationism 

again rearing its ugly head in Texas, my 

niece in South Carolina being taught 

evolution by a creationist who refuses to 

“believe” in radiometric dating.  It’s 

frightening, really.  How can a country so 

dependent upon science and technology 

survive and prosper with such a large 

segment of the population scientifically 

illiterate?   

 

One action we can all take is to 

communicate what we do and why we do it.  

Many students and their teachers think that 

science is about facts and therefore 

memorization.  As practitioners, we know 

there’s a process, with prediction and 

hypothesis testing, data collection, and 

evidence-based re-evaluation. How do we 

communicate this to non-scientists?   

 

GSA has a “Department of Communications 

and Marketing.”  In fact they are offering a 

workshop on“Communicating Science: 

Tools for Scientists,” at the National GSA in 

Denver and will be offering more workshops 

at regional meetings. The workshop, 

Saturday, October 26, from 1-5, will help 

you, as a scientist communicator; learn ways 

to foster communication between you and 

public audiences.  This seems a worthwhile 

expenditure of time and money. Consider 

participating. 

 

 

 

JUDGES NEEDED FOR BEST STUDENT 

PAPER  

 

Chris Carlson 

2nd Vice-Chair, Geology and 

Society Division  
 

Each year, the Division 

gives a Best Student Paper 

award to up to two students 

who have presented papers in one of the oral 

sessions sponsored or co-sponsored by the 

division. Each student receives public 

recognition and a check for $300. Last years’ 

awardee is highlighted in this newsletter. This 

year there are 20 sessions where papers would 

be eligible.  We hope that we can have at least 

two judges (more if possible) attending each 

student presentation in each session. All 

judges need to do is listen to the paper, fill out 

a judging form that we will provide, and return 

the filled-out form to the division. If you 

would be willing to judge one or more 

presentations, please contact Chris Carlson, 2nd 

Vice-Chair of the division at 

ccarlson@fs.fed.us.  He will provide you with 

a list of eligible papers and the sessions where 

we particularly need judges, and you can 

choose the ones that you want to judge. Please 

support this effort if you can. 

 

 

2012 BEST STUDENT PAPER AWARD  

 

Chris Carlson 

2nd Vice-Chair, Geology and Society 

Division  
 

The Geology and Society division is pleased 

to announce the winner of the 2012 Best 

Student Paper Award:  Benjamin Ross of the 

College of Marine Science at the University 

of South Florida.  He will receive public 

recognition at the annual business meeting of 

the Division at the 2013 Annual Meeting in 

Denver and a check for $300. 

Congratulations! 

 

Mr. Ross’s paper, co-authored by Pamela 

Hallock, was entitled, “Responses to 

Chemical Exposure by Foraminifera: 

Distinguishing Dormancy from Mortality.” 

mailto:ccarlson@fs.fed.us
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It discussed how a species of benthic 

foraminifera used to assess coral bleaching 

may be able to be used to assess effects from 

toxic contaminants.  Preliminary exposure 

experiments on chemical dispersants led to 

the identification of apparent dormancy in 

response to toxic exposure, followed by 

recovery and resumption of normal activities 

after a recovery period in clean seawater. 

This unexpected effect led to the 

development of new methods to assess both 

sub-lethal and lethal concentrations, and 

made clear the need to further explore sub-

lethal effects, including differences in 

growth rates, following exposures to 

different concentrations of waterborne 

pollutants. 

 

We look forward to judging papers at this 

years’ GSA annual meeting (see related item 

in this newsletter). 

 

 

 
 

 

FINANCES GOOD, BUT MORE FUNDS 

ARE NEEDED 

 
Jon Goodwin 

Illinois State Geological Survey 

G&S Division Secretary-Treasurer 

 

The latest report on the financial position of 

the Division shows that we have significant 

net assets remaining, but we are continuing 

to spend somewhat more than we are taking 

in from dues and donations.  The 

unrestricted donations made during the first 

10 years of our existence are the main 

revenue source that is keeping us afloat.  The 

current financial position, as of June 30, 

2013, is shown in the table below.  The 

actions covered by this report include all 

activities during the entire period from July 

1, 2012 through June 30, 2013. 

