GEES Subject Centre Enterprise, Skills & Entrepreneurship Curriculum Resources

Example 9: Communicating Science
Alun Lewis, Royal Holloway University of London

Number of Students: 10
Type of Exercise: ¼ degree course

Summary
Good communication is a vital skill for entrepreneurs both for marketing themselves and their ‘product’ and for working effectively with staff teams, clients, suppliers and the many other individuals and organisations they will encounter. Scientists are inherently poor communicators as they are taught to speak the un-natural language of formal science. This course has been specifically designed to allow young scientists to speak to non peers in a way they will understand – and in a way that will grab their attention and keep it.  

~~/~~

Aims and Learning Outcomes
While undergraduates are being taught to present their ideas in the formal language of science report writing I teach them to translate the same ideas and concepts into everyday language that is accessible to non scientists or to those interested in science but without a detailed knowledge of their subject. They will all be able after this course to communicate their ideas effectively to a given target audience.  The skills are transferable to getting a job interview, doing well in an interview, pursuing a successful career in science, teaching science, communicating science either to a live audience or through books, museums, or broadcast media.  

Design and Operation

Students learn in formal teaching sessions which introduce the ideas and techniques and  then immediately put the ideas into practice in the media lab or the main TV studio. Learn – do – make mistakes and assess.  Each exercise leaves the student with a piece of writing, an image, a score sheet, a radio tape, a script, a story board or a video tape.  Advanced projects involve creating complete documentaries, radio programmes or magazines.
Staff (me) lecture and demonstrate but then leave the students to learn how to use the technology themselves through experimentation.  Each student will respond in very different ways to the open ended challenges set them.  

Assessment

There are no exams. Assessing for communication clarity and engagement is my responsibility – an assigned tutor in each of the major science departments checks the work for factual accuracy where I am unsure of the science being discussed.

Support Materials
Real articles and their source material (papers in Nature etc.,) real radio and TV interviews from my own archive or material collected for broadcast on BBC and elsewhere, Posters through various stages of development. Web sites under construction and in use. Talks from authors and radio and TV producers which demonstrate the problems involved in the real world of science communication.

http://www.gl.rhul.ac.uk/scicom/
Contact Details

Name: Alun Lewis

Department / Institution: Faculty of Science, Royal Holloway 

Email: a.lewis@gl.rhul.ac.uk
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