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Gaming the system

A board game to ease the stress of learning organic chemistry.

BY ADRIAN BONENBERGER

Most students hoping to enter medical school view organic
chemistry, colloquially called “orgo,” with apprehension
and fear; failure to excel in the course means risking one’s
chances of admission to a good institution. Failure to pass
the course means dooming one’s dreams of becoming a
doctor entirely.

Prerak Juthani, however, a third-year student at Yale
School of Medicine, loved his time in organic chemistry.
He saw it as a game in which you had to use different
chemicals to synthesize unique substances.

“I enjoyed that class, but I understand why people
struggle,” said Juthani. While he is aware of the course’s
dire reputation, he believes that the problem is not
with the material so much as the context surrounding
the course, and existing pedagogical approaches to it.

“Organic chemistry is a very unusual class in the sciences,
and people have to study for it differently, which throws
them for a curve.”

That’s why Juthani co-founded REACT! with a
University of California, Berkeley undergraduate while he
was there. REACT! takes study aid to a whole new level,
combining attributes of board games with attributes of
a card game, all dedicated to helping students master
organic chemistry.

“Because of my passion for it, I began to tutor strug-
gling students, and in the process figured that I could turn
the concepts of organic chemistry into a study aid,” said
Juthani. “I got together with a couple friends, and the
more we talked about it, the more we realized orgo could
be gamified—turned into a competitive game.”

According to statista.com, a website dedicated to
aggregating and analyzing market data, the global
board game industry in 2019 is worth approximately
$8.5 billion. That makes a study aid that’s pitched
in a board game format a good bet financially—and
an excellent fit for the intellectually stimulated
high-achieving undergraduates who must take the

daunting class in order to matriculate at medical or
graduate school.

After raising money through a Kickstarter campaign—
over $15,000—the team was ready to take it live. Now,
REACT! is available at $40 per set. The game, played by two
to four people, includes 212 cards, four reaction maps, four

“lab benches,” four dry-erase markers, and one manual.
“The goal is to score as many points as possible,” said
Juthani. “You can score many points by saving up and
making one big compound, or score a few points many
times with smaller reactions. That’s the element of strat-
egy in the game, knowing what’s out there and seeing a
viable path based on the reagent cards in your hand.”

According to the co-president of REACT!, Daniel
Rosenthal, helping people learn science comes naturally
to Juthani. “We met in 2015, a year before Prerak started
REACT! He was an energetic student-leader, tutoring
hundreds of UC Berkeley students in biology and chemis-
try at UC Berkeley’s Student Learning Center.”

Rosenthal believes great things are in store for REACT!,
and also for his colleague: “Prerak is dynamic, driven,
and innovative. Now that he’s at Yale School of Medicine,
he’s encouraging me to guide our team and take REACT!
to new heights.”

For Juthani’s part, he’s excited about ways to connect
with people in and provide value to the New Haven com-
munity. Though it took a little while to adjust from his
native San Francisco, Juthani said YSM feels like home.

“There are so many things happening here at Yale School
of Medicine, it can be overwhelming. But once I had spent
a couple months here, I found my people and have been
able to create a community that drives me to continually
do bigger and better things. I'm hoping to continue pur-
suing my passion of entrepreneurship by doing an MBA
here in the near future.” /yale medicine magazine

Adrian Bonenberger is Editor of Yale Medicine Magazine.
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