 

 

For the period from July 1, 2012 to June 30, 2013 

STATEMENT OF ACTIVITIES 

 REVENUE SOURCES 

 Division Dues Income $1,744.19 

Transfers from GSA Foundation 1,500.00 

          Total Revenue 3,244.19 

EXPENSES  

Contract Services 62.50 

Dues, Fees, Subscriptions 450.00 

Postage, Shipping, Freight 54.87 

Grants & Awards, Cash 600.00 

Awards, Purchased 14.50 

Catering & Entertainment 2,164.83 

Utilities/Telephone 51.33 

          Total Expenses 3,398.03 

NET INCOME/(LOSS) (153.84) 

STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL POSITION  

ASSETS  

    Cash 5,566.53 

          Total Assets 5,566.53 

LIABILITIES AND EQUITY  

   Deferred Dues Income 856.65 

   Net Assets, Beginning of Year 4,863.72 

   Net Income/Loss Current Year (153.84) 

UNRESTRICTED NET ASSETS, Year to Date 5,566.53 

 

 

Early in the fiscal year, the management 

board requested that the Foundation transfer 

any available donated funds to the division’s 

operating account and that transfer of $1500 

occurred in the first quarter of the fiscal 

year. As shown in the Statement of 

Activities section of the report, our 

expenditures during the fiscal year slightly 

exceeded our income from dues and 

donations, so we had a small net loss that 

was subtracted from our unrestricted net 

assets. 

 

Our expenditures during the second quarter 

of fiscal year 2014, which covers our 

activities during the 2013 annual meeting, 

will be substantial because we are hosting 

NPR Science reporter Richard Harris as our 

distinguished lecturer and we must cover all 

his travel expenses and, perhaps, his salary 

for the few days when he is in Denver.  

Long-time Division member Rex Buchanan, 

who is a good friend of Mr. Harris, will be 

hosting Richard in his apartment in Denver, 
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so we won’t have to pay a hotel bill for our 

distinguished lecturer. 

 

The management Board has chosen not to 

host a reception following the distinguished 

lecture on Oct. 29.  Instead, we will cover 

the cost of some of the snack food and 

beverages that will be served at the Rocks 

and Hops Soirée on Sunday, Oct. 27 at the 

Falling Rock Tap House, 1919 Blake Street.  

It’s hoped that this will be less costly than 

the more formal reception that we have 

typically held at past annual meetings.  

Another reason for forgoing a reception on 

Oct. 29 is that GSA plans to hold a major 

reception that evening to honor the 125
th

 

anniversary. 

 

Members of the Management Board staffed 

exhibits at the Northeastern and North-

Central Section meetings during Spring 

2013.  Shipping costs to get the exhibit 

materials from the Secretary-Treasurer to 

Larry Davis and Suzanne O’Connell for the 

Northeastern Section meeting in Bretton 

Woods, NH, were paid by the Illinois State 

Geological Survey, and the return shipping 

was paid by the University of New Haven. 

The Illinois State Geological Survey also 

paid for the car that transported your 

Secretary-Treasurer and the exhibit to the 

North-Central Section meeting in 

Kalamazoo, MI. That kind of generous 

support from our institutions is really helpful 

to the Division’s finances. 

 

The current membership in the Division, 

according to figures provided by GSA as of 

Aug. 27, 2013, is 329, an increase of 24 

members from the same date in 2012.  

Despite this small membership increase, we 

still have a significant number of members 

(students, school teachers, recent grads, etc.) 

who are only changed half price ($4), and a 

number of senior fellows and members who 

do not have to pay any dues, if they choose. 

Given that we continue to spend somewhat 

more than we bring in from dues, we may 

need to consider increasing our dues from 

$8.00 to $10.00 for full members/fellows, 

and $5.00 for students and teachers.  Such a 

dues increase, according to the Division’s 

By-Laws, requires acceptance by a majority 

vote of the members. 

