
Communicating Science to the Public Effectively 
Instructors: Jessica Rohde & Ty Robinson 

Tues 9:30-12:20 in FISH 203 
http://engage-science.com 

~ 
Jessica Rohde; office: FISH 344B; email: rohdej@uw.edu 
Ty Robinson; office: PAB B333; email: robinson@astro.washington.edu 

~ 
“We have […] arranged things so that almost no one understands science and 
technology. This is a prescription for disaster. We might get away with it for a while, 
but sooner or later this combustible mixture of ignorance and power is going to 
blow up in our faces.” - Carl Sagan 

~ 
Course Description: 

This course focuses on developing effective techniques for sharing scientific 
research with non-specialists.  We will focus on development of sound-bytes, 
elevator talks, accessible visualizations and story telling.  Students will spend time 
exploring their voice, crafting their message and telling their story through 
improvisation and group discussion.  The product of this course will be a 30-minute, 
engaging public presentation. 
 
Course Goals: 

In this course, students will: 
- develop and practice several analogies to distill their research. 
- create a variety of concise research promoting statements. 
- practice story-telling and ways of connecting with the public. 
- learn improvisation, acting games and lessons. 
- engage in weekly readings and discussions. 
- hear from guest speakers on science communication. 
- develop a 30-minute public presentation about their research. 

 
Introduction: 
 
“It would be possible to describe everything scientifically, but it would make no 
sense; it would be without meaning, as if you described a Beethoven symphony as a 
variation of wave pressure.”  - Albert Einstein 
 
 Science is critical to the advancement and safety of human society.  
Unfortunately, scientific knowledge and discovery has become restricted to a few, 
highly trained specialists: graduate students and PhDs.  What is perhaps more 
unfortunate is that these same specialists are typically without training in how to 
convey the importance of their work to the general public, allowing those with 
media training and, sometimes, ulterior motives to discuss the significance of 
scientific findings. 



Scientists are trained to investigate, report, and interpret facts and data. 
What we often fail to understand is that this ability is the result of years of training 
in how to think - a training that most non-scientists have never received.  Scientific 
information, when presented as a dry collection of facts and figures, often fails to 
capture the appropriate attention or conjure the impact it deserves.  In order to 
reach a broad and, at times, uninterested audience, scientists must learn to convey 
important information in an engaging and accessible way.  This course, through 
lectures by guest speakers, improvisational games, group discussion and feedback, 
and, most importantly, practice, will help emerging scientists prepare a set of skills 
and techniques for public communication. 

~ 

Example Schedule from 2011 Course 
 

Date Topic(s) Guest Speaker(s) 

Oct. 3 
Introductions 
Storytelling 

 

Oct. 10 Storyboarding 
Melissa Clarkson (UW Biomedical and 
Health Informatics, Engage co-director, 
previous Engage student and presenter) 

Oct. 17 Improvisation 
Katherine Sather & Cluny McCaffrey 
(Nature Conservancy) 

Oct. 24 
Audience Considerations 
Cocktail Party 

Dana Vukajlovich & Stephanie 
Fitzwater (Pacific Science Center) 

Oct. 31 
Choosing Content 
Jargon 

Lisa Grossman (New Scientist) 

Nov. 7 
Distilling Ideas vs. 
Dumbing Down 

Toby Smith (UW Astronomy) 

Nov. 14 Public Speaking 
Allison Coffin (UW Hearing Research 
Center, Toastmaster International) 

Nov. 21 (no class) 
 
 

Nov. 28 
Practice Talks 
Group Feedback 

 
 

Dec. 5 
Practice Talks 
Group Feedback 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Assignments and Grading: 
This course builds towards a 30-minute talk about science research for a 

general audience. To get there, we will practice many elements of good 
communication and will work hard at structuring the talk.  Attendance and 
participation are critical components of the skills taught in this class. 
 
20% - short written assignments, some based on readings 
20% - participation in class activities (improvisation, discussions, stories, etc.) 
60% - final talk (judged by quality and effort) 
 
Sources: 
 
Dean, Cornelia.  Am I Making Myself Clear? A Scientists Guide to Talk to the Public. 
Harvard University Press, 2009. 
 
Hayes, Richard and Daniel Grossman.  A Scientist’s Guide to Talking with the Media: 
Practical Advice from the Union of Concerned Scientists. Rutgers University Press, 
2006. 
 
Mooney, Chris and Cheryl Kirshenbaum.  Unscientific America: How Scientific 
Illiteracy Threatens Our Future. Basic Books, 2009. 
 
Olsen, Randy.  Don’t Be Such a Scientists: Talking Substance in an Age of Style.  Island 
Press 2009. 


