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Dear Doctor, You’ve Got a Hex on You!  
How much you know gets in the way of how well you explain 
By Reeteka Sud, Ph.D., Reeteka @ icloud.com

As a Psychology graduate student at 
Stanford in the 1990s, Elizabeth Newton did 
a study in which she assigned participants to 
one of two groups - tappers or listeners1.  
Tappers were asked to pick a song most 
people would know, like “Happy Birthday,” 
and tap the rhythm of the song on a table. 
The listeners were to guess the song. Before 
the game began, Newton asked tappers what 
the odds were that the listeners would guess 
correctly. On average, they said 50%. Even 
that number seems low... Who in the world 
has not heard "happy birthday to you," 
right? When the game got underway, it 
turned out that tappers greatly overestimated 
the odds, by about 40 times! How come? 

Turns out when a tapper tapped, he or she 
was hearing the song in his or her head. If 
you think about it, it's impossible not to 
'hear' the tune! Meanwhile, the listeners 
couldn't hear that tune — all they could hear 
was a bunch of disconnected taps, like a 
kind of bizarre Morse Code.  

Ladies and gentlemen, meet communication 

 
Image Credit: Doug Savage / savagechickens.com 

 

enemy #1: the curse of knowledge. The 
knowledge that you, as a presenter, have - 
the information you know. Talking with that 
info as your foundation just makes sense. 
After all, that is the knowledge you have 
acquired after much hard work! So why is 
that a curse? It's a curse because once we 
know something, it is very difficult for us to 
imagine what it was like for us before we 

Visit our blog to view past issues or 
comment on articles:  
http://bpcnewsletter.wordpress.com/ 
To write for us, email bpc.newsletters@ 

gmail.com. 
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knew that. It's a curse if I think you know 
everything I know and I talk to you in ways 
so that you can't understand me. The worst 
part is that it’s a sneaky curse. No one sets 
out to intentionally let their knowledge 
become their barrier… but it happens to 
those who aren’t constantly aware of its 
presence and proactively trying to neutralize 
it. 

You have been on the receiving end of the 
curse! Has this happened to you? You talk 
to an IT guy about what could be wrong 
with your computer, only to realize his 
answer makes no sense to you. Or talk to a 
family member who bakes phenomenal pies 
and when you ask her for the recipe, her 
advice includes not-so-helpful instructions 
as "make sure the dough feels right." If yes, 
then you have been at the receiving end of 
the curse. These individuals, like many 
others, are people whose instructions make 
perfect sense to them. Sadly, to their 
listeners, it sounds like disconnected taps! 

 Even everyday conversations involving 
suggestions, jokes, feelings - all fall within 
the curse’s purview. In fact, anytime a 
miscommunication occurs, the curse is 
lurking nearby. The said misperception (or 
blunder, depending on the scale of damage 
inflicted) happened because someone 
communicated as if they themselves were in 
the audience. 

 Why are we cursed? 

Psychologically, some believe that the curse 
is an undesirable side effect of the "do unto 
others" principle. By simulating mentally 
what we would want in someone else's 
position, this dictum helps us out in many 
life situations. The trouble is that we don't 
have to put any deep thought into what other 
people really know or want. When 

communicating, this can end up frustrating 
the poor speaker, who can be left 
wondering, "I get it...why don't they?" 

 How do your presentations become 
cursed? 

* "Basics": It's all relative! 

So, you start your presentation by "going 
over the basics." Even when your audience 
is familiar with the topic - say when 
presenting to your lab – you must be careful. 
Just like the audience for those experimental 
subjects tapping out "happy birthday to 
you," the majority still did not get that that 
was what the tapper was referring to. Is 
what’s “basic” to you as the presenter also 
“basic” to your audience? Are you tapping 
to them?  

 

Image Credit: HeathBrothers.com 

* Speaking in "expertise": 

Observe, if you will, the next time you ask 
another scientist, "What do you study?” Or 
if you really dare, be mindful of how you 
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answer it yourself! Does your explanation 
turn into a ramble? One with all the 
buzzwords of your research tossed in? You 
dutifully mention those buzzwords, only to 
find a glazed look and an intense struggle to 
pay attention in your audience. Have you 
noticed what language you are speaking? 
Sure, the words are in English, but the 
language is "Expertise.” 

