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The audience laughed as the students engaged in improvisational exercises that teetered between 
incredibly silly and surprisingly creative, and Alan chimed in with some insight and more than a 
few hilarious one liners along the way. But it came time to close the deal. Time to prove to a 
room of graduate school deans that this new school of thought about communicating science 
wasn't a hokey experiment, but a truly valuable tool that could benefit generations of scientists to 
come. Alan shared a "before and after" video of graduate students that had participated in the 
improvisational theater classes at The Center for Communicating Science. Students in the 
"before" video stood anxiously on stage in front of their classmates, reciting half memorized 
phrases from textbooks as their voices quivered; overly technical as they stumbled through 
complicated jargon and polysyllable terms in an effort to explain their focus in a particular field 
of science. It was painful to watch. Next came clips of the very same graduate students after only 
a few of the improvisational theater classes. Confidently commanding the stage, the students 
clearly explained their area of study in a relaxed manner, using metaphors and real-life examples 
to relate ideas to an audience generally unfamiliar with that field of science. They went from stiff 
scientists lecturing into the camera to intriguing experts worthy of an Alan Alda interview on 
Scientific American Frontiers. 

A chemistry professor in front of a lecture hall full of students, a Ph.D on Capitol Hill lobbying 
for an environmental cause, a biology graduate student searching for someone to fund a project -- 
Alan Alda and The Center for Communicating Science at Stony Brook University are helping 
scientists like these become better communicators. Next time you can clearly understand a 
physicist explaining the intricacies of their dissertation, you might want to consider that 
Hawkeye from M*A*S*H may have been partly responsible for that scientist's effective 
communication skills. 

 


