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Letter from the Organizing Committee 
  

To all sponsors and supporters of ComSciCon Houston, 

  

As part of a growing local network under the national ComSciCon group, ComSciCon Houston              

held its inaugural conference in 2017. This first conference brought together experts, graduate             

student leaders, and participants who were passionate about science communication. Since           

2017, ComSciCon Houston continues to serve the graduate student community in southeast            

Texas by hosting its annual two-day workshop. This conference is and continues to be organized               

by graduate students and for graduate students in STEM-related fields with the goal of giving               

graduate students the tools to hone their communication skills with their fellow peers, of              

providing an opportunity to network with local students and experts, and of empowering them              

to be leaders in their field and community. Science communication is an increasingly important              

skill, particularly as scientists engage more with policy makers and the public on important              

problems that have global implications. 

  

This year, our conference theme was “Telling a story about your research.” There were six               

panels and workshops covering three different aspects of storytelling: written communication,           

oral communication, and visual communication. During the panels, participants engaged with           

expert panelists who regularly work in these three key areas of communication. During the              

workshops, students worked on developing a three-minute talk about their research that would             

appeal to a general audience. At the end of the two-day conference, students presented their               

three-minute research pitch to their colleagues and received immediate feedback from expert            

judges. We introduced several changes to this years’ conference format including: hosting the             

conference over one weekend rather than two, maintaining a balance between panels and             

workshops, adding a pre-conference casual pizza dinner, focusing more on community building            

among participants and experts, and inviting primarily local Houston communication experts.           

From our perspective, we felt the conference was an intimate, safe space for participants to               

interact, practice their communication skills, and receive constructive feedback from their peers            

and experts. Based on the feedback we received from the participants, these small changes had               

a large, positive impact for the participants’ experience. Of the graduate students who             

responded to our post-conference survey, all of them said they would recommend the             

conference to a friend in the future and we look forward to organizing another successful event                

next year. 

  

It cannot be said enough that the success of these conferences relies on our sponsors and                

supporters, without whom the conference could not happen. We believe that science            

communication is essential for a successful career in STEM. As scientists, we need to engage               

 



with the stakeholders in our work, with the communities we are serving, and with each other                

to solve problems and change the world for the better. Thank you to you, our sponsors and                 

supporters, for continuing to support our mission year after year. We could not have done it                

without you, and we look forward to working together with you next year. 

  

  

Sincerely, 

  

Autumn Horne 

 Laura Montier 

Emily Yediank 
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Executive Summary 
 

ComSciCon Houston is a franchise conference of the national ComSciCon conference. 

ComSciCon is a national organization that began as a collaboration between Harvard University 

and MIT in 2013. The first annual ComSciCon accepted 50 out of 730 graduate student 

applicants from the Boston-area. The national conference is open to students from across the 

country and brings in over 1500 applications annually. The national conference, as well as all 

flagship conferences, are similarly organized by graduate students and postdocs and for 

graduate students and postdocs. The goal of every ComSciCon meeting is to empower future 

leaders in scientific communication to share results from research in their field to broad and 

diverse audiences. ComSciCon Houston was founded in 2016, and held the inaugural 

ComSciCon event in the Southern U.S. (and only the 5th regional event in the US) in March 

2017. With our local Houston conference we hope to exemplify the roles of science in society. 

We want to provide opportunities and experiences that allow early-career scientists to serve as 

ambassadors of science and engineering, and forge new pathways of communication with the 

public, media, and policymakers. ComSciCon Houston is a valuable and completely free 

opportunity for students in the greater Houston community to hone their science 

communication skills. This year, ComSciCon Houston was held at Rice University on February 29 

- March 1.  

 

 
 
The goal of ComSciCon Houston was to give attendees the opportunity to build communication 

skills and to empower them to continue to improve on those skills, even after the conclusion of 

the conference. The theme of this year’s conference was “Telling a story about your research.” 

We focused on how to turn rigorous scientific research into compelling stories that will engage 

diverse audiences. Three workshops taught attendees skills related to written, oral, and visual 

scientific communication. Specifically, the three workshops taught attendees how to transform 

a research abstract into a script for the short talk, how to design an effective graphic to support 

the talk, and how to master oral presentation skills. In addition to the workshops, three panels 

 



featuring experts from the Houston community exposed attendees to career paths related to 

science communication, and attendees heard first-hand how science communication impacts 

panelists’ careers. At the conclusion of the conference, each participant gave a 2 minute 

“TED-Talk” style presentation where they told the audience a story about their research using 

the skills that they learned over the weekend. The talks were filmed and distributed to the 

attendees to help them further improve their communication skills or to post on their personal 

websites. Attendees also received detailed written feedback on their presentations from a 

panel of science communication experts.  