It is kind of a "default setting" to speak in 
Expertise. The topic at hand is one we know 
very well.  Much of our lives, our energy 
every day is spent steeped in those projects - 
planning, doing the experiments, 
troubleshooting, data analysis... so on and 
on, and on. So when we give a talk, we 
know what we mean. How frequently is that 
true for our audience? 

Switching gears from speaking 
“expertise” to speaking “sticky” 
will win you the audience and their 
applause. 

* Repetition does NOT prevent (or treat) the 
curse:              

You've heard this, I am sure: "Tell them 
what you're going to tell them; tell them; 
and then remind what you've just told them." 
Especially when it comes to scientific 
presentations, this is an oft-repeated 
sentiment, nay mantra, to learn the tricks of 
the trade. While not completely devoid of 
merit, the problem is that repetition is not 
the cure for the curse of knowledge.  

Instead, switching gears from speaking 
expertise to speaking “sticky” will win you 
the audience and their applause.  

Speaking sticky 

The moral of the 'tappers and listeners' 

experiment is that we ought to have a 
universal language - one that is understood 
by audiences who aren't as deep in the know  

"Communication is not something 
you add on to science, it is the 
essence of science.”  

 -Alan Alda 

about your research, that's not littered with 
catch phrases whose meaning is privy only 
to a select few. In their book Made to Stick: 
Why Some Ideas Survive and Others Die2, 
authors Chip Heath and Dan Heath outline 
six qualities that can transform how you 
convey your ideas, be it to your boss on the 
future directions of your project or to an 
audience gathered to hear you present a 
summary of your research.  

One quality is concreteness. Inevitably, a 
universal communication language would 
have to be concrete. Aesop's fables are a 
remarkable example of truth made sticky 
because of the concrete mental images 
evoked in the listeners' minds. The 
dismissive comment made by the fox about 
'sour grapes' does far better than if he had 
worded it as 'don't be a bitter jerk when you 
fail.' The message in both cases is the same, 
but its shelf life immensely different!  

In much the same way, what makes a 
presentation stick in your listeners' heads is 
if they can visualize it. Something that is 
concrete, that helps them see your point of 
view, something that engages your 
audience’s thinking. Even though the 
speaker is the only one talking, it is still a 
two-way communication. In Made to Stick, 
the authors make the case that "the way you 
deliver a message to the audience is a cue to 
how they should react... with a story, you 
engage the audience..." In fact, "stories can 
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single-handedly beat the curse of 
knowledge."  

Defeating the curse: Stories that reflect 
your agenda  

Dr. Bonnie Bassler, a microbiologist, was 
featured in Science3 for the brilliance of her 
presentations. The word used to describe her 
presentations was "dazzling". Seriously, can 
you picture it? A "dazzling" presentation 
and Hollywood is not involved! Among the 
tips she had for fellow scientists to make 
impactful presentations, Dr. Bassler shared, 
"These are detective stories with mini 
mysteries..." I found this a very powerful 
and practical way of incorporating stories 
into my presentations. It's true, every 
experiment is a story! Investigating 
mysteries is an inseparable part of what we 
do.  Why not give it more room on the stage, 
in our presentations? 

I hope that I have motivated you to 
incorporate stories in your presentations. I 
leave you with this cue from scientist-
turned-filmmaker Randy Olson on HOW to 
include stories. Most scientific presentations 
follow a template he calls "and, and, and": 
Here is a figure... AND here's a graph... 
AND here's another graph... AND here's our 
conclusion. Dr. Olson offers a neat 
alternative, a new, improved plot line: And, 
But, Therefore. See him describe this 
template in a brief presentation at TEDMED 
2013: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ERB7IT
vabA4 

Here's an example of how Dr. Olson and his 
colleagues used this template for their 
presentation last year at the Coastal and 
Estuarine Research Foundation (CERF): 
“Sea level was relatively stable for 8000 
years AND coastal communities were built 

 

Randy Olson’s TED Talk. Image courtesy of Youtube.com 

on the assumption of stability, BUT over the 
past 150 years the level has been rising. 
THEREFORE, a new approach to coastline 
management is needed.” 