 

In the meantime, the secretary-treasurer 

urges everyone to make a donation to the 

GSA Foundation for the benefit of the 

ordinary operations of the Geology and 

Society Division.  Currently, the only way to 

make such a donation is to mail a check to 

the GSA Foundation, P. O. Box 9140, 

Boulder, CO 80301, with an accompanying 

letter specifying that your donation is 

intended for the regular operations of the 

Geology and Society Division, as 

determined by the current elected officers.  

To make this process more convenient, the 

secretary-treasurer is currently working with 

the Foundation to set up a fund for this 

purpose that will appear in the drop-down 

list of specific funds on the Foundation’s 

“Make a Donation” web page.  The long-

term goal is to accumulate enough in this 

unrestricted fund to periodically transfer to a 

permanent restricted fund, the interest from 

which would be used to support the 

distinguished lecture and other similar 

activities of the Division. 

 

 

HELIUM BILL FLOATS INTO LAW 

 

 

Kasey White 

GSA Director for 

Geoscience Policy 

Washington, D.C. 

 

 

 

 

In a rare display of bipartisanship, Congress 

approved legislation to provide continued 

access to the Federal Helium Reserve. 

President Obama signed The Helium 

Stewardship Act of 2013 (S. 527) into law 

on 2 October 2013.  Helium is an essential 

component of a large number of 

manufacturing processes, including solar 

panels and silicon chips, and a key material 

for the scientific research community.  
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The Federal Helium Reserve near Amarillo, 

Texas, supplies approximately 40% of 

domestic and 30% of world helium. A 1996 

law called for the reserve to shut down once 

its debt to the federal government was 

repaid, which was estimated to be 7 Oct. 

2013. However, there currently are not 

sufficient private sources of helium or 

alternatives, and the reserve’s closure would 

have led to shortages and price spikes.  

Although the legislation extends the life of 

the reserve, Sen. Ron Wyden (D-OR) 

explained that the legislation “gets the 

government out of the helium business.” The 

bill establishes an auction for helium in the 

reserve and increases the amount sold each 

year as the federal government phases out its 

involvement.  

Both the House and Senate agreed that 

extending access to the reserve was 

necessary but disagreements over how to use 

the proceeds from the helium sales pushed 

the final agreement until just weeks before 

the deadline. In the end, the bill uses 

proceeds to fund the Secure Rural Schools 

Program and park maintenance, reduce the 

federal debt, mitigate damage associated 

with abandoned oil and gas wells and mines, 

and reduce the royalty rate for soda ash. 

GSA joined other leading scientific societies, 

universities and industries to support action 

to maintain access to this important resource. 

(see letters to the House and Senate). For 

additional background on the legislation, see 

former GSA-USGS Congressional Fellow 

Kelly Kryc’s article What’s up with helium 

in the January 2013 GSA Today. 

 

 

 

 

 

SETTING UP A GEOLOGY COLUMN 

 

Robert Titus 

Department of Geology 

Hartwick College 

 

 

It is not easy to start a 

geology column and it 

involves a great deal of hard work and luck. 

And, once started, it is a heavy commitment 

of time and effort. However, it is an 

enormously rewarding experience and of 

great value to promoting our profession.  

The following are steps that can be taken. 

 

1) The first step is easy. You simply have 

to take a good look at your local 

newsstand and see how many local 

papers there are. Take a good look at 

each one and see how many columnists 

they employ. Typically there are 

different columnists each day of the 

week. It often adds up to quite a list. 

Newspapers are competing with TV and 

the internet, and they are losing the 

fight. Columns and columnists are one 

area where they still compete well, so it 

is not unusual for editors to be looking 

for interesting new concepts. The 

element of luck is whether or not they 

are looking for new columns just when 

you are looking to offer one. You may 

be lucky or you may not. 

 

2) Pick a paper or a magazine and try to 

determine their geographic distribution.  

