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Letter from the Organizing Committee
Dear Sponsors, Supporters, and Members of the ComSciCon Community,
Despite the challenges presented in the past year by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, we
managed to host the inaugural ComSciCon Los Angeles chapter workshop virtually in April
2021. Using platforms including Zoom and Slack, we brought together science
communicators from institutions across the Los Angeles metropolitan area for two days of fun
and learning. In this report, we would like to share with you some of the highlights and
lessons learned from the first year of our new chapter.
In Fall 2020, we received almost 100 applications for 50 spots in the workshop, showing the
demand for programming like ComSciCon-LA in this area. This new ComSciCon chapter fills a
gap in the chapter workshop coverage, as the nearest workshop to this area is multiple hours
south in San Diego. With a multitude of higher education institutions in the LA area, there are
many students that can benefit from ComSciCon-LA this year and in years to come.
For this inaugural workshop, our team of graduate student organizers put together an
engaging set of programming featuring experts from the Los Angeles area, harnessing the
unique positioning of Los Angeles as an entertainment capital. In addition to covering
fundamentals of science communication and writing, our programming included relevant and
pressing topics such as Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in SciComm and How to Use Social
Media for SciComm. To take advantage of LA’s unique relationship with the entertainment
industry, we hosted a panel of experts working on unique science communication in Los
Angeles—such as Professor David Saltzberg, a physicist who also consults for TV shows like
the Big Bang Theory, and Rosanna Xia, a reporter covering science and climate in Los Angeles.
Our keynote was given by the legendary Southern California earthquake scientist and
communicator, Dr. Lucy Jones, focusing on how to deal with misinformation in this new age of
“QAnon” and other conspiracies. We also offered attendees ways to engage and network
despite the online environment, encouraging communication via Slack and hosting game
nights to build community.
In this report, we summarize the work done by ComSciCon-LA over the past year, illustrating
its value to the community and the essential service we have brought to Los Angeles’s
graduate students. We are as always so grateful for our sponsors for making this workshop
possible: UCLA Department of Physics and Astronomy, UCLA Department of Chemistry and
Biochemistry, UC Riverside Department of Entomology, UCLA Department of English, UCLA
College of Physical Sciences, Caltech Office of Strategic Communications, Chapman University
Schmid College of Science and Technology, UCLA Center for Diverse Leadership in Science,
UCSB Graduate Division, UCSB Mathematical, Life and Physical Sciences.
We are so looking forward to more years to come of ComSciCon-Los Angeles!
Sincerely, the ComSciCon-LA 2021 Organizing Committee
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Executive Summary
ComSciCon is a professional development workshop organized by graduate students, with
the goal of providing other STEM graduate students with the skills and resources required to
communicate their science clearly and effectively with a wide array of audiences. Our first
annual Los Angeles chapter workshop, ComSciCon-LA 2021, saw 50 graduate student
attendees selected from nearly 100 applicants coming together virtually to learn from experts
in science communication and from each other.
Partners: We thank our sponsors for providing the support needed to make this workshop
possible: UCLA Department of Physics and Astronomy, UCLA Department of Chemistry and
Biochemistry, UC Riverside Department of Entomology, UCLA Department of English, UCLA
College of Physical Sciences, Caltech Office of Strategic Communications, Chapman University
Schmid College of Science and Technology, UCLA Center for Diverse Leadership in Science,
UCSB Graduate Division, UCSB Mathematical, Life and Physical Sciences.
Write-a-thon: The Write-A-Thon is an integral part of ComSciCon’s programming. Each
attendee produced an original piece of science writing during the workshop. During the event,
each student received one-on-one feedback on their writing from professional writers and
editors—our invited experts—and from their peers. With the help of ComSciCon-LA
organizers, attendees are now seeking publication for their work at local and national outlets
in print and online.
Special Sessions: This year, we had sessions focused on science communication on social
media, empathetic communication, using improv to hone your message,
diversity/equity/inclusion, unique science communication opportunities in Los Angeles and
the entertainment industry, and more.
Keynote Address: Our keynote was given by Dr. Lucy Jones, local science communicator and
earthquake scientist at Caltech. Lucy designed a new talk especially for ComSciCon Los
Angeles, focusing on how to mitigate the spread of misinformation in our current age of
conspiracies and mistrust.
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Testimonials
“The write-a-thon was an excellent opportunity and motivated me to write up some of my recent
scientific findings for a public audience. It forced me to think about my science not just as a list
of results, but as a compelling story. In the process I learned how to pitch an article, got
feedback from communication experts, and found lots of great outlets for sharing stories... In
general, I found the environment of the ComSciCon-LA workshop to be really energizing. It's rare
for me to find others interested in science communication in my research groups, so interacting
with a group of scicommers has been really encouraging and motivating.”