Information overload is around all of us, all 
the time. Without a narrative structure, 
without a story, the meaning of the 
information is lost. Let's not give our 
audience only the information. Let's dazzle 
them! Let's tell stories... 

(For tips on “making presentations that 
stick” from Chip Heath & Dan Heath, see: 
http://wp.stolaf.edu/speakingcenter/files/201
2/07/MakingPresentationsThatStick1.pdf) 
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Survey Reveals Concerns about Teaching and a Diversity of 
Backgrounds  
(Part III of a Series on Teaching as a Postdoc) 
By Rosalind Mott, Ph.D.,  rmott @ seas.upenn.edu 

To conclude our three part series on 
teaching as a postdoc, we ran a voluntary 
online survey in collaboration with the 
BPC’s Career Enhancement and Training 
Committee (CET) to collect postdoctoral 
feedback on teaching.  With 124 responses, 
including six pages of comments, teaching 
experience appears to be a rather important 
issue for some postdocs seeking academic 
positions. Of the 124 respondents, 77% 
planned to seek an academic faculty 
position. There are three main take home 
messages from the survey and data: 
 
1. Many Penn postdocs feel they lack 
experience. When asked, “Do you feel as 
though you have enough teaching 
experience for your planned future?” only 
27% of respondents felt confident in their 
training.  From the survey, 40% claimed that 
they did not have adequate experience. 
Another 27% felt uncertain. 

 
Figure 1: Do you feel as though you have 
enough teaching experience for your 
planned future? 
 
In terms of actual skills, the majority of 
postdocs surveyed have performed tasks that 
are typical of a TA-ship during graduate 

school (77% have graded 
assignments/exams and 74% have lectured 
to a small group). After graduate school, 
postdocs see few opportunities to augment 
that experience beyond mentoring students 
in the lab. About 27% of postdocs have had 
the opportunity to design a full course, 
which many felt to be the most desirable 
form of experience. Lab supervision, lab 
course design and lecturing to a large group 
(>30 students) are other weak areas, with 
only 44%, 11%, and 42% respectively of 
those surveyed claiming experience. On the 
bright side, a majority (61%) has had the 
benefit of designing individual lectures. 
 
Table 1: Summary of Skills. 
Skill	   %	  with	  Experience	  
Grading papers, quizzes, 
homework, tests 

77% 

Lecturing to a small 
group (<30) 

  74% 

Mentoring   73% 
Designing lectures   61% 
Tutoring   51% 
Holding office hours   50% 
Supervising a lab 
course 

  44% 

Lecturing to a big 
group (>30) 

  42% 

Designing a full 
course 

  27% 

Managing an online 
course website 

  23% 

Conflict resolution 
with students 

  22% 

Designing a lab 
course 

  11% 

Green: More common skill  
Red: Less common skill   
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2. Many Penn postdocs feel that they 
cannot or do not know how to obtain 
more teaching experience. For the 
question, “If you wanted to gain more 
teaching experience, do you feel you have 
the resources to do so?” only 24% replied 
“Yes.”  

 

 
Figure 2: If you wanted to gain more 
teaching experience, do you feel you 
have the resources to do so? 
 
The largest cohort felt simply uncertain 
as to how to seek such experience. Some 
offered great advice: 

 
“In order to get experience, I highly 
recommend applying for the adjunct 
positions that come through the 
BPP listserv, attending workshops 
held through the Center for 
Training & Learning (CTL), 
working with the CTL to give a 
guest lecture in one of Penn's 
undergraduate courses, and 
checking the job sites (like 
higheredjobs.com) for "lecturer," 
"adjunct," and "instructor" jobs in 
the area, that tend to be for 
individual courses. That way, you 
can teach "on your own time" and 
still do research in the lab.” 

