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At the end of the film Oh Brother, Where Art Thou? George 
Clooney’s ever-rational Ulysses Everett McGill is forced to 
turn to prayer with his life on the line. Afterward, he 
disavows his actions: “Well, any human being will cast 
about in a moment of stress. No, sir…out with the old 
spiritual mumbo jumbo, the superstitions and the 
backward ways. We’re gonna see a brave new world 
where they run everybody a wire and hook us all up to a 
grid. Yes, sir, a veritable age of reason.” 
 
The publishing industry is having its moment of stress, 
and recently the Association of American Publishers cast 
about to save itself with a bill known as The Research 
Works Act introduced in the U.S. House of Representatives. 
The bill would end the requirement for publishers to 
provide copies of publicly funded research articles to the 
NIH for dissemination. Instead of freely available research, 
publishers will charge $15-35 for access to most articles.  
 
Opposition to the bill from the scientific community, 
including many journals, is understandably widespread. 
Michael Eisen, founder of the Public Library of Science 
(PLoS), has written a commentary for the New York Times 
(“Research Bought, Then Paid For”) arguing that publicly 
funded research should be publicly available, and he 
makes the point that most of the “added value” that 
publishers claim is from unpaid peer-review. Additionally, 
he mentions that most of the money for access is also 
publicly funded. As public policy, the Research Works Act 
doesn’t seem to make much sense, and Eisen, along with 
others, suggests boycotting publishers by not sending 
research to such “commercial” journals. 
 
What is most interesting to me, however, is that this bill 
makes plain that the scientific publishing model is 
increasingly propped up by superstition and spiritual 
mumbo jumbo. In the digital age, it is no longer necessary 
for journals to implement peer review, or evaluate impact, 
or even determine access. The speed and convenience of 
electronic articles is paving the way for more efficient 
models of research publication. As an example, witness the 
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“post-publication peer review” talked about in this issue, 
which is also conducted by scientists voluntarily and can 
provide a more complete critique of a paper’s quality. 
Additionally, impact can be better judged by such things as 
times read, number of citations, and ratings by many 
scientists at all career levels, rather than by the opinion of a 
mere two or three gatekeeping reviewers.  
 
Still, journals have been around for over a century, and they 
haven’t survived this long by being completely ineffective. 
Despite some inefficiencies, journals have at least come to 
an equilibrium on problems such as peer review, evaluating 
impact, editing for readability, access vs. profit, and research 
quality vs. relative influence of the scientist. While the 
technology exists to improve on the publishers’ model, 
newer models (such as Eisen’s open-access PLoS) will 
struggle to achieve such popularity and stability. With the 
publishing industry lumbering to create more inefficient 
access, however, they only lower the bar for fledgling new 
publishing models to outperform them. We have been 
hooked up to the grid, and have the capability to improve 
upon our backward ways. It comes, as Everett said after his 
crisis of confidence, “Not a moment too soon.”  
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Post-doc Happy Hour 
Friday, February 3rd, 5:30-7:30pm 

City Tap House 
3925 Walnut St. 

 

Join the Biomedical Postdoctoral Council! 
Why should you join the Biomedical Postdoctoral Council? 

1. Develop initiatives and programs to improve and 
enhance the biomedical postdoctoral experience at 
Penn. 

2. Improve your “soft skills” that employers look for in 
new employees. 

3. Cultivate leadership skills that are essential in any 
career. 

4. Meet and network with other postdocs in different 
fields throughout the university. 

5. Have fun working with a great group of postdocs! 
 
Even if you can only spare a few minutes a week, we have a 
role for you!  Our meetings are held on the first Monday of each 
month at 5:00 and are open to all postdocs.  Please join us!   
**We are currently seeking a new social chair to plan our 
monthly happy hours and other social activities.** 

For more information, please visit our website: 
www.med.upenn.edu/bpc 
Or email us: 
pcouncil@mail.med.upenn.edu 
 

http://www.med.upenn.edu/bpc
mailto:pcouncil@mail.med.upenn.edu
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Addendum: In the last week, Rosie Redfield has published a 
figure indicating little or no incorporation of arsenate in 
DNA. View her results at: 
http://rrresearch.fieldofscience.com/2012/01/csclmass-
spectrometry-data.html 

 

http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.4.abstract 
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.7.abstract 
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.5.abstract 
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.3.abstract 
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.8.abstract 
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.9.abstract 
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.2.abstract 
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.6.abstract 
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1136.summary 
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.10.abstract 
 

