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My Summer at the Voice  
of America

Adriana Salerno

Every college freshman is faced with an important 
decision: what to major in. In my case, I believe it 
was a rather unusual set of alternatives. I didn’t 
know if I wanted to study math or communica-
tions. I had the opportunity to study either, which 
made the decision even harder. It is probably clear 
to anyone reading this what choice I made, but the 
decision was based on practicality rather than pref-
erence. My rationale was that if I ever changed my 
mind or realized I had made the wrong decision, it 
would be much easier to switch from math to com-
munications than the other way around. I figured 
that after many years of not doing math I wouldn’t 
be able to pick it up very easily, but I would always 
be interested in reading and writing and therefore 
keep developing good communication skills.

It was evident to me, the more I got into math, 
that the connection between people who do math 
and everyone else was broken. To “outsiders”, 
mathematics seemed to work much like a secret 
society that allowed in only certain privileged 
people (sometimes referred to as geniuses). I then 
started fantasizing about being able to bridge that 
gap, expose our society, but I didn’t really know 
how. The idea that I could be a communicator and a 
mathematician at the same time never crossed my 
mind. When I saw the announcement for the AAAS/
AMS Mass Media Fellowship it was like having an 
epiphany; it felt almost as though it was meant to 
be. I definitely wanted to give it a try. My advisor 
was very supportive so I went for it.

Fast forward five months, and there I am, walk-
ing through security of a government building in 
Washington, DC, on my way to my first meeting 
with all the writers and editors of the English Fea-
tures department at the Voice of America (VOA). 
I wasn’t familiar with the VOA, and soon after 

receiving the announcement that I had won the 
fellowship I figured out why: it is a government-
run radio station that broadcasts internationally 
but not inside the United States.

I was assigned to write English language fea-
tures, which are 4- to 5-minute long stories. The 
best thing about this format is that it allowed me 
to research topics more deeply and slowly than 
I could have were I writing short news updates. 
I quickly learned that there were three possible 
ways in which my stories could be used: they 
could air with a science news magazine called Our 
World (and by magazine I mean a radio program 
presenting short segments on a variety of topics); 
they could be aired together with the English news 
broadcast; or they could be picked up by one of 
the many language services, translated, and aired 
with their own news broadcasts.

The fellowship was billed as a science journal-
ism fellowship, so I was supposed to report on all 
sorts of science topics. But I admit that my goal 
from the beginning was to try to get as many sto-
ries about math on the air as I could. My editor, 
Rob Sivak, was a little hesitant at first because he 
felt I was operating in my comfort zone, but after 
a while it was evident to both him and me that 
talking about math on the radio was possibly the 
hardest thing to do. I was lucky that most of the 
math ideas I pitched to Rob were accepted. I think 
he also wanted to see what I could do.

My first math story was about Raghu Varadhan, 
the 2007 Abel Prize winner. This one was received 
very positively by Rob because it was about a math-
ematician, not so much about math, and because 
Varadhan is from India and we have many listen-
ers there. He was great to interview and I think 
the piece was one of my best. The main challenge 
I encountered was “voicing” the piece—that is, 
reading it for radio. It was only the second piece 
I had voiced, and I was still pretty terrible at it. 
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