 

For the full conference schedule, please see Appendix B. For detailed biographies of each 

invited expert, please see Appendix C. 

 



2020 Speakers, Panelists, and Workshop Leaders 
 
Keynote Speaker 

Our keynote speaker was Nichole Bennett. Nichole is currently a PhD student at UT Austin 

researching science communication. She also founded an organization called STEMprov where 

she uses improv to teach scientists how to be better communicators. In her address, Nichole 

shared her own career journey in science communication and also shared some of her research 

findings related to science communication. Her address was highly interactive, making it a great 

opportunity for all of the conference attendees to get to know each other at the outset of the 

conference and setting the tone for the weekend. 

 

 
 
Panels 

Our first panel was composed of science communicators who have made science writing a large 

part of their careers. Scott Solomon, a lecturer at Rice University, has written a book on human 

evolution and numerous articles covering many scientific topics. Joan Meiners is a freelance 

journalist based in New Orleans who primarily covers environmental issues. Alberto Roca runs a 

non-profit organization called Diversity Scholar where he provides fellowships and career 

coaching for graduate students and postdocs in underrepresented minorities. Alberto also has 

extensive science blogging experience and has written a book chapter on the topic. 

 

 



 
 
Our second panel was composed of three science communicators who focus on visual 

communication. These panelists were Mike de la Flor, Scott Holmes, and Scott Weldon. All 

three speakers work in Houston as medical illustrators and have extensive combined 

knowledge in graphic design, animation, and photography. 

 

 
 
Our third panel was made up of science communicators who have experience in oral scientific 

communication. Among many other things, Jaime Gonzalez is the Houston Urban Conservation 

Programs Manager for The Nature Conservancy in Texas. Gary Jordan is the public affairs officer 

at NASA where he also produces and hosts “Houston, We Have a Podcast.” Nichole Bennett was 

the keynote speaker as well as a speaker on this panel. All three panelists make speaking to the 

public about scientific topics a major part of their career. 

 

 



 
 
Workshops 

Our first workshop was led by Carrie Cameron, a professor at MD Anderson Cancer Center. In 

the workshop, she walked attendees through a method for developing a short talk about your 

research aimed at a general audience. Attendees were provided time to work through an 

example related to their own work as they developed a script for the short talk that they would 

give later in the conference. Two consultants from the Rice Center for Academic and 

Professional Communication supported this workshop in order to consult with attendees as 

they worked individually. One of the highlights of Carrie’s talk is that the method she taught 

was highly adaptable, so the skills that attendees learned were transferable to many situations 

beyond ComSciCon. 

 

 
 
Our second workshop was led by Mike de la Flor, Scott Holmes, and Scott Weldon. Attendees 

learned how to create simple, visually appealing graphics to communicate their research. Again, 

attendees were allowed time to work on creating their own graphics while the workshop 

facilitators gave them feedback. Two consultants from the Rice Center for Academic and 

 



Professional Communication also supported this workshop in order to consult with attendees 

as they worked individually. 

 

 
 

The third workshop was led by Katie Holmes and Chris Lipp. This workshop began with a 

conversation about the importance of authenticity in science communication and how to 

understand your style and strengths as a speaker. The second half of the workshop was a highly 

interactive segment where Chris led attendees through several activities that gave attendees 

practice with nonverbal aspects of science communication. 

 

 
 

Short presentations 

At the conclusion of the conference, each attendee gave a 2 minute talk about their research 

aimed at a general audience. The talk was accompanied by a graphic designed over the 

weekend. After the conference, all attendees received a video of their talk and written 

feedback from our panel of expert judges. 

 

 



 
 

 



Program Feedback, Outcomes, and Statistics 

 

Results and Impact Summary 

ComSciCon’s target demographic is the Houston STEM graduate student community. We aim to 

empower STEM graduate students to develop their technical communication skills. The original 

ComSciCon conference was hosted at Harvard in response to the realization that there is little 

emphasis in graduate curriculums on developing STEM graduate students’ communication 

skills. As a result, graduate students are entering their professional careers with 

underdeveloped communication skills. Poor communication skills cause a broader set of 

societal issues across many professions, but they are especially problematic among scientists 

and engineers. Scientists and engineers who cannot communicate their work effectively risk the 

misinterpretation, underappreciation, and/or rejection of their scientific findings by the general 

public and funding agencies. Poor scientific communication can also stifle interdisciplinary work 

and hinder the progress of a research project.  