*Comments on Wolfe-Simon et al., 2011: 

 

 

Scientists and Social Media:  
Post-publication peer review 

Part 2 of a series on scientists and science 
communication in social media 

 
By Bethany Brookshire 
bbroo@mail.med.upenn.edu 

 Last time, I talked a bit about what science blogs are 
(http://www.med.upenn.edu/bpc/user_docs/BPCIssue2.
pdf) and how scientists and writers use them to provide a 
more critical assessment of the latest science than you 
might find in the mainstream media. But there’s another 
aspect of science blogging that might make you sit up and 
take notice…especially if it’s about you. This is the aspect 
known as post-publication peer review. 
 
Even if you’ve never heard the term before, you have 
probably participated in post-publication peer review. 
Every time we have a journal club and dissect the most 
recent paper in our field, we are participating in post-
publication peer review. Every time we share an article 
with our colleagues, talk about it at a conference, or even 
read it for ourselves - finding flaws and good points and 
placing it in the context of our own work - we are 
engaging in post-publication peer review. But what if 
people did that…and put it on the internet for everyone, 
even non-scientists, to read? This is, in fact, what many 
scientist bloggers are doing: using their blogs as 
platforms to talk about the latest research in their field, 
what it means, and whether it was convincing.  
 
The consequences of public post-publication peer review 
can be more far reaching than you might think. Take, for 
example, the story that has become famously known as 
“arsenic life”. In early 2011, Felisia Wolfe-Simon et al 
published a paper in Science claiming that they had 
found bacteria that could incorporate arsenic into their 
DNA instead of phosphorus 
(http://www.sciencemag.org/content/early/2010/12/0
1/science.1197258). The mainstream media was all over 
the story, spurred on by a large press conference from 
NASA heralding the “new” life form and the possibility of 
alien life.   
 
Some bloggers were not so sure. One particular blogger, 
Rosie Redfield, a Microbiology professor at UBC, had 
major reservations about the study. She highlighted 
problems with how the controls were done, the purity of 
the media used, and pointed out that there was no direct 
evidence for incorporation of arsenic. She raised these 
reservations on her blog 
(http://rrresearch.fieldofscience.com/). Other scientists 
chimed in, and the original paper was soon surrounded 
by a storm of critique and debate, resulting in Science 
publishing an impressive EIGHT comments on the study 
and a response by Wolfe-Simon et al*. The media 
followed the story with interest, and science that would 
have been represented to the public as gospel was now 
being treated with a skeptical eye.  

Without science blogging, these concerns might have been 
laid out at a journal club or at a conference, and if a 
correction or replication were attempted, it would come 
out to little fanfare and probably in a much less prestigious 
journal. The media would never have picked up on it, and 
the public would generally believe that arsenic life existed. 
But when Rosie Redfield blogged her own post-publication 
peer review, she brought the concerns of scientists to the 
media. She is now publicly documenting her attempts to 
replicate the study, and when the results are published, it 
will no doubt come out to similar fanfare and interest. In 
this case, post-publication peer review has not only 
highlighted potential problems in a high-profile study, but 
it has also brought the process of science to the public. It 
has emphasized that science requires multiple studies to 
prove a point, and it has allowed scientists to come 
together in a public forum to debate findings the minute 
that they are published, allowing more people than ever 
before to add their expertise to the discussion.   
 
This episode highlights the way in which science blogging 
can be more than talking about your experiments, writing 
about life as a scientist, or just sharing a cool piece. Science 
blogging itself can become part of science, part of the peer 
review process, even post- publication.  
 

 
Penn Postdocs teamed with iPraxis to mentor students at 
Belmont Charter School in West Philadelphia for their science 
projects. iPraxis is a non-profit organization that focuses on 
improving science education for under-served students. Nine 
postdocs spent a few hours per week over several months 
guiding the students in research and experimental design.  

http://rrresearch.fieldofscience.com/2012/01/csclmass-spectrometry-data.html
http://rrresearch.fieldofscience.com/2012/01/csclmass-spectrometry-data.html
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.4.abstract
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.7.abstract
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.5.abstract
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.3.abstract
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.8.abstract
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.9.abstract
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.2.abstract
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.6.abstract
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1136.summary
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/332/6034/1149.10.abstract
http://www.med.upenn.edu/bpc/user_docs/BPCIssue2.pdf
http://www.med.upenn.edu/bpc/user_docs/BPCIssue2.pdf
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/early/2010/12/01/science.1197258
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/early/2010/12/01/science.1197258
http://rrresearch.fieldofscience.com/
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The Work-Life Balance Continuum 