– Shane Coffield, Ph.D. Student at University of California, Irvine

“Being pushed to present and speak about science in a supportive and enthusiastic
environment (in the pop talks, or when workshopping my Write-a-Thon piece) helped me stop
being so anxious about being new to the field and prompted me to actually complete a science
writing project without giving up out of nervousness. Additionally, while much has been said
about the "lacking" experience of online-only events, I felt that ComSciCon-LA was very well
organized and professionally executed, and as a result, much more engaging than the
majority of online events I have attended in the past year.”
– Fayth Tan, Ph.D. student at California Institute of Technology

“I enjoyed one of the very first panels the most. I enjoyed listening and asking questions to a
diverse panel of sci comm people in the area. I enjoyed the feedback I got from our writing
coach. I feel like my scientific writing has improved. I felt welcomed; however, I feel like there
could have been more diversity in the panelists or even the participants selected. Finally, I
enjoyed the opportunities to network and get to know fellow scientists in the area.”
– Daniel Olivares-Zambrano, M.S. Graduate at California State University, Los Angeles
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“I had little familiarity with science communication and wanted to attend ComSciCon-LA to
learn about the community and how to become a better writer and communicator. I wasn't
quite sure what to expect, but ComSciCon-LA turned out to be a lot of fun! The environment felt
welcoming, and the organizers did a great job making the conference work in the virtual format.
The most helpful and educational part of the event was the Write-a-thon, and I had wonderful
peer group members and expert reviewers. Outside of the Write-a-thon, I had a lot of fun in the
improv workshop and the pop talks. It wasn't easy improvising on the spot, but everyone was
really friendly, and I loved hearing how others spun their research. If anyone is on the fence
about whether to apply for ComSciCon-LA, I encourage you to try it out!”
– Grace Li, Ph.D. Student at University of California, Los Angeles

“As a graduate student new to science communication, I very much enjoyed the program put
together by ComSciCon-LA. The improv and social media workshops were fun, practical and
engaging, and I had the chance to put into practice what I had learned during the pop talks
while listening to a variety of interesting research topics that my peers were engaged in. In
addition, the keynote and panel speakers were excellent, as they brought with them a wealth of
knowledge and experience to the discussion table and had insightful and meaningful
conversations on topics such on diversity, equity and inclusion, as well as the SciComm industry
in Los Angeles.
During the workshop's Write-A-Thon, I was challenged to draft a written article that could be
published in a SciComm media outlet while receiving guidance on pitching an article as a
freelance writer. I found the review sessions and 1-on-1 conversations with experts who were
veterans in this area to be immensely helpful and illuminating, especially for a beginner with
completely no experience with writing SciComm pieces like me. Furthermore, the environment
at ComSciCon-LA was extremely encouraging and inclusive to everyone. I was able to network
with like-minded people over casual scientific discussions and the word games that were hosted
by ComSciCon at the end of the workshop. Overall, ComSciCon-LA 2021 was a great experience
and I would definitely recommend the workshop to people interested in SciComm.”
– Shawn Wenjie Tang, Ph.D. Student at University of California, Los Angeles
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Panelists
Dr. Lucy Jones (Keynote)
Dr. Lucy Jones is founder and chief scientist of the Dr. Lucy Jones
Center for Science and Society, which aims to foster the
understanding and application of scientific information to create
more resilient communities, and a Research Associate at the
Seismological Laboratory of Caltech. With a BA in Chinese Language
and Literature from Brown University and a Ph.D. in Seismology from
MIT, Dr. Jones furthers resilience to natural hazards through scientific
research and collaborations with policy makers, including 33 years
with the US Geological Survey, and writing over 100 published papers on statistical
seismology and integrated disaster scenarios. and most recently The Big Ones: How Natural
Disasters Have Shaped Us (and what we can do about them) (published by Doubleday, 2018).
She is also a musician and composed In Nomine Terra Calens (In the name of a warming earth).
Her pioneering science was recognized with numerous awards including the Samuel J.
Heyman Service to America Medal.
Sarah Mojarad (Fundamentals of SciComm)
Sarah Mojarad is on the faculty at the University of
Southern California. She is a lecturer in Viterbi
School of Engineering. Her areas of expertise are in
social media, science communication,
misinformation, and online professionalism for
students and researchers in STEMM disciplines.