 

Our conference aimed to directly impact STEM graduate students in the local Houston 

community by providing an opportunity for them to learn and develop good communication 

skills. In addition, this conference had a secondary impact: by equipping attendees with 

effective communication tools, they will maximize the societal impact of their work. Science 

that cannot be communicated well is not as valuable to the broader society. We hope to add 

value to the work our attendees are doing by training them to be more effective 

communicators. Results from our post-conference assessment (described in the Impact 

Assessment section). 

 

Impact Assessment 

A total of 35 students were selected and confirmed their participation in Houston ComSciCon 

this year. One of the most successful aspects of the conference was the diversity of the 

attendees, both academically and socially (see Figure 1-3). Houston is the most diverse city in 

the United States, and the graduate student population reflects that. We found that the 

attendees represented a diverse academic profile (Figure 1) and came from countries all over 

the world (Figure 3). Most attendees were pursuing their doctorates and were in the middle to 

the end of their academic careers. A majority of attendees represented the bioscience or 

bio-related fields, which was unsurprising given that many attendees were graduate students 

near the medical center. Over half of the attendees were women, though about 40% were men. 

Finally, the attendees were very diverse globally with at least one attendee coming from every 

major global region (Figure 2). We were very happy with the diversity represented by this group 

and we feel that it contributed positively to the conference. 

 



 

Figure 1. Academic profile of the attendees accepted to Houston ComSciCon 

 

 

Figure 2. Gender distribution of attendees accepted for Houston ComSciCon 

 

 

Figure 3. Ethnic profile of attendees accepted for Houston ComSciCon 

 

 



Of the 35 attendees who were selected, 30 attended the conference. Of the 30 who 

participated in the conference, 7 attendees (representing almost a quarter of the participants) 

and 1 volunteer responded to the post-conference survey. The results of the survey are 

summarized here: 

 

The survey responses indicated that about two-thirds of the attendees (62.5%) heard about 

ComSciCon-Houston from a departmental or university email. The remaining third of the 

attendees heard from the ComSciCon website, from an organizer directly, or from the local 

Houston chapter of the Association of Women in Sciences. From these results, it appears the 

most effective way to reach out to graduate students in Houston is through email. It is 

recommended that future organizers work to cultivate relationships with program directors at 

universities in Houston. 

 

  

Figure 4.. The attendees hear about ComSciCon Houston. Total question responses: 8.  

 

As part of the application process, attendees were required to respond to a few short answer 

questions intended to measure their interest in science communication, learn about their 

motivation for attending the conference, and previous science communication experience. 

Attendees were also asked to provide a short description of their research in the form of an 

abstract and a visual graphic illustrating their work. Regarding the application process, 6 people 

responded and most indicated that the application was appropriate. One attendee 

recommended that the application deadline should be added to the ComSciCon website.  

 

This year’s conference had six sessions dedicated to three modes of communication: visual, 

oral, and written. Each mode of communication had a dedicated panel and workshop. There 

was also a keynote speech on the first day of the conference. When asked to identify the panels 

and workshops that were most valuable to the survey respondents, the following responses 

were collected: 

 

Nichole Bennett’s Keynote Speech                6 (75%) 

Panel 1: Written Communication               2 (25%) 

 



Workshop 1: Written Communication 6 (75%) 

Panel 2: Visual Communication              4 (50%) 

Workshop 2: Visual Communication              5 (62.5%) 

Panel 3: Oral Communication              2 (25%) 

Workshop 3: Oral Communication              6 (75%) 

 

When asked to identify the panels and workshops that were the least valuable to the survey 

respondents, the responses collected were as follows:  

 

Nichole Bennett’s Keynote Speech               0 (0%) 

Panel 1: Written Communication              1 (12.5%) 

Workshop 1: Written Communication              1 (12.5%) 

Panel 2: Visual Communication              4 (50%) 

Workshop 2: Visual Communication              2 (25%) 

Panel 3: Oral Communication              1 (12.5%) 

Workshop 3: Oral Communication              0 (0%) 

 

The results presented above indicate that all of the sections were valuable to at least one 

survey respondent. The most popular sections were the keynote speech, the written 

communication workshop, and the oral communication workshop. The least successful panel 

was the visual communication.  

 

The respondents were prompted to give specific comments on each of the sections in the 

workshop. Regarding Nichole Bennett’s keynote, the responses indicate the attendees 

responded positively. Nichole Bennett included some icebreakers to help introduce the 

attendees to each other. One respondent stated:  

 

“I think she did a great job, in particular, getting the participants to interact from the start is 

great for breaking the ice and generating a more relaxed and cooperative environment.” 

 

A few of the comments liked that the keynote was at the beginning of the conference and one 

respondent felt that Nichole helped create a safe environment for the attendees: 

 

”… I felt like it [the icebreaker activity] helped everyone become close and comfortable with 

each other. In addition, what really stood out to me was the way she created a safe space. I 

liked how she said, if you don’t feel comfortable to participate that’s okay, if you feel like 

stepping out, then that was okay, too. That you didn’t have to explain yourself. It made me 

respect her and helped encourage a safe learning environment.” 

