
“What is quantum optics?” “How  
do you pay for your Ph.D, Charles?” 
Surrounded by 120 New Haven 
middle and high school students 
and parents, Charles Brown, a Yale  
physics Ph.D student, clears up 
the misconceptions behind these 
questions and plants the seeds  
of excitement in physics. “Ph.D 
students in physics are rewarded 
for their merit, and don’t have to  
pay anything!” he continues. At this 
Yale Open Labs event, Charles is one of the 4 speakers 
drawn from the network of two dozen fellow graduate 
students forming the Open Labs initiative to bridge 
the disparity gap in New Haven.

Open Labs is a volunteer organization of graduate 
students, united by a shared passion: to reach young 
minds who are drawn by the power of physics and  
other sciences to redefine the landscape of tomorrow, 
but who find themselves in an underserved environ-
ment. Even two hours after Charles’ short, TED-like 
presentation, he continued to answer question after  
question in one of the many breakout discussion groups,  
joined by other physics graduate students, Savannah 
Thais and Nick Frattini. Although the event was large, 
40 middle and high school students from the New 
Haven community still had to be waitlisted.

The popularity of these events serve as a testament to  
the ability of the Open Labs model to inspire young 
scholars and the New Haven community at large. 
Zlatko Minev, a physics graduate student and a 
Graduate and Professional Student Senate member, 
founded the Open Labs in 2012 and it has already 
reached over 1,200 students and parents in the greater 
New Haven area. The name “Open Labs” reflects 
Zlatko’s desire to make science and science career 
pathways accessible to young scholars by placing them 
in the shoes of a scientist at a “real” lab.

This year, the success of the Open Labs model pro- 
moted its expansion to the University of Pennsylvania,  
Princeton University, and Columbia University with 
this initiative led by Darryl Seligman, a Ph.D. student 

Open Labs (theOpenLabs.org) is a science-outreach organization founded by Yale Physics 
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in Astronomy. These three new 
Open Labs chapters have already 
reached several hundred students 
and parents beyond New Haven. 
In the meantime, the team at Yale 
is planning for further expansion. 

In addition to being an active 
fellow at Open Labs, in 2016, 
Charles co-founded the Yale 
League of Black Scientists (YLBS) 
with Brooke Russell (Yale Physics 

graduate student) to focus on the socioeconomically 
disadvantaged members of our community and 
support the pursuit of their scientific knowledge. 
Collaboration between Open Labs and YLBS has 
formed a powerful resource for those of the local 
community who seek exposure to STEM disciplines, 
as well as mentorship from graduate researchers.

This year, Open Labs was awarded the public outreach 
grant by APS in collaboration with NSF. With this 
funding and support of donations, Open Labs seeks to 
educate and mentor young minds in underprivileged 
environments in New Haven and across the nation. 
Presently, Open Labs continues its mission to inspire 
and support young scholars through showing them 
what it is to be a Yale scientist who pushes back on the 
boundaries of the known.

~ Zlatko Minev 
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