That is your potential “territory.” At this 

point you might simply start thinking to 

locations and topics within this area that 

you might write columns about. Think 

of all the good outcrops and all the 

interesting geomorphic features and all 

the geological periods represented in 

your territory. If you region was 

glaciated, then that will more than 

double the length of your list. I like to 

keep my list in my hard drive. It 

currently numbers about 200 still 

unwritten topics for the Catskills and 

the Hudson Valley. All are potential 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/legislative/sap/113/saphr527sa_20130919.pdf
http://geosociety.org/geopolicy/letters/1309_HeliumSupport-HR527.pdf
http://www.semiconductors.org/clientuploads/ESH/Helium%20users%20letter%20sept%202013%20(2).pdf
http://www.geosociety.org/gsatoday/archive/23/1/pdf/i1052-5173-23-1-19.pdf
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columns.  When I need a column, I pick 

one from the list. 

 

3) Take a look at the columns in the 

publication you are interested in.  Count 

the words they like to use. It’s not 

unusual for these to be 600 or 800 

words, but that may vary. Some 

columns are boxed and always consist 

of a specific number of words. Others 

have a narrow range of lengths. Some 

are indeterminate. Columns are 

typically weekly and that is a big 

commitment. They are sometimes 

monthly or sporadic.  One of my papers 

publishes my columns when they have 

empty space to fill, usually about once a 

month. I always have to have something 

waiting. 

 

4) It’s time to start writing. I would 

suggest a half dozen sample columns. 

These should all be of the appropriate 

lengths. Make it a mix; there should be 

some historical geology, 

geomorphology, paleontology, 

environmental geology and, if possible, 

glacial geology. These had better be 

interesting and easy to read. You must 

make a good first impression. Keep it 

simple; I like to just make one point in 

each of my columns. Complex articles 

are a real turn off, for readers and 

editors. Skip the unreadable techno-

garble; that’s only for professional 

publications. A photo is a good idea. 

Most of the time you will be limited to 

one.  When done these sample columns 

can be sent in to the paper’s editor by e-

mail. That done, it’s time to wait. You 

may, quite likely, get a quick and polite 

no, and sometimes you don’t even get 

the courtesy of response. It happens. 

Then you pick another publication and 

start over again. But, for a small percent 

of the time, you get called in for an 

interview.  That’s a good sign. 

 

5) An interview is your chance to sell your 

column. Speak of all the geological 

history that has occurred in your region. 

Journalists tried to avoid science in 

college and they just don’t know; it’s 

your chance to impress them. Make the 

point that people are interested in these 

things; it helps that people actually are 

interested. Chances are that your 

interview is mostly a formality. Editors 

never waste time; they are probably 

already sold on the idea.  

 

6) So, you are going to have a column. 

Now it’s time for serious writing. I like 

to set aside a special time every week 

for my work; I strongly recommend that 

to you. You will need plenty of field 

work too, especially for photography.  

You have, all around you, an abundance 

of outcroppings and interesting 

landscapes. Each is a special story. 

Never forget that people don’t know 

what you do. You may have to explain 

things as simple as stratification to your 

readers. You have opportunities to wax 

poetic about the lengths of geologic 

time. There may be hundreds or 

thousands of feet of strata beneath your 

readers and that is a lot of rock, but they 

don’t know anything about it. You can 

introduce readers to fossils like 

brachiopods and trilobites that all 

geologists know well, but which your 

readers have limited or no experience 

with. In short, keep it simple and keep it 

elementary. The general population 

needs to start at the beginning. 

 

7) Publish your e-mail address at the end 

of each column and answer all queries. 

Make up an E-mail distribution list and 

communicate with your readers about 

what you are doing, especially if you 

are going to make a presentation 

somewhere. You might set up a 

Facebook page for your column; it gives 

you still another chance to communicate 

with your readers. I do all these. My 

Facebook group is “The Catskill 

Geologist.” Join, if you wish. The site 

will guide you to many of my own most 

recent columns. I am a successful 



  10 

geology columnist and, I hope, there is 

much to learn from reading my work. 

