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An infinite learning curve
Writer David Foster Wallace’s most famous works,
Everything and More and Infinite Jest, are concerned literally
and metaphorically with infinity. Wallace sometimes
describes himself as “ridiculously overeducated” — a
description that many scientists, with years of
postgraduate education and postdoctoral training under
their belts, will recognize. Yet, like Wallace, these
scientists still feel the need to learn more. 

Of course, this desire can be sated by simply picking up a
book to explore a different discipline. But in recent years
more formal mechanisms for expanding education have
begun emerging. These are helping scientists learn how to
work across disciplines and often provide career
workshops to give them off-the-bench skills. 

One programme, run by the US National Institutes 
of Health, trains chemists, engineers, physicists and
mathematicians in biological research. Since it launched 
in 2000, more than 120 mid-career scientists have gone
back to the classroom to pursue years of additional
coursework. Members of its first class are now ready to
combine their physical background with a newfound

biological education, which should make them more
effective interdisciplinary researchers (see page 470). 

Another programme, run by the US-based Committee on
the Advancement of Women Chemists (see page 592),
offers workshops to help female chemists and engineers
leap gender hurdles. These courses emphasize
communication, leadership and negotiation skills. So 
far the workshops have proved to be a big success with
participants and, as a result, the organization is considering
expanding its reach to Europe. 

The interest in both of these programmes shows that
there is nothing ridiculous about education beyond the PhD
and postdoc. Whether skills are scientific or off-the-bench,
in today’s competitive environment, the need to learn more
seems to go on and on, ad infinitum.

Paul Smaglik, Naturejobs editor
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