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Tips for Crafting an Engaging Science Story 
 

Consider your audience!  Reach Out audiences include: 

● The Public.  Reach Out will be zoomcast live across the country from a virtual Museum of 

Science stage.  All viewers will be invited to cast votes for an Audience Choice winner. Our 

audiences typically include fun-loving families with curious kids and science-interested adults. 
It’s generally safe to aim for a middle-school level of understanding; try to engage the little ones 

too.  (That’s part of the challenge.)  How well can you capture the audience’s attention and 

enthusiasm?  Hint:  This is not like a Three Minute Thesis talk, where one focuses on the 

intricacies of one’s own piece of the investigative puzzle. Instead think of being an ambassador 

for your field; introducing one or two of its big ideas and approaches, and letting us know why 

we should care. 
● Students and faculty from all 12 NSF Science & Technology Centers. While they are a 

science-literate audience, most will not know much about your area of specialization. Show 

them how to communicate across disciplines!  
● A panel of judges. These experts in science communication and engagement will be looking for 

creativity and clarity in communicating scientific concepts and motivation without straying too 

far from the technical truth. Can you capture their imagination? 
● Worldwide viewers of recorded versions of the Reach Out Slam presentations.  

 

Tell a Real Story! 
● Stories have a beginning, middle, and end.  Often there is an “inciting incident.” What set you off 

on your quest? What obstacles had to be overcome? Is there a satisfying resolution?  

● One story-telling tip from The Moth is to consider what’s at stake in your story—what is there to 

gain or lose? What does science, society, or you and your pals stand to gain or lose?  

● Stories don’t just engage us, they actually help people process information. You can find a 

couple of articles on the topic here and here. So be creative and take us on a journey with you!  

● Stories don’t excel at communicating a lot of facts and technical details. You want to try to 

communicate just a couple of big ideas that spark the imagination and provide insight. 

● Instead of structuring your narrative as “And, and, and…, ” try an “And, but, so…” approach.  

● Stories live or die depending on how well they are delivered. Eye contact, voice, dramatic 

pauses, movement, props… all intensify the experience. Don’t try to cram too much in. Bullet 

points on slides tend to be deadly. 

 

What’s your Topic? 
● You can illuminate a key concept related to your research; discuss the challenges or questions 

your STC is pursuing; and/or show the power of interdisciplinary team science. 

● Choose a topic that excites you and may have helped motivate you to work in this area; one that 

you can still remember being blown away by (or are still blown away by to this very day).  

● Why should we care? Hook our interest so we stay with you. 
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https://themoth.org/share-your-story/storytelling-tips-tricks
https://www.harvardbusiness.org/the-science-behind-the-art-of-storytelling/
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2020/04/11/815573198/how-stories-connect-and-persuade-us-unleashing-the-brain-power-of-narrative
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● You have 3 minutes! Concentrate on the big ideas. Allow time for ideas to sink in. Surprise us. 

● What analogies can you use that will help you connect to the broad range of experience in your 

audience. How can you bring these analogies alive?  

 

Story Delivery 
● Choreograph your use of slides (if you use them), props, movement, and voice modulation. 

● Rehearse the story out loud until it’s seamless.  

● Don’t be afraid to use humor - just make sure it’s funny for everyone. 

● Try out your performance with friends and family; ask for feedback and suggestions. 

● Check out our “Science Slam Winners: Ideas and Inspiration” list. 

● Don’t take it too seriously.  If you’re having fun, your audience will likely have fun as well.  

● Just by participating, you are sharpening your communication skills!  

 

Reach Out Judging Criteria 

● Content:  The presentation tells a scientifically accurate and inspiring story about an area of 

fundamental research sponsored by an NSF Science & Technology Center.  

● Clarity:  The presentation succeeds in communicating one or more key insights into the area of 

research and why it matters to a broad public audience including middle-school age children.  

● Creativity: The presentation draws upon elements of creativity in conception, design, writing, 

structure, visualization, and/or delivery in a virtual environment.  These components work 

together to enhance rather than compete with the message. 

● Connection:  The presenter (or presenting team) shares their passion, engages their audience, 

allows for moments of reflection, and makes the science meaningful.  
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