3. There’s never enough time. For all of 
the opinions expressed, “Do you feel you 
have the time to gain teaching experience 
while a postdoc,” generated the strongest 
majority with a resounding ‘No’ by 52% of 

survey respondents. We suspect that this is 
the root of the problem, as the postdoc’s 
duty to research does not allow the time 
needed for real teaching experience. Some 
respondents expressed that their postdoctoral 
advisors were not supportive of the 
endeavor; if an opportunity arose, it would 
need to be a night or weekend course.  

Some other comments regarding that ever-
elusive “time”: 

“The time I spent teaching greatly detracted 
from the time I was able to spend in the 
lab.” 

“I think the difficult thing about obtaining 
the experience is getting permission from 
your advisor. They only see it as time lost in 
the lab.” 

“[I] taught a course for two semesters (at a 
different university) while I was a postdoc 
and it was difficult. My research suffered 
during that semester because to teach the 
class correctly I had to respond to the 
students not only in class but also in emails. 
Then if you factor in preparing the slides 
and information (i.e. study guides and tests) 
I was putting in more than thirty hours per 
week.” 

 

Figure 3: Do you feel you have the time to 
gain teaching experience while a postdoc? 

The six pages of comments contained a 
number of impassioned statements, feelings 
of confusion, and a bit of good advice, 
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including: 

“There should be a formalized program for 
postdocs to obtain teaching experience.” 

“I'm consistently hearing from postdocs 
looking for teaching experience. Sadly, I 
have few outlets to recommend to them. As a 
fourth year postdoc on the academic market, 
I really wish that I had more experience 
myself. I haven't been competitive for the 
large percentage of positions that require at 
least one full year of undergraduate 
teaching experience.” 

“Gaining teaching experience enables 
postdocs to be more competitive on the job 
market and allows us to apply for other jobs 
besides tenure track positions. I love 
teaching and think it is important for my 
professional development, particularly as 
the grant-funding situation for my research 
area (clinical psychology) is looking 
increasingly tenuous.” 

“I was asked to teach a course once again 
and my advisor told me that I could not 
because ‘it is not what a postdoc is about.’ I 
fear that little teaching experience (or gaps) 
will be make me unqualified for looking for 
a university professorship once my postdoc 
is done.” 

Thank you for all of your insightful 
comments on the topic. As it was a 
voluntary survey, there may be bias for 
sampling from postdocs that have strong 
feelings on the issue. At the end of the day, a 
more open dialogue could benefit postdocs 
who are worried about this aspect of their 
training. Through open discussion, 
fortuitous situations may present themselves 
to postdocs seeking the experience. 
Alternatively, Penn postdocs can push for a 
more formalized type of training to reduce 
the feelings of anxiety and to even the 
playing field.  

 
Penn at the 2014 National Postdoctoral Association Meeting 
 
By Liisa Hantsoo, Ph.D.,  liisaha2 @ mail.med.upenn.edu 

In the U.S., there are tens of thousands of 
postdocs1 scattered across hundreds of 
institutions2. How does such a dispersed 
group form a collective voice to advocate 
for itself, gain recognition and influence 
policy? Until relatively recently, this was 
difficult. However, in 2002 the National 
Postdoctoral Association (NPA) was 
formed. Now at over 2500 members, the 
NPA has been voicing postdocs’ concerns at 
the national level for over a decade with the 
overall aim to enhance the quality of the 
postdoctoral experience in the U.S. It 
accomplishes this aim through three key 
areas: advocacy, resources, and community 
building. The NPA’s advocacy goal is to 
foster beneficial postdoctoral policies at 
universities across the US. They often work  

 
with postdoctoral associations at 
universities, such as Penn’s Biomedical 
Postdoctoral Council (BPC).  
 