Sarah currently teaches Social Media for Scientists
and Engineers. It is believed to be the first full-length course in higher education that
educates STEMM students on the issues and opportunities of using social media for
professional communication.
Sarah has given talks and seminars at scientific meetings and universities around the world.
She has presented her work to the National Science Board, National Institutes of Health, and
US Department of State. She has been quoted by Becker’s Hospital Review, CNBC, Los Angeles
Times, New York Times, and CNN. In 2017, her commentary on social media pseudoscience
was published in Science.
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Smadar Naoz (DEI Panel)
Smadar Naoz is a theoretical astrophysicist who
works on a wide range of topics, from the formation
very first stars in the Universe to the gravitational
interactions of planets, stars, and black holes. At
UCLA, Prof. Naoz teaches various courses, including
introductory undergraduate physics, classical
mechanics for majors, and graduate courses in
advanced astrophysics. She is also the chair of the
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Committee at the Department of Physics and Astronomy.
Prof. Naoz recently was awarded the American Astronomical Society's Helen B. Warner Prize,
for a significant contribution to theoretical astronomy during the five years preceding the
award.
Evelyn Valdez-Ward (DEI Panel)
Evelyn (she/ella) is a fifth year, formerly undocumented, PhD
candidate, Ford Foundation Predoctoral and Switzer Foundation
Fellow studying the effects of drought on plants and soil microbes.
As a Research + Practice Collaboratory Fellow, her final dissertation
chapters aim to study marginalized scientists and their use of
science communication and policy for advocacy and social justice.
She was named one of 2020's Grist 50 Fixers, a list of emerging
leaders across the U.S. who are working on solutions to our world’s
biggest challenges. She has published articles in Science, Scientific
American, and PNAS, was an invited speaker at the 2018 March for
Science rally, named a 2018 UCS Science Defender, voted best of
Story Collider 2018 in LA, awarded UCI's Dynamic Womxn's Award for Outstanding Social
Justice Activist and the Svetlana Bershadsky Graduate Community Award for her advocacy for
undocumented scientists. She was recently a 2020 AAAS Mass Media Fellow.
Additionally, she co-founded and co-directs ReclaimingSTEM: the first workshop to address
the need for science communication and policy training spaces for marginalized groups:
BIPOC, first-generation, disabled, LGBTQIA+, undocumented, etc. ReclaimingSTEM has been
hosted four times since 2018, both virtually and in person, and has reached over 500
attendees internationally.
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Newton Nguyen (DEI Panel)
Newton Nguyen is a PhD Candidate at Caltech, working on designing
the next generation's ground-based and space-based carbon
observation systems. He is broadly interested in quantifying emissions
of greenhouse gases from remote sensing instruments. Newton also
serves on Caltech's Committee for Graduate Admissions and
Recruitment and cofounded the Caltech Disability Coalition, the
National Blind STEM Mentorship Program, and the Caltech Triathlon
Club. He holds a BA in Geophysics from UC Berkeley. Outside work, he
enjoys training for and racing in triathlons and marathons.

Kalani Heinz (DEI Panel)
Kalani Heinz (she/they) is a Hawaiian archaeology Ph.D. candidate
at UCLA. Their research explores archaeology as activism,
considering how Native Hawaiian ways of knowing can be
integrated into the discipline and how archaeology can contribute
to Native Hawaiian activist efforts. Her dissertation combines
microalgae and climatic data to understand the negative impact of
sugarcane plantation ditch diversions on Hawaiians’ access to
water. Because there is little long-term hydrological data for this
region, she hopes this data will aide Hawaiians in increasing
interim instream flow standards and mitigating climate change. The Nā Wai ʻEhā community’s
guidance and contribution to this project have been paramount and she would like to express
her extreme gratitude to them. She is a Ford’s Pre-doctoral fellow, a NSF GRFP scholar, a
National Geographic Society Early Career Grant recipient, president of the Hawaiʻi’s
Daughters Guild of California, and secretary for the National Pacific Islander Education
Network.
Dakotah Tyler (DEI Panel)
Dakotah Tyler is an astrophysics Ph.D. student at UCLA. He is an
observational astronomer with research interests that focus on
exoplanets and instrumentation. He is currently working to
understand the various physical mechanisms & processes that go
into shaping the observed exoplanet demographics landscape. A
non-traditional student, Dakotah returned to school to pursue a
passion in astronomy after completing a college football career at
the University of Kentucky where he earned a degree in Community
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and Leadership Development. Both past and present experiences have fueled a desire within
him to be active in making an impact to improve the communication, recruitment, and
retention of underrepresented groups in astronomy & physics, as well as STEM as a whole.

