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Abstract

In this contribution, we seek to offer a description of the ASIMOV prize for Popular Publishing and
Scientific Culture, based on the collaboration between research institutions and higher education, and
now in its tenth edition. After a brief introduction, we begin by offering a description of its basic approach
and motivation in the hope that this will serve to clarify them. We then proceed to offer a description of
its operation and effects, highlighting its vitality and engaging character. Finally, we present a detailed
description of a core tool of the ASIMOV prize: its IT platform. For a complementary presentation, we
invite you to refer to [1].
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1 THE ASIMOV PRIZE IN BRIEF

The ASIMOV prize for scientific publishing, which originated in Italy and is aimed at secondary school
students, is now in its tenth edition. The prize is supported by the Istitufo Nazionale di Fisica Nucleare
(INFN) and enjoys the patronage of numerous ltalian scientific and cultural organizations. Its aim is to
bring younger generations closer to scientific culture through the critical reading of popular science books.

Each year, five to seven books are selected by a committee of researchers, professors, PhD students
and, above all, around 1,000 teachers from participating schools. The books are then proposed to the
ASIMOV prize jury. This is entirely made of students, who read and review one of the shortlisted books
and determine the winner by their votes. All reviews are read and voted on at least four times by the
members of the scientific committee. The students who authored the best reviews, are asked to present
the selected books at regional award ceremonies.

The prize ends with the announcement of the winning book at the Salone del Libro in Turin, the largest
book fair in Italy. We consider this experience in public engagement rather successful: 13,000
students/jurors from 330 schools all over Italy participated in the last edition and about 300 of them were
awarded prizes.

2 STORY OF THE ASIMOV PRIZE

2.1 Origins and motivations

The origin of the award is linked to the reconstruction of the city of L'Aquila (Abruzzo, Italy) after the
devastating earthquake of 2009. In 2012, one of us (FV) was tasked with coordinating a PhD in physics
for a completely new university, so it was also a question of setting it up. One of his main concerns was
to ensure that the students were not isolated from their world, for their own good but also for the needs
of society. (Even today, the harmonization of the doctorate for social development in Italy is not optimal).

In 2014, reading a book on the history of English literature, FV realized that the Royal Society had had
a significant influence on the language itself. This was done in two ways: 1) through the deliberate
adoption of a style appropriate to the exposition of scientific thought, closer to modern English than to
the style of the literati of the time, and 2) through a constant input of new terms into the language.
Intrigued by such admirable cultural action, he inquired about the ongoing initiatives of the Royal Society,
learning of its literary prizes devoted to popularizing the reading of books. He then thought of starting a
similar initiative in Italy, but giving it new forms, which aimed in particular at actively involving both
doctoral students and high school students.
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2.2 Beginning

In 2015, FV prepared a ‘Manifesto of ASIMOV prize’, later published thanks to the ‘ltalian Physical
Society (SIF) [2], whose English version can be found in appendix A. FV planned and then set up a
cultural and moral initiative aimed at establishing a sense of collaboration and trust between high school
and university professors, researchers and PhD students, etc.; in short, building a bridge between the
worlds of school, academia and research. The functioning required two main bodies:

1 The scientific committee, formed by high school teachers together with scientists, researchers,
PhD students, and open to friends of culture in general;

2 The jury, consisting only of students.
In the next few months FV elaborated this idea, concluding that:

e The prize was aimed to books on popularization and scientific culture that could be read by
everyone, primarily by high-school students - the jurors;

o Their participation was to be active, so students would also be asked to review the selected books;

e The prize had to reward the best book but also the best students.

In short: the role of students would be to read, assess and rate the books; a large and cohesive scientific
committee would be charged with the task to choose the books and read the students’ reviews. In this
way, the prize would get a sustainable and scalable character; in the case of a new school entry, the
number of jurors increased, but the scientific committee would also increase, thanks to the contribution
of new high school professors.

In the first year FV involved seven high schools in the Abruzzo region, with a total of more than 200
students. (The term ‘region’ indicates one of the 20 administrative units of Italy, including Tuscany,
Lombardy etc). The initiative worked very well.

