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Alan Alda is not only a respected award-winning actor, he is also a trailblazer and award winner in the field 
of science communication. He is the co-founder and a Visiting Professor at Stony Brook University’s Alan 
Alda Center for Communicating Science, which “empowers scientists and health professionals to 
communicate complex topics in clear, vivid, and engaging ways; leading to improved understanding by the 
public, media, patients, elected officials, and others outside of their own discipline.” 
(https://www.aldacenter.org/get-started/about-us).  
 
Our Faculty Reading Circle found Alda’s book to be easy and enjoyable to read. We found his ideas about 
communication to be very applicable to teaching and learning at UMES. In the book, Alda supports his ideas 
about communication using both research and real-world experiences, often shared through entertaining 
stories. His passion for understanding how communication works and for helping others to improve their 
communication skills is clear, whether describing workshops for medical students or applying specific 
techniques to improve communication in personal life. We found this book to be valuable as faculty 
members and as human beings. 
 
Lessons learned, best practices, or new insights: 

 The chapters in Alda’s book have two unifying concepts: empathy and Theory of Mind. According to 
Alda, “empathy” is understanding what another person is feeling, while “Theory of Mind” is what 
scientists describe as an “awareness of what the other person is thinking” (p. 34 large print).  

o Both concepts (empathy and Theory of Mind) are adaptable to effective teaching.  
 To be a great communicator you need to be both empathetic and rational. 

o Empathy is an essential component to communicating because it allows individuals to 
understand what others are experiencing.   

o Rational is also essential to communicating because it requires an individual to pay attention 
to body language, facial expressions, and tones of voices. 

 Attempt to form a connection, a sense of relatability, within the classroom to get your students’ 
attention and to drive motivation. 

 Connect with students by creating a “commonality” when teaching; so brains are in sync. Interesting 
concept! 

 “...good communication is the responsibility of the person delivering the information, not the 
person receiving it.” (p. 73; p. 109 large print) 

 When communicating, look at people’s faces to see if it looks like they understand you. Do this even 
when speaking to a group. 

 Using jargon (terms specific to your field of knowledge) should be reserved for times when the 
people you are talking with also know, and have the same understanding of, the jargon you will use. 

 Be careful when assuming the audience knows everything that is being discussed; provide the 
foundation and background. 

 Consider the amount of new information being introduced in a single setting; consider how much 
you would actually remember if it were you. 

 Adjust to your audience and try to make your message clear and memorable.  Teachers/leaders can 
be more effective when their communication clear and vivid. 

o Alda discusses the use of a good story to make your message memorable. 
o A vivid story that includes personalized challenges and breakthroughs can be more effective 

than just listing the results of the struggle. 
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