joan miller (Empathy in SciComm Workshop)
joan miller is a doctoral candidate in Communication at the
University of Southern California, Annenberg School for
Communication and Journalism, and a transmedia artist with a
broadly interdisciplinary approach. joan’s work focuses on
empathy at the intersection of media fandom and politics. Her
dissertation - tentatively titled “The Use of Feeling” - explores
the ways in which empathy and pathos govern our behavior
both in relation to our fandom and to our communities at large.
joan is especially interested in themes of kinship, empathic
communication and anti-colonialist approaches to producing media scholarship. Currently
her attention is focused on theorizing and prototyping a methodology of fandom studies
inspired by Bardic and Griotic traditions of the values and necessities for community
storytelling.
Heidi Klumpe (Improv Workshop)
Heidi Klumpe is a PhD candidate at Caltech using systems and
synthetic biology to understand how cells process combinatorial
inputs. She has worked as an editor and podcast manager at
Caltech Letters, an online platform for the research and ideas of
the Caltech community, and is the creator and host of "Not My
Thesis," a podcast about the unpublished parts of research and
the wider experiences of the scientists performing it. Heidi has
also helped run Caltech's "Storytelling for Scientists" class, which
teaches scientists to become better communicators by developing their writing and
performance skills. Before quarantine, she loved being onstage and less than six feet from
other members of IMPLiCIT, Caltech's improv theater troupe.
Brian Brophy (Improv Workshop)
Brian Brophy is the Director of Caltech Theater, a veteran actor in
the film/TV/theater industry, and has directed over fifty plays
around the world. He is a Fulbright Scholar; served as an Artist in
Residence at the Indian Institute of Technology and Yale NUS
(National University Singapore); and is a multi-recipient of
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California Arts Council grants with a George Soros award for his theater project.

Michael L. Wong (Improv Workshop)
Dr. Michael L. Wong, a postdoc at the University of
Washington and the NASA NExSS Virtual Planetary
Laboratory, wants to know whether we are alone in the
universe. Specifically, Mike studies planetary
atmospheres—the thin sheathes of air that can promote
the emergence of life and habitability, and may contain
the fingerprints of biospheres on distant worlds. Mike is
passionate about science education and public
communication: he has taught graduate- and
undergraduate-level courses in astrobiology and
workshops on science communication and design, is co-authoring the texbook Astrobiology: A
Multidisciplinary Approach (2nd Edition), and hosts a podcast called Strange New Worlds,
which examines science, technology, and culture through the lens of Star Trek.
David Saltzberg (SciComm in LA)
David Saltzberg is a particle physicist who conducts experiments
at the Large Hadron Collider in Geneva looking for new
elementary particles. His other research takes him to Antarctica
where NASA flies scientific payloads on balloons at 120,000 feet to
look for cosmic neutrinos.
At UCLA Prof. Saltzberg teaches a variety of courses, including
introductory undergraduate physics, practical electronics for
majors, and graduate courses in advanced topics. He is currently
the Department Chair of Physics and Astronomy.
When he is not in the lab or teaching, Prof. Saltzberg consults on the scientific content of
television shows, which have included The Big Bang Theory, Young Sheldon, Manhattan, The
Leftovers, Scijinks, and The Watchmen.
Saltzberg is a Fellow of the American Physical Society and has been awarded the Antarctic
Service Medal by the National Science Foundation. The asteroid "8628 Davidsaltzberg" is
named after him.
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Rosanna Xia (SciComm in LA)
Rosanna Xia is an environment reporter for the LA Times.
She covers the coast and has written about sea level rise,
toxic dumping and endangered species in the deep ocean.
Her stories connect science and policy and have led to new
laws and regulations. She was a Pulitzer Prize finalist in
2020 for explanatory reporting and holds a degree in
quantitative economics from Tufts University.
Emily Lakdawalla (SciComm in LA)
Emily Lakdawalla is an internationally admired science
communicator and educator.
She has written about robotic exploration of the planets for
The Planetary Society website and magazine, as well as
contributed to the weekly Planetary Radio podcast. Emily is
currently an editor of Sky & Telescope magazine.
Her first book, The Design and Engineering of Curiosity: How the Mars Rover Performs Its Job
was published in March 2018. A second book, Curiosity and Its Science Mission: A Mars Rover
Goes to Work will follow in 2021.
She was awarded the 2011 Jonathan Eberhart Planetary Sciences Journalism Award from the
Division for Planetary Sciences of the American Astronomical Society for her blog entry about
the Phoebe ring of Saturn. Asteroid 274860 was formally named “Emilylakdawalla” by the
International Astronomical Union on July 12, 2014. She received an honorary doctorate from
The Open University in 2017 in recognition of her contributions in communicating space
science to the public.