The association has laid out Recommended 
Practices 
(http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/recommen
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 NPA Meeting Plenary Speakers Drs. Sesna, Pond and 
Petsko. Image courtesy of nationalpostdoc.org. 
 
dations) that have been adopted by over 150 
institutions nationwide. The NPA also works 
with federal agencies, such as the NIH and 
NSF to enhance postdoctoral training, 
benefits, and compensation. For instance, 
the NPA was among the advocates for 
NIH’s recent action to increase postdoctoral 
stipends. In terms of resources, the NPA has 
developed a number of informational guides 
for postdocs, available online. 
(http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/about-the-
npa-2/recent-accomplishments).  
 

 
NPA Keynote Address by Susan Fitzpatrick.                        
Image courtesy of nationalpostdoc.org. 
 
These cover topics such as career planning 
(http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/careers/car
eer-planning-resources/143-an-overview-of-
career-options-for-phds), responsible 
conduct of research, work-life issues such as 
maternity leave, a “Survival Guide for 
International Postdocs,” and financial 
concerns such as student loans. Finally, their 
community-building aim is achieved 
through an annual conference as well as 
regional meetings that allow postdocs to 
develop leadership skills and to network.  

 
A presentation on NIH funding at the NPA Meeting. Image 
courtesy of nationalpostdoc.org. 
 
The NPA’s annual meeting is the nexus of 
its efforts.  The meeting provides a chance 
for attendees to gather information, network, 
and exchange ideas about issues relevant to 
postdocs.  This year’s annual meeting, 
which occurred April 4-6 in St. Louis, 
included a keynote address, plenaries, 
workshops, and a poster session.  Workshop 
topics were varied, and included topics 
ranging from “Communication Tips and 
Techniques to Enhance Your Leadership  
Skills” to “Mental Health Issues and the 
Postdoctoral Training Environment” to 
“Diversifying Your Career Path.” UPenn 
was represented at the annual NPA meeting 
by Laura Butler, Ph.D., a member of Penn’s 
Biomedical Postdoctoral Council, and by 
David Busch, a postdoc at CHOP.  We 
caught up with Butler and Busch to get a 
closer look at this year’s meeting.  
 

 
A panel on recognizing stress in a postdoc at the NPA 
Meeting. Image courtesy of nationalpostdoc.org. 
 
Butler said that one of the main themes of 
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A poster session at the NPA Meeting. Photo Credit: Laura 
Butler. 
 
the meeting was the disparity between the 
number of postdocs and number of potential 
faculty positions. Discussions focused on the 
idea that "alternative careers" (outside of 
academia) are no longer alternative but more 
just "career options." Busch echoed this, 
citing statistics that only about fifteen 
percent of current postdocs will succeed in 
tenure track jobs, and that the tenure track 
path may not be a reasonable expectation. 
Busch also summarized some of the NPA 
Advisory Committee’s recommendations to 
NIH, including requiring individual 
development plans (IDPs) on all NIH 
supported postdoc positions, and expanding 
National Research Service Award (NRSA) 
benefits.  According to Busch, the NPA also 
recommended that the number of grants 
funded via the K99/R00 mechanism be 
doubled and the success rate brought up to 
30%.   He also noted that one of the NPA’s 
ongoing efforts is to boost retention of 
women postdocs.  
 
Among the workshops and plenary sessions 
that Butler attended were "Diversifying 
Your Career Path" and "Post Doc, Ergo 
Doc?"  Butler shared that the former 
enumerated transferable skills that postdocs 
possess: problem solving, communication, 
management, advising, ability to learn 
quickly, data processing, being detail 
oriented, and multitasking. The workshop 
highlighted how these are important in a 
wide range of careers, and encouraged 
postdocs to demonstrate to potential 
employers their skill in these areas. Other 

issues raised included the importance of 
networking. Panelists recommended using 
meetings and online communities (such as 
LinkedIn) to expand one’s network and gain 
recognition. “Using LinkedIn to reach out to 
people, even sending out emails "cold" 
asking for informational interviews were 
cited as useful ways of learning about 
particular career paths and industries,” said 
Butler. Panelists also emphasized that 
nurturing these connections, as they may be 
useful in the future, is important. 
 