 

 
 

8) With time you should be integrating 

your column into the ebb and flow of 

the community around you. Are there 

parks? They must have some geology. 

Are there historic sites? The same; they 

have a geology. Are there land 

conservancies with parcels set aside for 

preservation? They will be very happy 

to hear from you. I set up a geology trail 

for one local conservancy and did a 

magazine article about it. It boosted 

visitation and membership in the group. 

Your columns can publicize other 

worthy causes.  When a historic old 

stone house was being restored in the 

Hudson Valley, I did a column on the 

stone. I timed this column to coincide 

with a fund-raising event and it helped 

publicize that event. I always scan the 

web sites of local groups, looking for 

upcoming events that might be 

publicized in articles about local 

geology. The whole point of this is that 

a geology column can really become 

part of a local culture. 

 

9) Likewise, a geology column can 

become integrated into the functioning 

of your area’s professional geologists. I 

have frequently contacted local 

geologists about their ongoing research. 

I follow them around for a day and I 

soon have an article or two describing 

their studies. We have had some very 

good work done on Devonian fossil 

forests in the Catskills and this work has 

been very well adapted to popular 

writing. Working with your local State 

Museum is likely to also be fruitful. 

 

10) Readers will frequently write you and 

often their notes can inspire columns. I 

do a special category of such columns 

under the rubric of “Our Reader’s 

Rocks.” Being that I do weekly columns 

this helps a great deal to fill space. 

There is only one of you and a lot of 

them so this can really help. 

 

11) Watch local current events. Have there 

been floods? See where, it is possible 

that you can explain what happened. 

Have there been local earthquakes? 

Even small ones? You can try to explain 

them too. Have landscape artists or 

landscape architects worked in your 

region? You can probably do columns 

about their paintings and their 

landscapes. When I work in the Hudson 

Valley this has been a very fruitful 

strategy.  

 

You will likely be invited to speak, by 

all sorts of local groups: history 

societies, preservation groups, 

environmental groups, museums, 

libraries, on and on. This gives you an 

opportunity to publicize your column 

and, by the way, to be a good citizen. 

People are always looking for good 

speakers with interesting stories to tell. 

You have some of the best stories 

around. Sometimes they actually pay 

you! 

 

12) This is popular science writing; it is 

NOT the same as science writing.  And 

that does not mean just finding short 

words to substitute for long-worded 

jargon. There is enormous freedom to 

popular writing that would never be 

allowed in the proper scientific canon. 

Anything that makes a composition 

more interesting is fair to use. One thing 

that would never be allowed in proper 

science writing is fantasy, but it should 

be encouraged in popular writing. 

Readers can be taken into the past to 

“see” glaciers coming down the valley 

or trilobites crawling across the ancient 

seafloor. You must learn to write well 

and in a fashion which will appeal to 

and attract new readers. Forget almost 



  11 

everything you learned about 

professional science writing. 

 

13) Your role as a geology columnist makes 

you a significant member of the broader 

community. It is a serious 

responsibility. Enjoy it, but take it very 

seriously. Good luck. Let me know if 

you land a job. 

 

 

Greetings from the Chair (con’t) 

 

 
Figure 3 

Many of our geology and society problems 

are related to an ignorance, amongst the 

general public, about the way the earth 

works. Resistance to the “notions” of 

evolution and global climate change, our 

approach to natural hazards, our failure to 

understand where our natural resources 

(water, energy, minerals) come from and the 

fact that they are finite, the concept of 

geologic time and its relationship to nuclear 

waste disposal, are but a few examples. 

While some of this ignorance may be related 

to cultural factors, most, I feel, is related to 

our increasing detachment from the world 

around us (Fig. 3). Books such as Richard 

Louv’s Last Child in the Woods have begun 

to raise society’s awareness of the problem, 

but awareness does not always translate into 

a fix for it. I think that the “fix” involves 

getting children out into nature where they 

can begin to see the real world, with all its 

quirks and bumps (still at it with my puns, 

sorry) and not the manipulated, virtual world 

of Disney and Gameboy and the “Preschool 

Computer for Kids” 

(http://hatchearlylearning.com/technology/ist

artsmart-all-in-one/)  Once they start to 

really “see”, then there is a chance of not 

only creating an educated citizen, but maybe 

of starting the next Lyell or J. Tuzo Wilson 

down the path to becoming a scientist. 