Kate Helen Downey (SciComm in LA)
Kate creates entertainment that makes you fall
in love with things you thought were boring. As
co-founder of Caveat NYC, a comedy venue
specializing in nerdy nightlife, she led
development on such hits as "Why Your Train is
F*cked", "Nerd Search", Doctors Without
Boundaries", and "Nevertheless She Existed" (a
finalist in Comedy Central's Yes And....Laughter
Lab). She co-created the Underground Science
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Festival, as featured in the NY Times, where comedians and storytellers celebrated women,
LGBTQ, and POC scientists from history whose achievements often go unrecognized. Kate is
the former Creative Director of Museum Hack, where she created the best-selling Bad@ss
B*tches of the Met tour and consulted on storytelling and audience engagement with Nike,
Club Med, GE, The US Parks Department, The Georgia O'Keefe Museum & Ghost Ranch, and
spoke internationally at museum conferences. Kate has been a featured guest on Mysteries at
the Museum, History Bitches, and The Story Collider, and her opinions on NYC's best butts have
been published in the New York Post. She is currently working with Himalaya Learning to
develop their audio courses.
Kerry Mauck (Write-a-thon)
Kerry Mauck is an assistant professor of Entomology at the
University of California, Riverside, where she works to
understand the emergence, spread, and biology of plant
pathogens transmitted by insects. At UCR, Dr. Mauck teaches
courses in science communication with a focus on translating
complex science stories into narratives accessible to
non-scientist readers. She is an active participant in UCR’s
Writing Across the Curriculum program, where she teaches
ENTM 060W (Scicomm: Exploring Effective Communication
Methods in the Life Sciences) an entry-level science-writing
course targeted to sophomore-level undergraduates. At the
graduate level, Dr. Mauck teaches ENTM 251 (Seminar in
Plant-Insect Interactions), which challenges students to
produce publishable popular science media pieces on their dissertation research topics.
Lorena Villanueva Almanza (Write-a-thon)
Having fallen in love with the Baja California peninsula, Dr.
Villanueva did her research on desert oases for her PhD at UC
Riverside. Besides working on her project, she also participated
in science outreach events, wrote for the California Botanical
Society’s newsletter, and started a science communication group
at UCR. After Lorena finished her PhD, she became the Outreach
Coordinator of the California Botanical Society hoping to get
other students excited about writing about plants. Soon after
she got to DC, Lorena became an intern at the Education
Department of the Smithsonian’s National Zoo to learn about
informal education and animals. But Dr. Villanueva did not want
to stay too far from plants, so she started volunteering at the US
Botanical Garden running discovery carts. As a Mexican scientist, she feels very responsible
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for making science accessible to the Hispanic community in the US and Mexico which is why
she tries to translate science resources into Spanish in all her roles. In her spare time, Lorena
enjoys running in Rock Creek Park and keeping up with news from Mexico. She is very excited
to be joining the Indianapolis Star team this summer as an AAAS Mass Media Fellow.
Alice Shapley (Write-a-thon)
Alice Shapley is a Professor and the Vice Chair for Astronomy
and Astrophysics in the Department of Physics Astronomy at
the University of California, Los Angeles. She received both
Alfred P. Sloan and David and Lucile Packard Foundation
Fellowships in 2006 and has been honored as the 2014
Aaronson Lecturer at the University of Arizona/Steward
Observatory, the 2018 Biermann Lecturer at the Max Planck
Institute for Astrophysics, and the 2019 AAS Kavli Plenary
Lecturer. Alice uses both large ground-based telescopes and
space-based facilities to collect optical and infrared images
and spectra of distant galaxies observed in the early universe
in order to understand galaxy formation and evolution. She
has co-authored ~170 refereed papers and teaches graduate
seminars at UCLA on both scientific writing and oral presentations.
Robert Perkins (Write-a-thon)
Robert Perkins is a content and
media strategist and the emergency
communications coordinator at
Caltech. He holds bachelor’s
degrees in journalism and
anthropology from the University of
Kansas, and a master’s in
professional writing from USC. After
working as a reporter for City News
Service in Los Angeles, he became a
public information officer for the LA
County Department of Public Health during the 2009 H1N1 pandemic. Since then, he has
worked in research communications. At Caltech, Robert writes about engineering and
planetary sciences, and helps coordinate Caltech’s COVID-related communications efforts.
