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Cases for Teaching Responsible Communication of Science 
Genetically-modified headlines: Actual communication 
choices & outcomes 

Do not share with students until after completing the case study activity. 
Remember that the timeline of actual events was fictionalized in the case study based on our 
sense of what would produce a good classroom exercise. In reality, the authors had to make their 
choices regarding the press release before the critics were able to voice their concerns. 

The authors did work with their university news offices to issue a press release. 
The actual press release was longer than the fictionalized draft release, however the headline and 
lead sentence were constructed out of choices (b) and (a) respectively to read: “Genetically 
Engineered Corn May Harm Aquatic Environments.” 

The full press release can be seen here: 
 http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2007/10/071008171030.htm 
Within two days after the press release was issued, the result was sensationalized in the media 
and blogospshere from “May Harm Aquatic Environments” to “Found to Damage Stream 
Ecosystems” and advocacy groups such as the Institute of Science in Society and Greenpeace 
cited the article as reasons to limit the use of GM crops. 
Roughly three months later, the French Government banned field-testing of a specific type of 
GM corn and cited the Author’s article as one of the rationales. One of the authors received a 
phone call from the U.S. State Department letting him know that the French Government had 
been going to ban the crops anyway, although their journal article were among the arguments 
that had given them the political cover to do so. 

In summary, many of the Critic’s predications came true. Even so, do you place any blame on 
the Authors themselves? What would they have to have done differently to change your mind? 

 
 