 

 



A few attendees also resonated with the message of communicating science in the form of a 

story. 

 

Regarding the written communication workshop, the comments were mixed. A few of the 

comments indicated that Carrie Cameron’s workshop was very helpful.  

 

“Excellent activity, the information from Carrie Cameron was useful.” 

 

However, one comment indicated that the workshop activity was not very helpful in preparing 

the attendees for the final deliverable (i.e. the short three-minute talks about their research). 

One attendee felt the workshop was specific to abstract preparation and did not translate well 

to speaking to a general audience. One commenter also felt the workshop was good for a 

general approach but not for meetings or conferences that have specific guidelines. Regarding 

the written communication panel, one attendee said 

 

”Great to see and learn about the career types that are possible. I learned about being a 

research scientist, or a freelance journalist, very eye opening.” 

 

Regarding the visual communication workshop and panel, the comments were mixed. Several 

comments indicated that the panelists and workshop leaders were too similar. All three 

presenters came from the biomedical field and a few of the survey respondents indicated the 

workshop didn’t connect to their field of work. At least three of the comments stated they 

found something interesting in the panel and workshop. One of the commenters wrote: 

 

“The workshop was interesting and gave me some cool ideas and resources that I will put in 

practice next time I make a poster presentation.” 

 

Another comment stated: 

 

“This was great! Incredibly helpful workshop.” 

 

At least two of the comments indicated they would have liked to have seen more general tips 

for designing effective visual graphics (font sizes, colors, software suggestions). In general, most 

of the survey respondents indicated they would have liked to have seen a more general 

approach to visual graphics design with a broader field of visual graphics design represented. 

 

Regarding the oral communication panel and workshop, the comments were generally very 

positive. For the oral communication panel, one attendee stated:  

 

 



“I really LOVED this one. They were all so passionate and excellent speakers. They helped me 

see and feel the bigger purpose of science communication. Jamie [one of the panelists] was 

my favorite. He definitely should come to future ComSciCons.” 

 

Another attendee stated: 

 

“I think having people that started as scientists and then explored science communication, as 

well as people that started on the communication end and then explored the science 

communication aspect was a very good idea!” 

 

For the oral communication workshop, the survey respondents were overall positive. One 

survey respondent stated this was his or her favorite workshop stating: 

 

“It was the area that was easiest to improve over a weekend and translates broadly to every 

aspect of science AND scicomm. I would have liked to even learn more and spend more time 

unpacking good presentation techniques and tools.” 

 

Based on the comments, the oral communication panel and workshop were relatively 

successful. 

 

When asked if the activity of giving a short research talk was useful, 87.5% of the respondents 

reported “yes” and 12.5% of the respondents said it was “maybe” useful. Seven out of eight of 

the respondents rated their preparedness to give a short research talk to a general audience a 4 

or 5 out of 5. (One respondent rated their preparedness level a 2 out of 5.) Most attendees 

stated the expectations of the conference were not clear and some wanted to have more 

structured work time or more time to prepare. The attendees indicated the feedback on their 

short talks was valuable. When asked if the attendees felt ComSciCon was a valuable 

networking opportunity, seven out of eight respondents rated it a 4 or 5 out of 5; one 

respondent rated it a 3 out of 5. When asked if ComSciCon taught them valuable science 

communication skills, all eight respondents rated the experience a 4 or 5 out of 5. When asked 

if the environment at ComSciCon felt safe and supportive for practicing communication skills, 

all eight respondents rated the environment a 4 or 5 out of 5 (87.5% rated the environment a 

5). When asked if attendees would recommend ComSciCon-Houston to a friend in the future, 

all eight strongly agreed with the statement (100% of the responses indicated a 5/5). 

 

When asked if ComSciCon-Houston met their expectations, all eight respondents stated yes 

with some even saying that it exceeded their expectations. A few of the comments received 

were: 

 

 



“Yes! I really enjoyed this conference. This was the first conference I felt like the committee 

really put thought and effort into it. It was the first conference where I felt all the presenters 

WANTED to be here and actually prepared for it with thought. Every panel/activity had a 

purpose. Definitely loved it and would recommend to others.” 

 

“It did! I learned new things I was not aware of (such as how to make the visual abstract) and 

helped me practice my skills.” 

 

“Yes, I think it is a valuable experience. Great speakers. I think at no cost you’re getting 

valuable information that if you have to pay it would be really expensive.” 