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A.J. Fillo (Write-a-thon)
During his undergraduate career A.J. Fillo worked as
a Magician but quickly fell in love with mechanical
engineering and fluids mechanics. As a graduate
student at Oregon State University A.J. received a
NSF Graduate Research Fellowship and studied
turbulent combustion. As part of his fellowship, A.J.
combined his loves of science and art and founded
two STEAM outreach programs at Oregon State
University and in the local Corvallis, Benton-County
Community which focus to break down the barriers
kids face in accessing STEAM education. In addition
A.J. began working as a freelance science writer and
in 2019 earned an AAAS Mass Media Fellowship
where he worked as a science writer and producer for NOVA at WGBH in Boston.
A.J. completed his Ph.D. in 2019 and continues to work as a freelance writer and producer. In
addition to script writing, A.J. uses his engineering skills to design and build on camera
science demonstrations; you can find examples of his work on YouTube channels such as
Veritasium, and Physics Girl from PBS Digital Studios.
Mia de los Reyes (Write-a-thon)
Mia de los Reyes (@MiaDoesAstro on Twitter) is a PhD
candidate in Astronomy at Caltech who studies the
chemical evolution of low-mass dwarf galaxies. She is a
member of a number of student-led affinity and activist
organizations on campus, such as the Women in
Physics, Math, and Astronomy group and the Caltech
for Black Lives ally organization. Outside of Caltech, she
has led a number of initiatives through the Astrobites
collaboration, including the #BlackinAstro series of
posts and interviews that helped kick off
#BlackinAstroWeek. Mia was also one of the co-organizers of the
#ShutDownSTEM/#StrikeForBlackLives event that occurred on June 10, 2020
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Briley Lewis (Write-a-thon)
Briley is a third-year graduate student and NSF Fellow
at UCLA studying Astronomy & Astrophysics. She is
interested in the complete “story” of exoplanets: how
different kinds of planets form and evolve (possibly
even evolving into something that can host life!), and
how we can observe this process. Currently, Briley is
also working on her Graduate Certificate in Writing
Pedagogy at UCLA and teaching a course she designed
on astrobiology and science journalism for UCLA
Clusters, an interdisciplinary first-year undergraduate
educational initiative. Outside of UCLA, she is a
member of the Astrobites collaboration and a freelance science writer, with pieces published
in Massive Science, The Orbiter, and more.
Stephanie Hamilton Deppe (Write-a-thon)
Stephanie (Hamilton) Deppe, Ph.D., is a planetary scientist
and science communicator based in Pasadena, California
and currently the Astronomy Content Strategist at the Vera C
Rubin Observatory. She spent her doctoral career at the
University of Michigan discovering and studying new objects
in the Kuiper Belt region of the Solar System using a
Chile-based project called the Dark Energy Survey. During
her degree, she discovered the wonderful world of science
communication and has spent the past several years writing
about and presenting science to diverse audiences, while simultaneously training other
researchers to do the same. She co-founded ComSciCon-Michigan and currently serves on
ComSciCon’s Leadership Team as the Write-a-thon lead and Editor-in-Chief of the
organization’s blog, ComSciConversation. When she’s not thinking about and sharing science,
she can probably be found reading a book, hiking, rock climbing, or just generally enjoying
the outdoors.
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Special Sessions
Keynote
Our Keynote was delivered by the seismologist Dr. Lucy Jones. Over a decades-long career in
Los Angeles, Dr. Jones has worked as a scientist, a communicator and a policymaker to help
the region prepare for and respond to earthquakes. Her talk was titled ‘Science
Communication in a QAnon World: Why we Need Social Science to do our Job’. She spoke
about how conspiracy theories often originate from a need to understand a confusing and
unpredictable world. Her key lesson was that scientists need to learn from social scientists
about how best to communicate their work to avoid conspiracies taking hold. While scientists
might focus on communicating uncertainties and detailed methods, often the public wants a
clear sense of what we know, and an easily digestible story, particularly at a time of crisis.
Fundamentals of SciComm on Social Media
Our “Fundamentals of #SciComm workshop” was delivered by Sarah Mojarad, faculty at the
Viterbi School of Engineering at University of Southern California (USC). In this workshop,
Sarah discussed the movement of science discussions into online spaces over time, benefits
of developing a social media presence as a science communicator, and tips for science
communicators aiming to get started on social media. Attendees filled out a pre-workshop
survey that asked for their prior social media experience and online SciComm interests to
tailor the workshop to their needs. During the workshop, Sarah invited attendees to craft a
tweet about ComSciCon LA as a ‘hand on’ exercise for engaging with social media. Attendees
were very engaged during the Q&A session. Topics that arose during the Q&A include, ‘how do
you balance personal and professional content on social media?’ and ‘how do you get
comfortable putting your ideas to the public?’
