Some researchers go all out to teach children about science. BY KATHRYN BROWN

RohitVarmaheads a $6 million eye study. He works with leading scientists. He can
lecture off the top of his head. So shouldn’t teaching a class of kindergartners be a snap for him?
Not at all. Two years ago, Varma, an ophthalmologist at the University of Southern California,carried

a skeleton—dubbed Peter—to his son’s kindergarten class. He quickly launched into the basics of bones,

making it all the way down to the rib cage before a girl pointedly raised her hand. She
wanted to know one thing: Where did the skeleton come from?*“Then the dam broke,”
Varma recalls. Suddenly, another child—and then another—joined in the chorus

of questions. Was this a dead person? What happened? How did Varma get hold of
the body? Varma shot a look at the teacher. She smiled—and stood back.

Speaking to a room full of scientists is one thing. Standing before a class of
kids—whether kindergartners or high-school seniors—is something else. With

kids, Q-and-A isn't just an after-talk interval,it’s a way of life.
If you have an hour to share with a class,how can you make the time count?
After plenty of trial-and-error, science educators and savvy volunteers have some
hard-earned tips to offer. “Talking to kids can be a great boost for any scien-

tist,” says Nancy Moreno, head of the hhmi-funded Science Education Lead-

= ership Fellows Program (seIf) at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston.
2 “And these are skills you can learn””
=

|:| Tip 1: Know Your Audience
To give a great talk, study up on your students. You could probably guess

Rohit Varmas skeleton drew a flurry of unexpected ~ that fourth graders aren’t ready to run gels—but did you know that even
questionsin his sons kindergarten class. eighth graders have a hard time grasping the complexities of dna?
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