
book reviews

E236 NATURE CELL BIOLOGY VOL 3 OCTOBER 2001 http://cellbio.nature.com

The art of the 
comprehensible

We have all, at times, come across
seminars or manuscripts in which
seemingly interesting work is not

done justice because of poor presentation.
Of course, the ability of scientists to com-
municate their work successfully is hugely
important, yet it is a skill for which many
of us receive little formal training. In this
book, Joan van Emden attempts to address
this shortcoming by providing undergrad-
uates with an introductory guide to various
aspects of presenting scientific and techni-
cal material.

Naturally, this is not the first time that a
book on this subject has been produced.
However, what is refreshing about Effective
Communication for Science and Technology
is the friendly style in which it is written.
Van Emden succeeds in convincing the
reader that, given a few simple techniques
and enough practice, anyone can achieve
good presentation skills. The writing is
concise, accessible and informal and most
of the points are illuminated using well-
chosen examples. Another benefit is that
the subject matter is up-to-date, including
practical advice on such topics as how to
garner appropriate information from the
Internet and how to avoid visual impo-
tence at the hands of a temperamental lap-
top computer or data projector.

The book is well structured—it begins
with tips about completing the first under-
graduate assignment and concludes with
how to write CVs and how to apply and
interview for jobs. In between there is guid-
ance on effective listening and note-taking,
critical reading and sitting exams, and, as
one would expect, extensive sections on
writing and speaking skills. On the whole
these subjects are dealt with well. The
chapters on writing skills include sensible,
but never starchy, guidelines on punctua-
tion and sentence composition, as well as
tips on how to structure reports and disser-
tations. The author introduces elementary
principles of good writing, but does so in a
manner that never risks stifling the devel-
opment of the reader’s own style.

Of all the topics covered, it is seminar
presentation that is tackled most compre-
hensively, perhaps because it is the form of
communication that fills many young sci-
entists with dread. It is in this section that
the author’s benevolent style comes into its
own. For example, she assures the reader
that nerves should be viewed positively
because they will benefit the presentation.
The reader is also encouraged not to be too
disheartened if the audience appears tired
or sleepy—this may well be due to a poorly
ventilated room rather than any fault of the
speaker. Another piece of valuable advice
for such occasions that is missing from this
book is provided by Sir Peter Medawar in
Advice to a Young Scientist: ‘If people do
sleep in their lectures, speakers should try
to take comfort from the thought that no
sleep is so deeply refreshing as that which,
during lectures, Morpheus invites us so
insistently to enjoy’.

The speaking skills section of Effective
Communication for Science and Technology
also describes potential pitfalls for speak-
ers and how they are best avoided.
Although many of the techniques seem
like common sense (for example, not
obscuring the audience’s view of the data),
they are all too often ignored by inexperi-
enced and experienced speakers alike.
Some of the touches are more novel, such
as vocal exercises to improve one’s volume,
and tips on how to interact effectively with
the audience by both verbal and nonverbal
communication.

Although this book is designed to be
only a basic introductory guide, it is dis-
appointing that there is a disproportion-
ately small section on how to produce
good scientific illustrations and posters.
Nor is there any reference to where such
information can be found, despite the
availability of several good books devoted
to the subject.

With its references to the United
Kingdom’s examination systems, this book
is clearly written with a British audience in
mind, although it should lose little when

read by students in other countries. The
only major disappointment is that it is not
until the reader finishes the book that it
becomes clear that it is aimed squarely at
undergraduates. Those who have already
progressed beyond this stage will need to
look to other publications for more specif-
ic guidance on how to write a scientific
paper or thesis or how to talk at scientific
meetings. Once it has found its target audi-
ence, however, Effective Communication for
Science and Technology will prove a valu-
able asset—it should make even the most
timid undergraduate student more com-
fortable and confident in their ability to
articulate effectively. That said, many of the
basic principles that are dealt with are of
general relevance and even the most expe-
rienced expositor that happens across this
book should find something that will
improve their performance—the section
on how to keep to one’s allotted time when
giving talks might well be of particular
interest.
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