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Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in SciComm Panel
DEI panel discussion at ComSciCon LA 2021 included several prominent DEI in scicomm
activists in the LA area: Smadar Naoz, Evelyn Valdez-Ward, Newton Nguyen, Kalani Heinz and
Dakotah Tyler. The main objective of this panel was to address several issues often faced by
DEI activists particularly in the STEM fields: how to cope with activism burnout and
retaliation, how to be an active bystander when exposed to a situation involving microand/or macroagressive behaviors, etc. Evelyn shared her experiences as an undocumented
STEM student. Dakotah talked about some of the challenges black folks face on a daily basis
in academia and scicomm. Smadar touched on the experiences of being a woman in STEM
and the impostor syndrome coping strategies. Kalani discussed the ways she is incorporating
her archaeology expertise into activism as a Native Hawaiian. Newton talked about his work
as the co-founder of the National Blind STEM Mentorship Program. Attendees were very active
in the discussion sharing their own experiences and asking very important and interesting
questions. Overall, the panel was very dynamic, interactive and inspirational.
Honing Your Message with Improv Workshop
Our chapter’s location in the greater Los Angeles area made it impossible to host a conference
that didn’t involve at least a little bit of performance. The Honing Your Message with Improv
workshop gave every attendee a chance to stand up and loosen their muscles after a day
spent on Zoom. We started with an explanation and demonstration of the game “Half-Life”, in
which one of our workshop creators was given a random scientific topic, then had 60 seconds
to describe it as best they could. They were then asked to discuss the same topic, but in 30
seconds, then 15, then 8. After the demonstration, attendees loosened up their vocal cords
with some classic theater warmup exercises. They were then split into breakout rooms with a
facilitator (either one of the workshop
organizers or an organizing committee
member), where they each took a turn “half
life-ing” their chosen topic.
After everyone in the breakout room had a
chance to try the game, the facilitator led a
debrief discussion. Attendees reflected on
how their messages had changed and what
strategies they had employed to keep their
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message concise as the time intervals became smaller. They were also asked to consider the
most crucial question: Had they managed to hone in on a message in their eight second
segment, or had they simply ended up stating a fact or two? Our goal was to help attendees
learn a new brainstorming tool, understand how to hone in on a single central idea or
message around which they could build a piece of writing or other media, and to become
clearer, more concise oral communicators. This workshop was hosted and organized by Brian
Brophy, Theater Arts Director at Caltech; (almost Dr.) Heidi Klumpe, a graduate student at
Caltech and improv/storytelling aficionado; and Dr. Michael Wong, Caltech alumnus and
podcast host.
SciComm in Los Angeles Panel
This panel session at ComSciCon Los Angeles 2021 had a combination of experts working
science communication jobs in Los Angeles and/or the entertainment industry (David
Saltzberg, University of California, Los Angeles; Rosanna Xia, Los Angeles Times; Emily
Lakdawalla, The Planetary Society; and Kate Helen Downey, Caveat NYC). The intention of this
panel was to discuss possibilities for science communication careers in the entertainment
industry or specific to Los Angeles to cater to the attendees’ location. The discussion with
these experts was motivating as they
stressed how much fun these jobs can be.
David Saltzberg discussed the process of
keeping scientific integrity in films. Rosanna
Xia offered advice on how to get a job at a
popular science publication. Emily
Lakdawalla gave information on local events
that would be great for networking. Finally,
Kate Helen Downey discussed her path to
developing the many science
communication projects and jobs that have
made up her career. Overall, the panel was informative and a perfect networking opportunity
for many seeking scicomm jobs in the entertainment industry.
Pop Talks
All attendees were invited to participate in Pop Talks, 1 minute impromptu explanations of
their research to a specified audience. Example audiences included, an alien from outer
space, your grandmother, a classroom of first graders, a stranger on a plane, and more.
Attendees were divided into groups of five. Each group was assigned the same audience.
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Each attendee was given an opportunity to give their Pop Talk in front of the entire
conference. “JARGON” and “AWESOME” virtual backgrounds were provided to the attendees
for them to signal their feedback to the presenter.
Empathy in SciComm
Our 1-hour empathy workshop was facilitated by joan miller, a doctoral candidate in
Communication at the University of Southern California, Annenberg School for
Communication and Journalism. Attendees learned the differences among empathy,
sympathy, and compassion and walked away with a very clear definition of empathy. This
workshop encouraged students to practice empathy in their science communication work
and become more cognizant of their own biases as they speak and work with people who
have different backgrounds and experiences. The Q&A session inspired conversations about
how to practice empathy with populations who do not trust science and provided insight into
how to discuss difficult topics.