By Allison Beal 
allisonbeal25@gmail.com 

 Whether you are male or female, a parent or sans child, in a 
relationship or single, the thought of work-life balance has 
probably crossed your mind at some point in your career. 
While this subject tends to be thought of as a “women’s 
issue”, I think it is important for everyone to consider the 
topic. In thinking about what to write about for this issue, I 
spent a lot of time procrastinating and considering various 
topics. But I recently realized that I was struggling with 
work-life balance and I wondered how many of my 
colleagues were experiencing the same issue and hence my 
article topic came to fruition.  
 
My struggle with work-life balance began shortly after I 
returned to lab after having my daughter (who is now 19 
months old) and it stemmed from my unrealistic perception 
of what work-life balance really was. My perception of 
work-life balance was that it was some perfect state of 
mastery when you can do it all and be it all (the best 
scientist, the best parent, the best partner, the best 
daughter, etc) and maintain a perfectly balanced 
schedule.  And if I attained said mastery, my life would be in 
balance. I actually thought I had to do it all and that I could 
do it. But as surprising as it seems, I was not able to 
accomplish this feat. I struggled with this off and on for a 
while until I recently spoke with a mentor (again 
highlighting the importance of mentoring). She made me 
realize that my perception was wrong and I was putting 
undue pressure on myself. In fact, my false understanding 
was setting myself up for failure and actually throwing my 
life completely “out-of-balance”.   
 
Work-life balance is actually quite different. I am beginning 
to realize that it is not about mastering how to do it all. It is 
about defining your own idea of success and setting 
guidelines of what you expect from yourself and what you 
think is important. Over the course of your career, your 
definition and goals will frequently change (sometimes on a 
daily or weekly basis) based on what you think is important 
at the time. For example, when one’s children are younger, 
it may be more important to spend more time with them 
and, as a result, some sacrifices may be made in your 
career.  However, once children are more independent you 
may find more time to devote to your career. While it is 
called work-life balance, there are times when things will 
not be completely balanced; you may need to spend more 
time in lab some days and then at other times you may need 
to devote more time to your personal life. Thus, one’s work-
life balance is always changing and quite dynamic.  I now 
think of it as my work-life balance continuum and this has 
helped me tremendously. While I am by no means an expert 
on this topic (I still have a lot to learn and I still struggle 
with it), I write this more to share my experience with the 
hope that this will help those of you out there having similar 
experiences. I would be happy to hear from any of you 
struggling with similar issues. 

  

Postdoc Buddy Program  
 
We would like to know if you are interested in being a buddy to 
an incoming postdoc. 
 
The host buddy at Penn will be responsible for: 
 Sending a welcome email to the incoming postdoc prior to 

his/her arrival and answering any questions the postdoc 
may have 

 Attending the new postdocs welcome reception (BPP 
event) 

 Inviting your buddy to an initial coffee or lunch meeting  
 Touching base with your buddy 
 Keeping your buddy aware of events/parties going on at 

BPP and BPC, and inviting him/her to attend some events 
with you 

 Connecting your buddy to other colleagues & programs 
that fit his/her interest 

 
The Buddy Program will:  
 Help incoming postdocs with any questions or concerns 

they have prior to coming to Penn 
 Reduce the adaptation period for new postdocs at Penn 
 Facilitate meeting postdocs of similar nationalities  
 Help postdocs network 

 
A broad range of nationalities are represented in the postdoc 
community, and we are attempting to pair postdocs from the 
same countries whenever possible.  
 
We encourage all current postdocs to be a buddy. This is not 
supposed to be a time-consuming activity. If you are interested 
in being part of this program, please send an email to 
pcouncil@mail.med.upenn.edu  with BUDDY PROGRAM in the 
subject line. 
 
If you are new to Penn and want to be buddied, let us know 
too! 
 
Thank you, 
Monica Matsumoto 
Foreign National Committee Chair – Biomedical Postdoc 
Council 

 
A giant cockroach enjoys lunch, courtesy of Mr. Behrman, 
a science teacher at Belmont Charter School. A group of 

students is examining the food preferences of roaches as 
part of their science project 

mailto:allisonbeal25@gmail.com
mailto:pcouncil@mail.med.upenn.edu

