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complicated subject and translate it into a compelling 
story. It’s like a logic puzzle of its own: Using only words 
accessible to a Calculus I student, explain how a quantum 
computer works. (There may be infinitely many solutions.)

Science journalism also brought me back in touch with 
the reasons I fell in love with math and science in the first 
place. Instead of worrying about technical details, I was fo-
cusing on the human story behind scientific results. Journal 
articles on cosmology that I found incomprehensible came 
to life in interviews with the scientists, who reminded me 
of the awe-inspiring vastness of the universe. Even though 
my first instinct when I see a spider is to attack it with a 
broom, I found myself nodding along with insect vision 
researchers: yes, jumping spiders are, undeniably, charming 
and adorable.

During my time as a graduate student, I’ve often 
wondered about the importance and effectiveness of 
mathematical outreach programs. Most mathematicians 
are not bettering the world directly the way ecologists or 
social workers are. If we want people to use their talents 
to improve society, should they really go into math? Being 
exposed to science stories from a range of disciplines—
through interviews and the work of other journalists at 
Scientific American—reminded me why mathematics and 
basic science are crucial to so much of the modern world. 
For my very first story, I spoke to a mathematician using 
the Ising model—originally conceived of as a model of 
magnetism—to describe how Arctic sea ice is melting and 
to a neuroscientist who applies it to what’s going on in our 
brains. When Wilhelm Lenz proposed the Ising model, 
he (probably) never imagined it would have applications 
in such diverse fields. But without it, we might not have 
the neural networks that scientists are now using to study 
patients with dementia.

I still have a lot to learn about writing (and about 
math). I don’t know if I’ll become a science journalist. But 
this summer has opened up a world of opportunities for 

If you had told me when I was nine or ten years old that I 
would do a PhD in math, I would have been surprised—to 
say the least. Math and science, I thought, were boring. I 
preferred to spend my time reading novels, writing short 
stories, and doing acrobatics in the backyard.

As I grew older, I discovered the beauty of mathematical 
arguments. I grew addicted to the way everything clicked 
into place when I solved a hard math or physics problem. 
But I still loved my humanities classes. When I applied 
to university, I considered a range of paths: engineering, 
physics, psychology, journalism. In the end, I chose a joint 
major in math and physics, and it became clear my next 
step would be graduate school. But I always felt the tug of 
my other self—the one that had pursued writing instead 
of mathematics.

When my department at Stanford University advertised 
the AAAS Mass Media fellowship, it felt like an oppor-
tunity tailor-made for me. The fellowship places science 
and engineering graduate students and postdocs at news 
outlets around the United States, where they become 
science journalists for the summer. I had never written a 
news story before, but by some miracle I was awarded the 
fellowship. I spent the summer at Scientific American in 
New York, where I produced news stories on all kinds of 
scientific topics. I wrote about pigeons flocking, quantum 
computers, cosmology, and whether or not to use a fan on 
a hot day. And, of course, math.

The summer was a total change of pace from life as 
a graduate student. I learned to write a story the public 
would care about—to hook readers with an intriguing lede, 
to make concepts as concrete as possible. I struggled the 
most with mathematical stories; my background clouded 
my view of what a reader would need explained. (It turns 
out readers will not think of a “graph” as a collection of 
edges and vertices and may ask what function it’s associated 
to.) But in the end, it was immensely satisfying to take a  
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someone who never thought of herself as a math person 
but fell in love with math anyway.

Leila Sloman

For more information about the fellowship program, 
see https://www.ams.org/massmediafellow  
or https://www.aaas.org/programs/mass 
-media-fellowship. Email amsdc@ams.org with any 
questions. The deadline for 2020 fellowship applica-
tions is January 1, 2020.
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