 

When asked about what the attendees liked about their experience, many attendees indicated 

they liked the overall organization of the conference. They appreciated that the conference 

included a theme (storytelling) which connected the panels and workshops. Several of the 

comments indicated they liked receiving feedback on their three-minute presentations from 

the judges. A few of the comments indicated they would have liked to have had the panelists 

located more centrally in the room, a format by which the attendees could submit questions to 

the panel, or including a debriefing period at the end of the workshops so attendees could 

share how they had incorporated the workshop lesson into their short talk preparation. A few 

of the comments from this question prompt were: 

 

“Everything had a purpose and was filled with individuals who cared and were ready to learn. 

The only thing I would add is adding a bit more time for individual feedback on our 

abstract/preparing for our talk.” 

 

“I think all the organizers did an amazing job! The conference ran smoothly and without any 

problems. Overall I think having active workshops was extremely useful since they make the 

participants interact a lot and it helped form an atmosphere of cooperation.” 

 

“Keeping to theme and having everything tie back to the idea of storytelling was really 

helpful. In previous years, the theme has been less well-defined and made the two days of 

conference feel less consistent.” 

 

When the survey respondents were asked about panels and workshops that they would suggest 

for future ComSciCom workshops, the respondents suggested workshops for communicating 

science across age groups or diverse audiences, presenting the research around science 

communication, science communication on social media, building a personal brand, and more 

information about the types of careers or side jobs available related to science communication. 

 



Planned Improvements 
 
Lessons Learned 

One of the most important lessons that we learned from this event is how being intentional about 

creating a safe and inclusive space can impact the environment of the event. Based on feedback that we 

heard from attendees during and after the conference, the highly supportive and positive environment 

of ComSciCon Houston was crucial to its success. Attendees reported that they felt safe to try new things 

and meet new people.We believe that the environment that we created at ComSciCon Houston 2020 is 

one of the main factors that contributed to ComSciCon’s impact in the Houston community. 

 

We quickly learned to communicate early and often with attendees to ensure the best chances of 

success on the event days. Because attendees were from many institutions across Houston, it was 

critical that we make them feel comfortable with the logistics of the conference early-on. We also 

believe that it was critical that we had a clear vision for our conference activities early in the planning 

process. This meant that we could tell potential applicants exactly what they could expect if their 

application to attend the conference was accepted. We ended up with applicants who were very 

invested in the conference from the very first session. 

 
Future Changes 

Although we were pleased with the success of ComSciCon Houston and received great feedback on our 

event, there are several things that we hope to improve in future conferences. In the future, we would 

like to be more intentional about highlighting different careers in our panels. We learned that one of the 

main things that attendees were interested in was hearing about different possible careers in science 

communication. Most of the panels were diverse, but there was one panel that included speakers who 

all had the same career, even though they had a wide variety of skills and experiences and were 

excellent speakers.  

 

We also learned that we needed to better communicate and reinforce the expectations for the final 

deliverable of the conference. While we felt we provided a safe environment for attendees to practice 

their communication skills, we learned from feedback that the final three-minute style talk and the 

expectations for it were not as clearly communicated as we had thought which left several attendees 

feeling very nervous or anxious. Though we stated in the application and acceptance letters that 

attendees would be expected to give a 3 to 5 minute talk about their research, we realized only after 

that there was some confusion about what the talk should be based on and how the activities were 

being structured to prepare attendees for the talk itself. This could have been addressed by stating more 

clearly at the beginning of the conference what attendees would be delivering at the end of the 

conference and having a debriefing discussion after each workshop to communicate how that 

workshop’s activity will be used for the final talk. We also really enjoyed having our panel of judges, of 

which there were five, but we felt we needed more judges (closer to 9, perhaps) so as to avoid any 

delays between when the presenters gave their talks and when the judges finished giving their feedback. 

 

 



Instead of focusing primarily on oral communication, next year we plan to focus equally on writing and 

oral communication. While our format worked for us and attendees seemed pleased with what they 

learned, our activities were less aligned with the standard ComSciCon brand than the national 

conference would like in the future. The reason for this was the lack of continuity between the 

ComSciCon Houston co-chairs for previous years to today. Past co-chairs were no longer in Houston to 

consult with this year’s co-chairs. Next year, we will not have this issue. It is highly likely that at least one 

of the current ComSciCon co-chairs will serve in the role again next year. At the very least, several 

current co-chairs will be in Houston to consult with next year’s leadership team in order to make sure 

they plan a conference that best serves attendees’ needs while also remaining compliant with the 

ComSciCon brand. 

 

We had amazing volunteers at ComSciCon Houston this year. However, with few exceptions, they mostly 

worked on the days of the conference rather than helping out before. Their help was invaluable, but in 

the future, we hope to leverage their abilities even more by coordinating volunteer positions earlier in 

the planning process. This way, ambitious volunteers who want to gain more research experience will 

have the opportunity to contribute to planning ComSciCon in addition to their support on the actual 

conference days. 