2.3 Enter INFN

In 2016, because of the cultural character of the initiative, FV began inviting colleagues from other Italian
regions to join the ASIMOV prize, starting with Sardinia and Apulia. In this way, over the course of nine
years, all Italian regions joined except Val D’Aosta (which, however, participates in the award together
with Piedmont). Today, there are 20 separate regional committees, which work together for the success
of the initiative.

This was greatly facilitated (or simply made possible) thanks to the national structure of the body for
which many of the regional coordinators work, the INFN, which has one or more units in most Italian
regions. The most important specific contributions were from:

o Marcello Lissia (INFN, Cagliari), coordinator for the region of Sardinia and now national
coordinator together for the ASIMOV Prize with FV, who understood that it was necessary to
equip the prize with a management information system. The was realized by Daniele Mura and
Carlo Puggioni (INFN, Cagliari) who are central figures in the ASIMOV prize.

e The INFN, which created a dedicated committee, the ‘Commissione Nazionale Terza Missione’
(CC3M) directed first by Giorgio Chiarelli (INFN, Pisa) and then by Pierluigi Paolucci (INFN,
Naples). Since 2018, CC3M has endorsed the ASIMOV prize and has been funding it regularly.
In this way, management costs and student awards have been guaranteed, as well as the careful
monitoring of the initiative itself.

3 WORKING STRUCTURE OF THE ASIMOV PRIZE

3.1 Yearly time schedule

Each new edition of the ASIMOV prize starts during Summer when the national scientific committee of
the ASIMOV prize selects books in sequential steps until a final list of five to seven books is formed.

In October, the registration to the prize is open to schools. For each school, at least one teacher is
selected as liaison, implying that the scientific committee can be renewed at each edition- The activity
proceeds with the registration of students. The local committees organize meetings with the authors of
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the selected books, which can also be accessed online, as well as local seminars that are consistent
with the aims of the Prize.

Each student reads one of the proposed books, rates it, and submits a review by the end of February.
The students’ reviews are then read and evaluated by the scientific committee, with the specific rule that
each regional scientific committee cannot evaluate reviews of students from its own region. The best
reviews are awarded locally and nationally. In May, the book with the highest average rating is
proclaimed the winner of the ASIMOV prize.

3.2 Administration

The Prize has at least one coordinator for each Italian region who manages relations with the schools
and with the members of the scientific committee; as previously anticipated, each school in turn has a
contact person who coordinates the other participating teachers and students. The scientific committee
is made up of all the teachers who have registered (around 1,000 teachers), the INFN staff (around 45
researchers) and university staff (around 50) taking part and other enthusiasts of the Prize.

The organizational structure leaves ample freedom to regions and to individual schools on how to involve
students and support their work as well as on the choice of the members of the scientific committee,
provided that the rules and agreed agenda are respected.

The operational phases of Prize are centrally managed: registration of schools, teachers, students and
members of the scientific committee, uploading reviews and rates, checking for possible plagiarism from
online sources or the use of Al applications, distribution of reviews to the scientific committee for their
evaluation, and the administration of questionnaires. This overall management takes place via a special
computer system, developed and managed by the INFN section in Cagliari.

The students’ commitment is also formally recognized, with a certificate that they can use officially in the
Italian education system (see below).

3.3 Impact in the period 2020-2024

This time range includes the final part of edition V (2019-2020), the initial part of edition X (2024-2025),
which is currently running, and the four complete editions VI to IX:

¢ Edition V: 136 schools, 4064 students from 13 regions.

o Edition VI: 186 schools, 11153 students from 15 regions.

e Edition VII: 272 schools, 14115 students from 16 regions.

e Edition VIII 320 schools, 15602 students from 19 regions.

o Edition IX: 334 schools, 15772 students from 20 regions.
In the ninth edition 1X, the number of people who correctly completed the course is more than 13,000.
We expect similar or probably higher participation for the current edition, the tenth.
3.3.1 Economic balance

For each edition, student award ceremonies were held in each region, with (modest) costs covered by
the local committees (use of university or school halls or local administration, any possible refreshments
offered by sponsors). In the last three editions, the national award ceremony for the winning book was
held at the Salone del Libro (book festival) in Turin at a cost of around EUR 6 000 per year. Plagiarism
detection tools and, since the last edition, the use of Al applications costed on average 4,000 euros per
edition: the expense is roughly proportional to the number of participants.