 

 
Figure 4 

If you ask yourself, “how did I get interested 

in geology?”, the answer probably involves 

an outdoor experience. In my case, it was a 

trip, at age 5, to a pegmatite quarry in Maine 

where I found a beryl crystal. (Fig. 4). For 

many others it might have involved looking 

at pebbles on the driveway, seeing fossils in 

the rocks, or just wondering about how that 

huge boulder got there. I think that our 

colleagues in the other “field” sciences 

(ecology, astronomy, field botany and 

biology) might have similar answers but 

with substitution, perhaps, of a caddisfly 

nymph for that beryl crystal (Fig. 5).  

 

 
Figure 5 

Ultimately, this interest led to a choice of 

major at college, a choice of career and a 

growing awareness of issues involving 

geology and society. My point is that it all 

started with that beryl crystal or that 

http://hatchearlylearning.com/technology/istartsmart-all-in-one/
http://hatchearlylearning.com/technology/istartsmart-all-in-one/
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caddisfly. For others, who did not choose 

these career paths, the interest still remains 

(look at the huge numbers of rock hounds, 

birders, butterfly people and so on) and with 

it, the awareness. 

 

 
Figure 6 

The bottom line is that you have to begin by 

getting children out into nature. Fortunately, 

for those of us who are geologists, we’ve got 

the goods to make an almost irrestible 

“hook”—little “treasures” in the driveway, 

babbling brooks, fossils in building stones, 

dinosaurs at the museum (and in outcrop). 

Wherever you look, in wildnerness, rural, 

and yes, urban settings, at a huge, landscape 

scale, or at a hand-lens scale, on a formal 

hike, or just “digging a hole to China” while 

waiting your turn to water ski (Fig. 7) 

you’ve got “geology”. The key is for us to 

harness it.  

 

 
Figure 7 

So, what can you do? You may already take 

your own kids out on “excursions”. Next 

time, invite their friends along. Work with 

the Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Campfire or 

other organized youth groups. Offer to lead a 

trip. You don’t have to go to the Grand 

Canyon. Even a one or two hour tour around 

the neighborhood to look at gravel, building 

stones, boulders in the woods, whatever is 

there will do. In fact, in my experience, this 

is frequently a better “hook” than a Grand 

Canyon. Start with what is already familiar, 

places kids can go back to and explore on 

their own, places on a human scale.  

 

Does this mean that you need to become a 

“Youth Group Leader”? By all means, if you 

have the inclination and time. However, all 

you need to do is offer a few hours of your 

time on a Saturday afternoon and it will be 

greatly appreciated. An informal partnership 

with a school works too. Here in New 

Haven, the school system has a huge 

outreach program and there are lots of 

opportunities for small commitments on a 

continuing basis or even one-up. Local 

chapters of Audubon Clubs, conservation 

organizations (e.g. Sierra Club, Appalachian 

Mountain Club and so on) are always 

looking for youth leaders or people who will 

do even a single program with kids. Maybe 

you are a caver (as I am). That will work too. 

(Fig. 8: this boy is headed for a career in 

entymology-where did I go wrong?). Bottom 

line, however, is to do something. What 

could be better than sharing your passion? 

And, if it benefits society in the long run, 

well that’s quite a bonus. 

 

 
Figure 8 
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A final note - At the end of this month, I will 

move from “chair” of the division to “past-

chair”. I have learned a lot this year and 

hope that I have contributed to our mission 

of helping geology to serve society. I want to 

thank you for trusting me with the position 

and ask you to support Suzanne O’Connell 

who is your incoming chair. I know that she 

has some great ideas about how to move our 

agenda forward. Please help her in this task. 

I know that I will. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

“It’s a mixed blessing” 


