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How to Talk Language Science
with Everybody

Do you want to talk about the linguistic research that you think is important,
but you don’t know where to start? Language is a topic that is relevant to
everyone, and linguists are often asked to speak publicly about their
research, to a range of lay audiences in the media, politics, festivals and
fairs, schools, museums, and public libraries. However, relaying this vital
information in an engaging way can often feel like an insurmountable task.
This accessible guide offers practical advice on how to talk about language to
a range of nonacademic audiences. It draws on the linguistics behind
effective communication to help you have cooperative conversations, and to
organize your information for a diverse range of people. It is illustrated with
a wealth of examples from real-life scenarios and includes chapter-by-
chapter worksheets, enabling you to make your own fun and interesting
language science activities to share with others.

Laura Wagner is a professor in the Department of Psychology at The Ohio
State University. She directs the Language Sciences Research Lab at the
Center of Science and Industry in Columbus, OH.

Cecile McKee is a professor in the Department of Linguistics at The
University of Arizona, where she directs the Developmental Psycholinguistics
Lab. The American Association for the Advancement of Science recently
recognized her service in promoting public awareness of the significance of
linguistic study.
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Preface

Becoming an expert is a narrowing process. We start by wanting to answer
the broad questions: What makes people tick? How does the universe work?
But the only way to answer such questions is to break them down into
smaller pieces. By the time that you become an actual expert in something,
the question you're trying to answer can look downright tiny. What’s
important is that you never lose sight of what the bigger picture is. For
example, there are people who spend their whole lives studying how children
learn the meanings of verb endings (or, as one of our mothers once said:
“You're only studying parts of words? You can’t even study how children
learn whole words?”). Verb endings are a very tiny piece of language, but
understanding how children learn them tells us a little bit about how children
learn their native language, which in turn tells us something about what the
human mind is capable of learning, which in turn tells us something about
what it means to be human at all. Verb endings are a tiny piece of a very
broad question.

This book is about how to do effective science communication, and our
goals are both broad and narrow. Our broad concern is to help someone with
scientific expertise (or really, any kind of expertise) communicate what they
know and why it is important to people who don’t have the same knowledge.
Effective science communication is important because it genuinely matters
for societal problems. We wrote this book during the COVID-19 pandemic,
which illustrated to us daily what happens when people don’t trust scientific
experts. Scientists who know how to connect with people, how to explain
their science, and how to engender trust as they do so are a rare commodity.
We hope our book can help make more of them.

However, science communication is too broad a topic area to focus our
advice: We needed to narrow ourselves down to one particular science so
that our points could be concrete and understandable (which are important
properties for effective communication). And we feel very lucky that the
science we know best is language science because it’s a really good domain
to use to illustrate our broader ideas. Language is a piece of the world that
people have a lot of personal experience with, making it easy to find relevant
examples and also to connect with people’s lived experiences. It doesn’t hurt
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X Preface

that our science also helps explain why many core practices in science
communication are effective.

These two different levels are on display right in our title. Broadly, our
book is about how to talk science with everybody. More narrowly, we are
aware that our specific scientific topic is language and that this book will
have special resonance for people who are interested in language specifically.
We’'ve made the language part of the book’s title look a bit different typo-
graphically, though, to help us remember that other topic areas fit there too.
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