 



Broader Impacts 
 

Building a Scientific Communication Community in Houston, TX 

ComSciCon Houston developed creativity and built leadership skills in organizers and attendees 

while engaging the broader Houston community. Creative and effective communication is an 

essential leadership competency and ComSciCon Houston aimed to empower STEM graduate 

students in their professional development by helping them develop their written, oral, and 

visual communication skills. Scientists and engineers with well-developed communication skills 

are an asset to the Houston community. To this end, we believe ComSciCon Houston addressed 

a need in the greater Houston area. Few STEM graduate programs place an emphasis on 

developing good communication skills. Furthermore, the general perception around developing 

good communication skills, particularly oral communication, in academia at the graduate level 

is that it is a distraction from research. We believe that this perception must be challenged and 

changed for a variety of reasons, not the least of which is that most ComSciCon attendees 

conduct research that is federally funded by taxpayer dollars. As scientists, we owe it to our 

respective stakeholders to communicate the impact of their investment. When the public is 

educated about current scientific findings, we as a society are able to make more informed 

political, personal, and ethical decisions. Additionally, there is reason to believe that better 

communicators make better scientists. Understanding how to communicate your findings and 

engage the public in a dialogue about your work is motivating, and being able to communicate 

your work to diverse audiences often leads to more collaborative projects. Events like 

ComSciCon Houston not only show attendees why good communication matters, but also 

inspire them to find ways to better communicate their work. We believe that ComSciCon 

Houston inspired attendees to develop their own communication skills and encourage their 

peers to do the same. Through its speakers, panelists, and networking opportunities, 

ComSciCon Houston exposed attendees to professionals from all over Houston representing a 

variety of sectors including policy, academia, education, and industry. ComSciCon Houston 

provided an opportunity for graduate students to become better scientific communicators and 

to learn the ways in which effective science communication bridges the gap between the 

scientific community and the public. 
 

Community Partnerships 

This year, ComSciCon Houston was intentional about partnering with other organizations in 

Houston to better serve our community. ComSciCon Houston’s primary community partner was 

the Career Development Center at Baylor College of Medicine (BCM). This year, the third 

co-chair for ComSciCon Houston was Laura Montier. Laura is a postdoctoral fellow at BCM who 

works in the Career Development Center. The mission of the Career Development Center at 

Baylor College of Medicine (BCM) “complements Baylor College of Medicine’s academic mission 

 



by providing the necessary training, resources, and connections for students and trainees to 

develop meaningful careers” 

(https://www.bcm.edu/education/academic-faculty-affairs/student-services/administrative-su

pport/career-development-center) The Career Development Center at Baylor College of 

Medicine provides training opportunities to develop essential skills for career success in the life 

sciences, provides career development resources, and promotes networking opportunities for 

trainees that include graduate student, postdoctoral, and medical fellows. It is highly integrated 

into the community of the Houston medical center, and works cooperatively with surrounding 

research institutions including, Methodist Hospital, Texas Children’s, MD Anderson, UT Health 

Science Center, University of Houston, and Rice University. By partnering with Baylor’s Career 

Development Center, ComSciCon-Houston was able to have a greater impact on the growing 

scientific communication community in Houston. People working at the Career Development 

Center provided connections with science communication professionals in the community that 

were eager to contribute to our conference and increased networking and training 

opportunities among professionals in early stages of their training. This was especially helpful 

for bringing in students and experts from a greater diversity of schools across Houston, since 

the majority of ComSciCon Houston’s organizers were from Rice. In addition, we received 

advice on identifying the largest gaps of training for communication in science professions and 

how we could address them. This partnership helped us focus on demonstrating how science 

communication skills can be developed for successful careers to a wide variety of biomedical 

professions and better connected us to the people and resources of the most elite institutions 

of the world-renowned Texas Medical Center.  

 

ComSciCon Houston also worked with local professional organizations such as Taste of Science 

and the Association for Women in Science (AWIS) Gulf Coast Houston chapter. Taste of Science 

is a local group of scientists who organize public meetups at restaurants around Houston where 

they invite a scientist to come talk about their work. Past talks have included “The science of 

tattoos” and “The science of sound.” AWIS is an organization devoted to supporting the 

interests of women in STEM. Both of these organizations work directly with our target 

demographic. We advertised through these organizations and provided space at ComSciCon for 

them to talk to participants about how they could continue to develop their science 

communication skills after the conference weekend was over. Some attendees mentioned 

having applied to ComSciCon as a result of the advertising that we did through these partner 

organizations. Additionally, many participants reported making connections with Taste of 

Science. The president of Taste of Science who also is a Rice professor, Dr. Jon Flynn, attended 

ComSciCon as a judge to give feedback on oral presentations. He spent a lot of time at the 

conference outside of his capacity as a judge getting to know attendees and talking with them 

about science communication and Taste of Science. 