3.3.2 Involved personnel

For each year, around 50 INFN employees and 45 university staff take part in the organization, with the
approximate participation of 1,000 high school teachers.

A. Social and cultural dimension

The activity is widespread at a national level, involving schools in hundreds of cities in all regions of Italy,
now reaching more than 15,000 students, often initiating them for the first time to reading scientific
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books. Seventy per cent of them got to know INFN and its activities for the first time through the ASIMOV
prize, as withessed by the more than 13,000 collected questionnaires.

B. Scientific, organizational and/or managerial contribution of scientists.

Researchers and university associates check that the books proposed to students are scientifically
sound, organize seminars where, in addition to the topics of the Prize, the activities of INFN are outlined.
They contribute in the scientific committee to the evaluation of the students’ reviews and to the choice
of books for the next edition. They collaborate with school teachers to ensure that the choice of books
can involve the students and be within their reach.

C. Added value for the beneficiaries

Students often read a popular science book for the first time, learning or updating their knowledge of
fundamental elements, both cultural and practical, of the world in which they live now dominated by
science and technology. They participate together with their peers throughout Italy in a collective and
democratic enterprise such as choosing a popular science book. The teachers have the opportunity both
to collaborate with colleagues from different disciplines and to get back in touch with the world of
research in a working group, the scientific committee, that collaborates and creates the future of the
Prize together. The authors and publishers of popularized publications see their work recognized by the
reading and purchase of thousands of books. INFN succeeds in making its work known and appreciated
by an audience of students, parents and teachers that over the five years approaches 100,000 people.

4 ASIMOV PRIZE IT PLATFORM

An IT platform was developed to manage the ASIMOV prize activity in all its phases. The first issue that
had to be addressed was to ensure the identity of registered participants. To do this, a system was
organized based on the following roles: regional contact person (coordinator), school contact person,
school teacher, other members of the scientific committee, students. The ASIMOV prize is made up of
a scientific committee composed of the Regional Coordinators, School Contact Teachers, other
Teachers, other members of the scientific commission. The platform provides different and common
tools for each role according to the activities they should carry out in the various phases of the ASIMOV Prize.

4.1 Phases of the prize and the IT platform
The main phases, presented in chronological order, are as follows:

¢ Proposing books for the next edition: The platform allows members of the scientific committee to
propose books for the next edition. It provides tools to propose a book, to justify the proposal, to
vote on it and to comment on it. This tool has been made available since the opening of the
ASIMOV prize. The books that may be proposed are those from the two years preceding the year
of the start of the edition; books published during the current year are also permitted.

¢ Registration: In order to participate in the ASIMOV prize in any capacity, it is necessary to register
using the appropriate form, confirm your email and wait for authorization to participate. The first
to register are schools and other members of the scientific committee, followed by teachers and
finally students. During this phase users confirm that they have read the privacy policy and
consent to the use of their personal data to allow the ASIMOV prize activities to take place.

¢ Insertion of reviews: At this stage the relevant tools will be activated for students:

o Filling in the questionnaire: A questionnaire is fully integrated into the platform and allows you
to answer multiple-choice questions with one selection, multiple-choice answers by selecting
multiple options and open-ended questions. The questionnaire has the dual purpose of
understanding satisfaction with participation in the project and collecting data with scientific
value to study students’ perceptions of science and technology.

o Entry of Book’s Reviews: Allows you to enter your own review.
o Book Assessment: Allows students to vote the chosen book.
The main phases, presented in chronological order, are as follows:

¢ Proposing books for the next edition: The platform enables members of the scientific committee
to propose books for the next edition. It provides tools to submit and justify a book proposal, to
vote on it and to comment on it. This tool has been made available since the inception of the
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ASIMOV prize. Proposed books must have been published within the two years preceding the
prize edition; books published during the current year are also permitted.

o Selection of the finalist books: The initially proposed books are analyzed by a selection committee
that skims the list in successive steps until forms the final list in early October. The committee
considers the votes received, the comments provided and the topics of the books.

