
Fort Lewis College Physical Chemistry Professor Dr. Ron Estler’s view of teaching at 
a small college is pretty straight forward: 
 
“Small size makes a huge difference. When I taught at the University of Southern 
California, I might have had 10 students walk through my door a year, and my class 
sizes were huge- 536 kids or more. At Fort Lewis, I can practically teach one-on-one 
with students. I truly can give back, and for me, that’s what makes teaching worth-
while.” 

Giving back is a deeply held belief in Dr. Estler’s life. As a young man, he was not 
only guided towards a college degree, but encouraged to believe in himself. His bene-
factor was a high school math teacher.

“I’m a first-generation college graduate from a blue-collar family. I had never even 
thought about going on to higher learning, and without her, I never would have. But 
she was determined I should go.”

Dr. Estler took to his new career with gusto, and wound up with a Ph.D. from Johns Hopkins, with post-gradu-
ate work at Stanford and Columbia. Especially important was his undergraduate research experience, which he 
feels helps to cement future scientists into their professions. Such paid internships allow students to continue 
working in their fields without a break. With the help of Alumni via upcoming initiatives, Dr. Estler hopes to 
assist the chemistry departments efforts in their program at FLC.

All of this fits nicely with Dr. Estler’s self- description as “FLC’s biggest cheerleader.” He was appointed to the 
Alumni Association Board of Directors a few years ago as an ex-officio member in order to bring in a different 
point of view to the board’s decision making. Dr. Estler is specifically interested in expanding alumni network-
ing via social media, which he has used to good effect in the past. As one of a handful of professional reviewers 
for the American Chemical Society, Dr. Estler travels quite a bit in order to review chemistry departments in 
colleges and universities across the country. Every time he goes out, he sends messages via Facebook inviting 
any alumni living near his destination to have dinner. The strategy has never failed to unearth graduates keen to 
have a meal with their former professor and catch up on their alma mater.

For Dr. Estler, such outreach is part of teaching the long game - seeing students through an admittedly difficult 
program, keeping their esteem high and dedication strong, then making sure they are not forgotten after gradu-
ating. 

Recently awarded the Roger 
Peters Distinguished Profes-
sor Award, Dr. Estler is the 
second FLC professor to be so
recognized.
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“It’s not hard to be proud of our school. Fort Lewis has one of the best 
programs in the country. I’d stack it up against any school, and some 
much larger departments with deeper pockets.”

In fact, he says the FLC Chemistry Department is a great bargain – 
small, low tuition, and best of all, heavily recruited. This interest is a re-
sult of the department-wide demand for academic excellence Dr. Estler 
has twice helped to inspire as Chair.

A humorous side-effect of such academic rigor is Dr. Estler’s accidental 
position as defacto proofreader to the science advisor for CBS Televi-
sion’s The Big Bang Theory. 

“Like probably most scientists, I’m a big fan of the series. On one epi-
sode I noticed that there was an incorrect formula written on a black-
board in the background, so on a whim I e-mailed the show’s science 
advisor, who turned out to be UCLA’s David Saltzberg. I kidded him 
about keeping up professional standards, but to my surprise, he wrote 
me back! It turned out the set dressers had made the mistake, but he was 
pleased someone was paying attention.”

Since then, Dr. Estler and Dr. Saltzberg have developed a friendship that 
blossomed into VIP tickets and a set visit during a trip to Los Angeles last 
year. “That’s one to the great things about science,” Dr. Estler said, stand-
ing next to a 
mass spec-

trometer that his students help to build. “It takes you 
in unexpected directions. It allows you to build a ma-
chine like this, that is capable of weighing molecules, 
while also getting you into a back lot cast party.”

In honor of his new connection to Hollywood, Dr. 
Estler has taken to wearing a tee-shirt not unlike one 
of the characters from the show on occasion for lec-
tures. “It’s really fun,” he says, “the stereotypes on the 
show are accurate, but so is the science. I use this to 
get students to understand the real-world excitement 
of science, that it is a vital part of the world. What 
could be better?”

Dr. Estler wearing his famous “Sheldon 
Shirt” in homage to CBS’s The Big Bang 
Theory.

The mass spectrometer built by Dr. Estler and his students.