 

 

https://www.bcm.edu/education/academic-faculty-affairs/student-services/administrative-support/career-development-center
https://www.bcm.edu/education/academic-faculty-affairs/student-services/administrative-support/career-development-center


Sustainability 

This year’s conference was the fourth annual Houston ComSciCon planned and hosted by local 

graduate students. Over the past four years, we have developed a strong network of 

community partners who contribute- whether financially or with their time- each year to 

making Houston ComSciCon a successful event. We have several contacts in the broader 

Houston community, who regularly donate money toward the event and any surplus in our 

budget is rolled over to be used by next year’s cohort of co-chairs. This year, we have over 

$3000 which has rolled over to fund next year’s event. Our group’s sponsor, Jennifer Wilson, 

has advised the Houston ComSciCon co-chairs now for all four years and currently serves as the 

continuity link for each new set of co-chairs. While planning this year’s event, she was able to 

give us advice based on past experience and helped us leverage resources through the Program 

in Writing and Communication at Rice University. Jennifer has indicated she would be happy to 

advise and help next year’s efforts and we are confident that her experience will be invaluable 

in planning another successful event. Finally, at least one of this year’s co-chairs will be in 

Houston next year and will serve as a co-chair for next year. In a broader sense, Houston 

ComSciCon is a local affiliate of the national ComSciCon community who gives advice, direction, 

and information on programming. Between the local Houston partners and the national 

ComSciCon community, we feel this event will continue to serve Houston graduate students for 

years to come. 

 

Online and Social Media Presence 

 

    Website:  

https://comscicon.com/comscicon-houston-2019 
The website contains access to the application, the official program, schedule of            
events, and venue maps that is set up through the national ComSciCon webspace. 
 

Facebook: @ComSciConHouston 

The Facebook page serves as a local hub to advertise relevant jobs/ internships, post              

scholarships, highlight future volunteer opportunities, and give tips on effective          

science communication. 

 

Twitter: @ComSciConHou  

The twitter account serves as a way to advertise ComSciCon Houston and advertise             

other science communication opportunities and news that our community may be           

interested in. 

 

LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/comscicon-houston/ 

 

 

https://comscicon.com/comscicon-houston-2019
http://www.linkedin.com/company/comscicon-houston/


Appendix A. Financial Information 
Total donations received 

 
 

Purchases (Excluding in-kind donations) 

 
 
 

 



In-kind donations 

Conference T-shirts generously funded by University of Houston Writing Center 

Science Blogging books for participants kindly donated by DiverseScholar and Alberto Roca 

Swag bag items kindly donated by BioScience Writers 

 



Appendix B. Conference Schedule 
 

ComSciCon-Houston 2020 
Rice University 

Herring Hall, Room 129 
  

Friday, February 28 

6:00 pm Pizza Dinner Meet and Greet at Rice University 

 

Day 1: Saturday, February 29 

8:00 – 8:30 am Breakfast and Registration 

8:30 – 9:20 am Keynote Speaker: Nichole Bennett 

9:30 – 12:00 pm Written communication panel and workshop 

12:00 – 1:00 pm Lunch 

1:00 – 3:30 pm Visual communication panel and workshop 

 “Sharpen Your Crayons” 

3:30 pm Wrap up 

  

  

Day 2: Sunday, March 1 

8:00 – 8:30 am Breakfast and Registration 

8:30 – 11:00 am Verbal panel and workshop 

11:00 – 1:00 pm Working Lunch/Networking Hour 

1:00 – 3:30 pm Final Presentations/Pitches and Judging 

3:30 pm Winners Announced 

 



Appendix C. Invited Expert Bios 

 
Keynote Speaker 

Nichole Bennett, M.A., Ph.D. candidate researches science communication in the Ph.D. 
program at The Stan Richards School of Advertising and Public Relations at The University of 
Texas. Her work focuses on the intersection between science, media, and the public, focusing 
on strategic science communication and social justice. Before this, she researched the 
biological impacts of climate change while earning her Masters in Ecology, Evolution, and 
Behavior from The University of Texas. She is also a theater performer, instructor, director, and 
technical designer and has won three B. Iden Payne awards and an Austin Chronicle Critics 
Table Award. Nichole teaches improv to neurodivergent youth through The Hideout Theatre’s 
Building Connections Program and created STEMprov, where she teaches scientists improv to 
boost their communication skills (http://stemprov.org). 
  

