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STORYTELLING: THE MOST IMPORTANT SKILL 
I  EVER LEARNT AS A SCIENTIST
Matt McArthur uses both his science background and his storytelling skills to bring the wonder 
of science into the lives of schoolchildren around Victoria.

Because we communicate so often and so effectively 
using stories, it’s easy to forget that storytelling is 
a skill. Narratives run through our cultural history 
more so than data and the conclusions we draw 
from it, but scientists often place information 
and analysis above stories when explaining their 
findings. Given the work that goes into training in 
a scientific field, and in generating and analysing 
data sets, this is understandable. But it’s still 
problematic that so many scientists treat storytelling 
as an auxiliary skill, if they consider it a skill at all. 
Given the environmental challenges we face, it’s 
more important than ever that we have effective 

communication between the people identifying 
the problems we face and their possible solutions 
and the people who can bring about the necessary 
changes. Scientists need to communicate their work 
effectively with the public, particularly the young 
people who will inherit any challenges our own 
generation fails to address effectively.

If you look for them, you find stories in every 
aspect of human existence. Our internal monologue, 
the news and even the briefest interactions with 
other people contain elements of narrative, or 
even entire stories comprising beginning, middle, 
end and moral lesson. Cave paintings reveal that 
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humanity has been telling itself stories since before 
we developed language. This is powerful, heady stuff, 
so it’s surprising that, when I tell my friends that 
I attend storytelling events as a regular night out, 
they ask me how late my children are allowed to stay 
up, thinking that I must refer to someone reading 
children’s books at the local library.

As with any skill, a person can hone their storytelling 
ability by understanding how stories work and 
by practising. Encouragement from professional 
storyteller Jackie Kerin saw me attending a monthly 
storytelling circle in my area. People ranging in age 
from 10 to 70, and ranging in background from 
factory worker to lawyer, turned up in the town scout 
hall. Someone lit a fire and people began to share 
stories. Personal experiences, folk tales and shaggy 
dog stories poured out. When invited to take my 
turn by the hearth, I spoke about a single moment 
in time under the Antarctic sea ice that haunts me, 
and which I’m told now haunts some of those who 
heard me speak. I went home drunk on vicarious 
experience, steeped in folklore from far flung lands 
and determined to learn more about sharing my 
knowledge and experiences with others through 
stories.

Since that first outing, I’ve attended every event I 
can, learning something from each performer and 
from each telling. Watching someone practise a 
tale over several events, perhaps girding themselves 
for a festival show or preparing for a performance 
of particular importance to them, showed me new 
perspectives on how to mould a tale to its optimal 
shape, conveying the most information and gaining 
the greatest impact reliably and for the least effort.

This bled over into my working life.

When I started my career in marine ecology, I hated 
public speaking but recognised that conferences 
and interviews offered scope to communicate my 
research effectively. I set myself to task, learning 
how to present my work to an audience. I watched 
my colleagues’ presentations with a critical eye 
and applied trial and error in my own to work out 
from first principles that which Toastmasters might 
have taught me far faster. I’m confident I became 
competent in the end. Well, my hands stopped 
shaking, anyway. With the bare bones of public 
speaking competence in hand, I began applying new 
insights drawn from storytelling to my presentations. 
I found myself not only engaging my audience 
more thoroughly than before but enjoying myself – 
something I couldn’t have imagined when I started 
on this journey.

Top and left: A puppet can entertain, but without a 
story to tell a puppeteer is just a show-off with their 
hand up a pretend animal’s bum. Photography: Neil 
Bruce

Middle: Exercises in measurement and experiment 
are meaningless unless they are firmly tied to the real 
world in some way. Stories bridge that gap with ease. 
Photography: Matt McArthur

Bottom: Storytelling is not widely recognised as 
the focus of a good night out but The Moth and 
Laborastory events sell out month after month and 
generate an atmosphere akin to a live music or comedy 
performance. Photography: Alfie Photography
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Science, while it uses facts as a footing and data 
as a tool, is about stories. Stories aren’t the reason 
we apply scientific thinking or methods but they 
are how we fit the information we start and end 
any scientific investigation with into the wider 
human narrative. I can bring any number of facts 
or artefacts into a classroom and draw my audience 
in with the wonder these can generate. But, unless 
there is a narrative underlying it, the wonder is 
just a short-lived buzz. Similarly, if I tell students 
anecdotes about my experiences working at sea or 
underwater without a message tied to the goals of 
the lesson, I’m spinning my wheels with short-lived 
wonder.

My efforts in research and education coincide to 
provide the greatest benefit to students and my 
highest level of satisfaction when stories about my 
experiences, or the organisms and systems under 
discussion, capture the attention of my audience, fill 
them with wonder and leave a lasting message. The 
longer I work at it, the more often I experience that 
confluence. Taking students to the seashore is, while 
fraught with physical challenges, an easy way to fill 
them with the lore of marine life and to illustrate 
the connectedness of natural systems. It’s another 
thing to bring those concepts into a classroom and 
I doubt I would get any traction trying to convey 
those ideas using a projector and my shell collection 
if storytelling was not the foremost tool in my 
teaching skills box.

Teachers are among the best storytellers in our 
community. They spend their days telling and 
listening to an almost endless stream of narrative, 
but I highly recommend attending storytelling 
events in your area. Beside the wealth of experience 
and perspective they offer, I find there is always 
something new to learn from people who make 
storytelling an end and not just the means to an 
end.

FURTHER INFORMATION

Matt McArthur has spent the past 20 years working on and 
under the sea in Australia, New Zealand and Antarctica. 
He now runs a science incursions business servicing primary 
and secondary schools throughout Victoria. Drawing on 
his experiences as an ecologist, lecturer, musician and 
puppeteer, Matt develops off-the-shelf and bespoke lessons 
to highlight and supplement curriculum material about 
environmental processes and challenges, always with an eye 
for demonstrating how to use scientific thinking and methods 
in everyday situations.

Matt podcasts about Antarctic history in his Ice Coffee 
series, and publishes articles on marine ecology, diving, 
aviation and critical thinking. He is performing in the finals 
of The Moth competitive storytelling event in 2017 and will 
be presenting as part of a Story-Telling Australia Victoria 
showcase in the 2017 Willy Lit Fest.

divermatt.com.au