In the plenary session "Post Doc, Ergo 
Doc?" issues were raised regarding the 
quality of care received by postdocs and low 
pay. Gregory Petsko from the National 
Academy of Arts and Sciences advocated a 
doubling of postdoc pay, suggesting that this 
would decrease lab sizes and allow better 
mentoring. Butler explained that “[Petsko] 
believes that the increased competition for 
postdoc positions would lead to better 
quality science, eliminating the perceived 
need to have large labs in order to produce 
the quantity of work needed to publish in 
‘boutique journals’.” Petsko also suggested 
that postdoc should not be viewed as a 
“default next step,” and that in his proposed 
system, PhDs might reconsider their career 
options, entering jobs more suited to them 
than postdoctoral research. 
 

 
Snacks at the NPA Meeting. Which was in St. Louis. Not 
Philadelphia. Despite the abundance of pretzels. Photo 
Credit: Laura Butler. 
 
In sum, both attendees described a good 
variety of talks, workshops and resources 
and ample opportunities for networking and 
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socializing. The NPA meeting is held each 
spring; next year’s will be in Baltimore. 
Registration will open in early 2015 at 
http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/meetings-
and-events-4/annual-meeting.  If you are 
interested in representing Penn at future 
NPA Meetings, please contact the 
Biomedical Postdoctoral Council (BPC).  
 
 
 

References: 
1.  National Science Foundation Division of 
Science Resource Statistics. (January 2010). 
Science and Engineering Indicators 2010. 
Arlington, VA: National Science Board. 
2.  National Postdoctoral Association Fact 
Sheet. (December 2013). 
http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/images/stori
es/Documents/Other/NPA-fact-sheet-dec-
2013.pdf

 

 

 

JOIN THE NATIONAL POSTDOCTORAL ASSOCIATION! 
Joining the NPA not only will give you access to an extensive postdoc network but you also will 
receive a growing number of benefits: 

• Subscriptions to the NPA E-Alerts, our periodic e-mail announcement, and the 
POSTDOCket, our quarterly newsletter; 

• Reduced registration fees to meetings; 
• Discounts on selected products and services; 
• Access to members-only web content; 
• Leadership and professional development opportunities through volunteer service; 
• Our commitment to be your national voice on postdoctoral issues; 

 
Your membership actively supports resources and programs that: 

• Advocate for policy changes within research institutions that host postdoctoral scholars 
• Work with the leadership of federal agencies such as the National Institutes of Health and 

the National Science Foundation to develop new programs and polcies for 
postdoctoral training, mentoring, compensation, and benefits 

• Assist future and current postdocs in their career development 
• Develop audience-specific resources 
• Provide opportunities for our members to exchange information, collaborate, and 

network 
• Increase diversity at all levels in the scientific community 

 

For more information, go to http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/membership-6/join-us. 

*All Penn Biomedical Postdocs are eligible for a free NPA affiliate membership!* 
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FREE 

EDITING SERVICE 
The UPenn 

Postdoctoral Editors Association 

offers free, confidential editing for 

grammar and scientific clarity of: 

 manuscripts 
 abstracts 
 grant proposals 
 posters 
 slides 
 

For more information or to submit a document for editing, 
contact: editor@mail.med.upenn.edu or visit our website at: 

 http://www.med.upenn.edu/bpc/editors_club.shtml 

*We are also looking for new editors interested in joining the PEA!* 
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Join the Penn Biomedical Postdoctoral Council! 
As a council member, you have the opportunity to influence postdoctoral 

policies and interact with your peers. We welcome the opportunity to induct 
new members. 

 

We meet monthly, and offer the chance to build 
leadership skills and become involved with 

committees including: 
• Postdoctoral Symposium Committee 

• Social Committee 
• Diversity Committee 

• Career Enhancement and Training Committee 
And more! 

For more information, visit 
http://www.med.upenn.edu/bpc/. 

Meetings are the first Monday of the month at 5 p.m. 
Our next meeting will be Monday 5/5/14, 5 p.m., 

Stellar-Chance 1st Floor Conference Room. Join us! 
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