¢ Registration: In order to participate in the ASIMOV prize in any capacity one must register using
the appropriate form, confirm email and wait for authorization to participate. The first to register
are the schools' contact teachers and other members of the scientific committee, followed by the
other teachers and finally by the students. During this phase users confirm that they have read
the privacy policy and consent to the use of their personal data to allow the ASIMOV prize
activities to take place.

¢ Submitting reviews: At this stage the relevant tools will be activated for students:

o Filling in the questionnaire: A questionnaire is fully integrated into the platform and allows
students to answer multiple-choice questions with one selection, multiple-choice answers by
selecting multiple options and open-ended questions. The questionnaire has the dual purpose
of assessing satisfaction with participation in the project and collecting scientifically valuable
data to study students’ perceptions of science and technology.

o Submission of Book’s Reviews: Allows students to upload their own review.
o Book Assessment: Allows students to vote the chosen book.

e Evaluation of reviews: At this stage, members of the scientific committee have the tools to
evaluate the students' reviews or write a comment in case they find a violation of the ASIMOV
prize rules. The members of the scientific committee will be able to choose from which book they
wish to receive reviews for, and the number of reviews to be evaluated. The system will check
the region of the scientific committee member and only offer reviews from different regions. It will
also balance the allocation of reviews to ensure at least 4 independent votes for each. During this
phase, the platform also performs an automatic plagiarism detection.

¢ Winners and rankings: Regional coordinators select approximately 3 winners (students) for each
book based on the ranking of the reviews.

o Certificates and Certifications: The system generates the following certificates of participation and
certifications:

o For students/jurors: In case the review passed the anti-plagiarism checks and did not violate
the regulations they will receive a valid certification for didactic purposes.

o For teachers: In case they have performed a minimum activity specified in the regulations a
certificate of participation recognized by the school will be issued.

o For members of the scientific committee: If they have carried out a minimum activity specified
in the regulations, a certificate of participation will be issued.

4.2 Roles of the participants and the IT platform

4.2.1 The regional coordinator

Each region has one or two coordinators depending on the number of schools and students. The
coordinators are responsible for verifying the identity of a school’s contact person and authorizing them.
The regional coordinators can also authorize other members of the scientific committee who want to
participate in the committee’s activities. The platform also provides a dashboard to keep track of the
progress of registrations. In addition to this task, the regional coordinators will be able at the end of the
edition of the ASIMOQV prize to view the votes received by the students of their region and to select the
regional winners.

4.2.2 The school’s contact teacher

Registers his/her school for the ASIMOV prize, will have to confirm his/her email and wait for the regional
coordinators authorization. He/she can authorize the other teachers in the school and the students who
choose him/her as tutor during the registration phase. During the phase of review submission, teachers
will be able to view the reviews submitted by students. The school contact person is a member of the
scientific committee and will have access to the dedicated tools discussed below.
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4.2.3 Other teachers member of the scientific committee

Will have to confirm his/her email and wait for the authorization of the school’s contact teacher. He/she
will be able to authorize the students who choose him/her as tutor during the registration phase. He/she
will be able to view the reviews submitted by the students he/she has authorized during the review
submission phase. The school teacher is a member of the scientific committee.

4.2.4 Other members of the scientific committee

They are university lecturers, INFN employees, or people who have a strong interest in science and
want to be part of the activities of the scientific committee of the ASIMOV prize. They must be authorized
by the regional coordinator after they have confirmed their email.

4.2.5 Students/jurors

After registering and confirming their email, they will have to be authorized by the teacher they chose
during registration. During the review submission phase, he/she will have to fill in a questionnaire, write
a review and rate the chosen book.

4.2.6 The scientific committee

It is composed of the regional coordinators, school contact teachers referents, other teachers, and by
other members interested in the activities related to the prize. The task of the commiittee is to participate
in the phases: Proposal of books for the next edition, Evaluation of reviews.

