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& THE ORGANIZATION I work for, the American

Institute of Physics, has a subscription to Linke-

dIn Learning, a website that offers video courses.

Every Tuesday AIP’s HR department circulates

an email inviting all employees to watch a series

of short instructional videos. A recent set had to

do with giving and receiving criticism.

So few employees watch the videos that AIP is

contemplating letting its subscription lapse. I am

not surprised by the low adoption rate. Among

the products and services that AIP provides to

the physics community are a monthly magazine,

an archive of historical documents, a science

policy newsletter, and employment surveys.

AIP’s staff members have diverse expertise. Any

training video aimed at all of us is perforce

focused on generic workplace skills. Inevitably,

the videos feature humans just talking at the cam-

era. The power of video to show action is unused,

with result that what’s annoying about video is

not offset by any advantage: You cannot alter

the speed; you cannot highlight or bookmark

anything; you cannot easily jump ahead because

you do not knowwhat is next.

Video is, however, excellent for teaching

people how to do things with their hands.

My wife Jan watched a video on YouTube and

then confidently and skillfully replaced the waste

disposal unit beneath our kitchen sink. She had

never done the task before. Video is also excel-

lent for showing people how to navigate and

deploy visually intricate software menus. Profi-

ciency in Excel’s pivot tables, Jan tells me, is best

acquired through an instructional video.

Those examples of video instruction—bad and

good—got me wondering about how often we

make active, informed choices of communication

media. Computers have given us more options.

How shouldwe take advantage of them?

As a magazine editor, I deal mostly in the

written word and the static image. But Physics

Today has a website, and my colleagues and

I have begun to exploit computer graphics.

Our most recent foray entailed creating an ani-

mated map of the shifting locations of Nobel

laureates over the past century. The flight of

Jewish physicists from Nazi Germany in the

1930s stands out as a firework-like burst. If

I were a physics professor, I might use anima-

tions to teach students about entropy, angular

momentum, time dilation, and other concepts

that are intrinsically dynamic.

Ironically, thinking about videos, animations,

and other media has made me more aware of

the strengths of the written word. Among them
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is the ability to convey thoughts and ideas,

whether deep or whimsical. This column has

striven to do just that ever since its origina-

tor, former CiSE editor-in-chief Francis

Sullivan, asked in the first line of his debut

column, “Should computational science have a

Pope?”1

& REFERENCE
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