
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

T
he biggest challenge facing

the chemical enterprise, at least
at the academic level, is enhancing
first- and second-year college stu-
dents’ awareness of chemistry.

There are those among us who have pro-
claimed chemistry as the “central science.”
To me, this term evokes the image of a
wheel: chemistry as the hub, with spokes
radiating outward to the various scientific
disciplines. Unfortunately, incoming stu-
dents want to be where “the rubber hits
the road” and it is their perception that
fields other than chemistry—especially
those in the biological sciences—offer
more scientific promise. I firmly believe
that this is only a perception and that stu-
dents can be educated on the strengths of
chemistry—provided we make the effort
to give them this information in their first
and second years!

Witness these numbers: Last year,
the University of California, Los
Angeles, awarded 254 undergradu-
ate degrees in the chemical sci-
ences—172 in biochemistry, 41 in
chemistry, and 41 in chemical engi-
neering. Such numbers provide a
snapshot of what students in the
chemical sciences think of the biol-
ogy-chemistry interface. Many are
congregating where chemistry
meets biology, and with good reason.
They are gathering at an exciting sci-
entific intersection that also offers
degrees in molecular biology, molec-
ular genetics, and neuroscience.

If we are truly concerned about
the future of chemistry as a disci-
pline, then we should be working
to ensure that students are drawn
into the field at early stages of their
academic careers. How do we
attract students to chemistry? One
suggestion is to give young students
a better view of chemistry the old-
fashioned way, by talking about it.
We need to actively engage stu-
dents in conversation and challenge
their oft-held conviction that
chemistry is only a means to a dif-
ferent scientific end.

Chemistry departments are
asked to provide introductory

chemistry coursework for a huge—some-
times overwhelming—number of stu-
dents. We can look at this as either an
unbearable “service” operation or a chance
to change a few minds. My own opinion,
shaped by six years of teaching at a liberal
arts college, is that active faculty inter-
vention is absolutely required to ensure
that students give chemistry full consid-
eration as an academic major. 

Many institutions have programs
designed to enhance first- and second-year
students’ awareness of chemistry. Such
programs are viable only if there is oppor-
tunity for an exchange of information
between faculty and students; not a one-
way “tell-it-from-the-mountain” approach
that is equivalent to “in one ear and out the
other.” Conversations are admittedly easy
in the liberal arts setting because student-
faculty contact is part of the culture. At

research universities, they are more diffi-
cult to come by on account of larger under-
graduate enrollments and graduate edu-
cation responsibilities. Creative solutions
exist, though.

In 1996, Stanford University initiated
the school’s largest faculty expansion in con-
cert with a new freshman seminar program
that enabled every first-year student to par-
ticipate in an interactive class with a tenure-
track faculty member. The seminars, part
of the Introductory Studies program aimed
at first- and second-year students, report-
edly have been a smashing success. Thanks
to this program, young students can have
meaningful discussions about chemistry
with many eminent chemists.

Another success story is the American
Chemical Society’s Scholars Program.
Since its inception in 1994, the program
has provided financial support and men-
toring to more than 900 underrepre-
sented minority students interested in
chemistry. Many of the scholarship recip-
ients are high school seniors who wish to
pursue a degree in the chemical sciences.
Remarkably, 83% of these students have
stayed in chemistry. What makes this pro-

gram work? Early on, students are
mentored by faculty members and
by chemists and chemical engi-
neers in industry.

These are just two examples of
programs that personalize the field
of chemistry for young students.
Do we need more chemists? This
question is usually tied to the sup-
ply and demand for traditional
chemistry jobs, and I believe such
an approach is shortsighted. The
question should be “Do we need
more people who think like
chemists?” I believe we do. We
clearly have room for growth, and
the best way to accomplish this is
for us to initiate the conversation.
By casting a wider, more personal-
ized net for future chemists, we will
ensure that chemistry remains a
healthy—and growing—scientific
enterprise. 
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CELEBRATE CHEMISTRY
Challenge students’ oft-held belief that chemistry
is only a means to a different scientific end 

GONE FISHING O’Leary believes the best way to
reel in future chemists is the old-fashioned way, by
talking about it.


