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Background 
The University of Hawai‘i Center for Microbial Oceanography: Research and Education 
(C-MORE) program organized an all-day COMPASS workshop attended by 19 graduate 
students, postdoctoral students, CMORE staff and SOEST faculty on Friday, September 
24, 2010.  Nearly every participant was affiliated with C-MORE.  The purpose of the 
workshop was to help C-MORE students and faculty scientists become more effective 
and comfortable communicating science to the general public.  Workshop leader and 
COMPASS Assistant Director of Ocean Science Outreach Elizabeth Neeley stressed the 
importance of understanding the approach taken by journalists when covering scientific 
research.   
 
Neeley organized several practical activities including mock interview scenarios with 
reporters as well as interview do’s and don’ts.  Participants critiqued each other and 
themselves following each mock interview scenario, which seemed to improve the 
quality of each successive interview scenario.  One activity that received high praise from 
workshop participants was the message box.  The message box is a graphic that allows 
researchers to refine their message for multiple purposes including interview talking 
points, explaining their profession or framing a press release.  Tailoring complex 
microbial oceanography research findings into a simple, understandable message for the 
lay person is challenging for the best scientists and the message box activity appeared to 
help participants explain their research in a clear, concise way.   
 
Participants were asked to complete a short evaluation survey as the day’s activities 
concluded.  The survey instrument consisted of ten questions. Participants were asked to 
rate the workshop in terms of convenience and how interesting and useful the various 
workshop activities were.  Several open ended questions were also asked, prompting 
participants to provide comments, describe any lessons they learned, and suggestions for 
improving the workshop.  A synopsis of participant responses is discussed below.  
 
Workshop Logistics 
In rating the convenience of the workshop, participants were asked to rate (a) the timing 
of the workshop, (b) the workshop location and (c) the length of the workshop, using a 
five-point scale where ‘1’ equals very inconvenient, ‘2’ inconvenient, ‘3’ neutral, ‘4’ 
convenient, and ‘5’ very convenient.  
 

Table 1. Workshop Convenience (n=19) 
Question Mean Median Range 

Timing of the workshop 
(date, date, time of day) 4.32 5 1-5 

Workshop location 4.47 5 1-5 
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Length of the workshop 4.26 4 1-5 
 
Overall, respondents felt that the timing, location and length of the workshop were either 
convenient or very convenient.  Only one respondent out of 19 rated all three as ‘very 
inconvenient’, which reduced the overall mean convenience score slightly.  In an open-
ended question asking participants to provide comments or suggestions, the person who 
rated the convenience of workshop as ‘very inconvenient’ in all three areas asked 
organizers to “Please send out more information about the schedule before the workshop 
starts”.  The only other ‘inconvenient’ rating was received on the question about the 
workshop location.  Since two workshop participants traveled from the continental 
United States to attend the COMPASS workshop, it was that reasonable for one of them 
to remark “aside from the travel time to get here the workshop was very well organized.”  
So although the location of the workshop—Honolulu, Hawai‘i—may not have been 
convenient for them, they still rated praised the organization of the workshop.  Two 
participants suggested using name tags for those participating and another asked that 
more information about the survey and the message box be disseminated in advance of 
the workshop.  However, most participants praised the organization and structure of the 
workshop. 
 
Level of Interest 
Participants were also asked to rate how interesting various sections of the workshop 
were to them, using a five-point scale where ‘1’ is not at all interesting, ‘2’ slightly 
interesting, ‘3’ moderately interesting, ‘4’ quite interesting, and ‘5’ very interesting.  
 

Table 2. Gauging interest in workshop sections (n=19) 
Section Title Mean Median Range 

“What journalists want from 
you and bridging the worlds”  4.32 4 3-5 

“Message Box” 4.26 4 2-5 
“Scenarios” 4.68 5 3-5 

 
Overall, very positive ratings were reported for all of the workshop sections with 
“Scenarios” receiving slightly higher ratings than the other workshops.  Also, only one 
response of “slightly interesting” was reported out of 57 total responses (19 responses to 
each of the three questions).   
 
Usefulness of Workshop 
Participants were also asked to rate the utility or the usefulness of the workshop on a five-
point scale where ‘1’ equals not at all useful, ‘2’ slightly useful, ‘3’ moderately useful, 
‘4’ quite useful, and ‘5’ very useful.   
 

Table 3.  Usefulness of workshop sections (n=19) 
Section Title Mean Median Range 

“What journalists want from 
you and bridging the worlds”  4.33 4 3-5 

“Message Box” 4.33 5 2-5 
“Scenarios” 4.61 5 3-5 
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Very positive ratings were given regarding the usefulness of the three workshop sections.  
Only one ‘slightly useful’ was reported by a participant, and it was the same participant 
who reported the message box activity as only ‘slightly interesting’.  Most comments 
about the specific sections of the workshop were positive, with only a few suggestions for 
improvement.  Three participants would have liked more time to review and refine their 
message boxes individually before they were interviewed in front of the group.  One 
person even commented that “I am NOT a fan of role-playing but actually found it 
[Scenarios] very useful”.   
 
 
Overall Rating 
Respondents were also asked to rate the workshop overall (on a scale where 1 = very 
poor and 10 = excellent).  The mean and median workshop ratings were nine (nearly 
excellent), with a range of 7-10.  Participants were also asked if they would recommend 
the workshop to a peer and all 19 responded that they would, a strong indication of the 
COMPASS workshop’s overall utility.  
 
The evaluation survey concluded with three open-ended questions: (a) what lessons from 
the workshop will you incorporate in your future work and is there anything that you’ll 
do differently; (b) do you have any feedback about the individual trainers; and (c) please 
make any additional suggestions for improvement.  
 
Lessons Learned 
In describing the lessons they learned from the COMPASS workshop, 8 of 19 
participants mentioned that they would use the message box, especially when talking to 
the press.  Two of 19 said they would talk to the press and/or collect contact information 
on reporters.  Two participants declared their intentions to refine the message of their 
research in a concise way and two others stated that they would prepare more before 
speaking with the press or speaking about their research.   
 
Evaluation of Trainers 
Feedback and comments for the individual trainers were also extremely positive.  Nearly 
everyone praised COMPASS workshop leader Elizabeth Neeley for her time-
management and moderation skills, knowledge of scientific issues, and ability to convey 
how to communicate with the press effectively.  Members of the press corps present were 
also praised for their helpfulness in explaining how scientists can communicate with the 
press better.  The following comment is indicative of the types of comments made by 
workshop participants: “Liz- very good at keeping session smooth and sparking 
conversation.  David, Helen, Audrey- awesome, SUPER HELPFUL, thank you.” 
 
Suggestions for Improvement 
Several additional comments or suggestions for improvement were given by workshop 
participants.  Two felt that the workshop wasn’t long enough and would like to attend a 
full COMPASS workshop over the course of three days.  The opportunity to interact with 
journalists was mentioned several times.  Two participants thought that the importance of 
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cultivating press relationships perhaps could’ve been mentioned earlier in the workshop.  
Others expressed general praise for the workshop, e.g., “It was great, thank you”.  
 
In sum, the COMPASS Science Communication Workshop appeared to have a very 
positive effect on CMORE graduate students and faculty.  The fact that all 19 reported 
that they would recommend the workshop to a colleague is indicative of the program’s 
merit.  Participants had few suggestions for improvement and almost nothing negative to 
say about the program’s content, organization or timing.  The COMPASS workshop 
seems to be a worthy investment of time and resources for CMORE students and faculty.   