Game Night / Social Hour
At the end of each workshop day, we organized a game night with multiple breakout room
activities, such as “Happy Hour”, “Code Names”, “Among Us,” and others. This provided an
opportunity for participants to form connections and network, even in a virtual setting. The
end of day activities included open conversations about science communication, plans of
future collaborative projects, and a chance to learn more about everyone’s research and
work!
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Write-a-thon
The Write-A-Thon is a key part of every ComSciCon event, and ComSciCon-LA was no
exception! The 50 participants were divided into 12 groups, and every member produced an
original piece of science writing that was then reviewed by their group in advance of the
conference. Attendees then incorporated the feedback before we sent their pieces to one of
our invited experts. Pieces covered topics ranging from the author’s own subfield to
presentations of recent newsworthy results from outside their area of expertise. The
Write-A-Thon is one of the most ‘hands-on’ pieces of ComSciCon, demanding many hours of
effort from our participants, and we were excited to see such enthusiastic participation and
high quality work coming out of the conference.
Write-a-thon Expert Review
We recruited 12 expert reviewers, all
experienced science communicators based in
the LA area, coming from academic, journalism
and communication. Many of our reviewers
were panelists in other parts of the conference,
and others were brought in as additional
experts. Each reviewer was given a little over a
week to review 4-5 articles, then spent an hour
and a half giving detailed feedback to their assigned authors in Zoom breakout rooms.
Several reviewers told us that they enjoyed the opportunity for in-depth discussions with
people who are passionate about sharing science.
Write-a-thon Published Pieces
The ComSciCon-LA organizing committee produced a pitch guide with a spreadsheet of local
and national outlets that attendees could pitch their work to. We contacted a wide range of
outlets to ask if they’d be interested in working with ComSciCon participants, getting positive
responses from around 20. As our conference was targeted more towards people taking their
first steps in science communication, participants were further from publication than for the
national conference, but several students are already in the process of editing and pitching
their pieces and we hope to see many pieces published in the near future!
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Evaluation
To better understand our applicants, attendees, and how ComSciCon affected them, we
collected demographic data in applications and surveyed attendees both before and after the
workshop.
Attendees’ Backgrounds and Career Interests
Our attendees were mostly Ph.D. students, with a few M.S., M.A., or M.D. students. Our
attendees were from a diverse range of fields, almost evenly split between biological and
physical sciences. Their career goals are varied, from academia to science policy to writing
and beyond. They joined from a variety of Southern California institutions: Caltech, Chapman
University, CSULA, UCI, UCLA, UCR, UCSB, USC, and UCLA.
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Demographic Information
The demographics of our attendees accurately reflected the demographics of our applicants;
however, especially given that Los Angeles is an extremely diverse region with a significant
Hispanic population, we hoped to reach a more demographically diverse audience. In future
years, we will ensure our applications are publicized more to schools that are primarily
serving marginalized communities, and will consider other steps to make our applicant pool
and attendees more reflective of Los Angeles’s great diversity.

Impacts of ComSciCon-LA 2021
As a ComSciCon franchise workshop, we intended to reach graduate students without
significant prior experience in science communication, writing, or publishing. ComSciCon-LA
clearly had an impact on these students based on their pre- and post-survey responses:
students’ confidence in submitting an article for publication increased 30.1%, students’
confidence in communicating to other scientists increased 13.9%, and students’ confidence in
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communicating to the general public increased 19.7%. Their perception of scientists who
focused on science communication became more favorable, and after the workshop more
students agreed with the idea that scientists have a moral duty to engage with the
non-specialist public. Overall, their responses make it clear that their confidence in
themselves as science communicators increased after ComSciCon-LA!
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Sponsors
Thank you to all of our sponsors! We couldn’t have made ComSciCon-LA 2021 happen without
you. If you would like to add your support for future iterations of ComSciCon-LA, please reach
out to us at losangeles@comscicon.org.
We are grateful to all ComSciCon LA amazing sponsors who made our 2021 workshop
possible. Those include UCLA Department of Physics and Astronomy, UCLA Department of
Chemistry and Biochemistry, UC Riverside Department of Entomology, UCLA Department of
English, UCLA College of Physical Sciences, Caltech Office of Strategic Communications,
Chapman University Schmid College of Science and Technology, UCLA Center for Diverse
Leadership in Science, UCSB Graduate Division, UCSB Mathematical, Life and Physical
Sciences.
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