5 DISCUSSION

The ASIMOV prize is fundamentally based on a perhaps somewhat outdated assessment, namely that
a widely tested educational technology - reading books! - still has its value. This evaluation was shared
with many colleagues and even more teachers, and, when put to the test, proved to be valid.

The advancement of new technologies prompts us, as organizers, to engage with them and continuously
adapt our practices. However, we remain committed to the value of meditation, such as that facilitated
by reading books. Moreover, the experience of the ASIMOV prize motivates us to encourage moments
of public dialogue and interaction with the most promising young minds.

It is our belief that the experience of the meeting between schools and research centers has been both
lively and beneficial. We have attempted to replicate the experience once outside of Italy, in Brazil, just
before the emergence of the pandemic, and we were delighted to find that the success and enthusiasm
encountered in Brazil were like that found in Italy, suggesting that the model can be conveniently and
easily exported elsewhere.

Finally, as we look to the near future, two important developments are underway: 1) With the cooperation
of the students, we have collected data and comments via a questionnaire and started analyzing the
(very interesting) data; 2) we have also launched the ASIMOV prize in secondary schools (12-14 year)
on an experimental basis, and the first results are encouraging.
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APPENDIX A: MANIFESTO OF THE ASIMOV PRIZE

Here is the text, published just after the first edition:

“Popularization books are often the way a future researcher approaches science, but in our
country, the prestige of this type of book has tarnished. Faster media, which have gained visibility
at the expense of the book, do not have the same effect nor can they replace its functions. They
often put the viewer in a passive position: the user is unable to internalize, let alone meditate on
the content offered. In the Anglo-Saxon tradition, however, the popularization book endures and
is vital. There are clear distinctions between ‘popular science’ and professional science
journalism. The debates in journals such as Nature, Science and Scientific American are lively
and incisive, even when they present ideological or approximate characters.

Unfortunately, in Italy we pay the price for an artificial separation between humanistic and
scientific culture, which is ancient in nature. In common perception, the scientific high school is
inferior to the classical high school, and the technical institute is still inferior. However, major
issues such as energy, pollution, the climate, the overpopulation of the globe, or the problems of
education, medicine, etc., affect us more and more directly, and we need cultural tools appropriate
to our times.

Initiatives that can shorten the distance between the worlds of scientific research and higher
education, with the intention of restoring due social consideration to popular science literature in
our country, are therefore valuable in our opinion. In 2015, the Gran Sasso Science Institute
(GSSI) organized a prize named after Isaac Asimov and inspired by the Aventis Prize from the
Royal Society. The ASIMOV prize received the patronage of the Italian Physical Society, the
Abruzzo Region, the Italian Society for General Relativity and the Physics of Gravitation
(SIGRAV) and CICAP.

More than 200 students from seven Abruzzo high schools participated in the initiative as jurors.
Each of them reviewed and voted on a selected shortlist of popular science books. On 28 May,
the authors of the best reviews (12 girls and 6 boys) presented the six shortlisted books to an
attentive audience, and finally the winner was announced: the famous chemist Peter Atkins,
author of the fine essay ‘What is Chemistry’ published by Zanichelli. The award ceremony was
attended by high school headmasters, researchers from the Gran Sasso laboratory of the National
Institute of Nuclear Physics, professors from high schools and the University of L’Aquila, and
citizens of L’Aquila. In view of the success, the initiative is expected to be repeated next year.”

APPENDIX B: ASIMOV PRIZE ON THE WEB

The IT platform of the ASIMOV prize [protected site], edited by Carlo Puggioni (INFN Cagliari)
https://asimov.ca.infn.it/asimov/index.php

The ASIMOV prize website, edited by Fabrizio Ursini (INFN Gran Sasso) and Alessandra Casotto
(INFN Padova) https://www.premio-asimov.it

The YouTube channel of the ASIMOV prize, edited by Carla Distefano (INFN Catania)
https://www.youtube.com/c/PremioAsimov

Facebook site of the ASIMOV prize, edited by Sonia Sebastiani (INFN Gran Sasso)
facebook.com/premioasimov
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