Written Communication Experts 
Joan Meiners, Ph.D. received her Ph.D. in Interdisciplinary Ecology from the University of 
Florida in 2019 and immediately transitioned to a role as an investigative environmental 
journalist in New Orleans for ProPublica's Local Reporting Network. During grad school, she 
juggled research on native bee biodiversity patterns with freelance projects for Smithsonian 
Magazine, Discover Magazine, New Scientist Magazine, and the Florida NPR chapter, WUFT. 
Learn more at www.joanmeiners.com and stay in touch on Twitter @beecycles. 
 
Alberto I. Roca, Ph.D. Executive Director, Diverse Scholar. Dr. Roca received his Ph.D. in 
Molecular Biology from the University of Wisconsin, Madison. While conducting postdoctoral 
research, he created the web portal MinorityPostdoc.org, founded the Postdoc Committee of the 
Society for the Advancement of Chicanos and Native Americans in Science (SACNAS), and 
co-founded the Diversity Committee of the National Postdoctoral Association. As Editor, Dr. 
Roca solicits original articles for his DiverseScholar magazine on the issues of diversity, STEM, 
and higher education. From 2011 to 2014, Dr. Roca (@MinorityPostdoc) and Dr Danielle Lee 
(@DNLee5) led the diversity sessions at the ScienceOnline conference. In the journalism 
sector, Dr. Roca's activities encourage minority reporters to learn about STEM/health news 
stories as well as educate minority scientists about science communication skills/careers. In 
particular, his non-profit offers a SciComm Diversity Fellowship that awards travel funds to 
attend science journalism conferences. His expertise in this area led to the chapter on "Using 
Social Media to Diversify Science" for the book Science Blogging: The Essential Guide. 
 
Scott Solomon, Ph.D. is a biologist, professor, and science communicator. He teaches 
ecology, evolutionary biology, and scientific communication as an Associate Teaching Professor 
at Rice University in Houston. He has a Ph.D. in Ecology, Evolution, and Behavior from the 
University of Texas at Austin where his research examined the evolutionary basis of biological 
diversity in the Amazon Basin. He has taught field biology at Rocky Mountain Biological 
Laboratory in Gothic, Colorado and developed a complete digital lecture series on the modern 

 

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__twitter.com_beecycles&d=DwMFaQ&c=bKRySV-ouEg_AT-w2QWsTdd9X__KYh9Eq2fdmQDVZgw&r=_ajS0AZfvK-G86OPC7bLI45QPonTWuH-jT-m7ZRdAtw&m=lyeEuz4X26fxu_ZeDnSgSodPKaao6GJNZJaAZFAyuyA&s=fw95yed3CsaNMqqeGvH8qJBNz6MLuTTgAlSjX1wmWGA&e=


science of evolution with The Great Courses. Before coming to Rice, he worked as a visiting 
researcher with the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC and São Paulo State University 
in Rio Claro, Brazil. His current research examines the interactions between native and 
non-native ants, the impacts of extreme flooding on ant communities, ant foraging behavior, and 
the co-evolution between ants and microbes. He is currently a member of the Editorial Board of 
the Journal of Tropical Ecology. Dr. Solomon often speaks and writes about science at schools, 
museums, churches, science cafés, TEDx events and other venues and has appeared on radio 
broadcasts on NPR and the BBC World Service and television series such as NASA’s 
Unexplained Files and Life 2.0. His writing and photography have appeared in publications such 
as NBC News, Slate, Aeon, Nautilus, and Wired and his first book, Future Humans: Inside the 
Science of Our Continuing Evolution was published by Yale University Press and was included 
on the 2017 Best Book List by the American Association for the Advancement of Science 
(AAAS). 
  
Carrie Cameron, Ph.D. is associate professor in the Department of Behavioral Science at MD 
Anderson Cancer Center. Her research over the past 10 years has focused on the development 
of scientific communication skills and their role in influencing science identity and intention to 
pursue research careers. She serves as PI on two major NIH grants, one conducting mentor 
training in SciComm and researching the training's impact on mentors and on their trainees, and 
another on communicating across difference in the research environment. She has led MD 
Anderson's Scientific Elevator Speech Competitions, featured on NPR,  for over 7 years and 
developed MD Anderson's Scientific English program for researchers with English as a second 
language. Carrie holds a PhD in Linguistics from Rice University and a BA in Russian from the 
Monterey Institute. 
 

Visual Communication Experts 
Mike de la Flor, CMI, Ph.D. researches the neural substrates of behavior with a specific focus 
in the neural mechanisms and circuits of cognition like learning and memory. He is also a 
biology lecturer and genetics lab coordinator in the Biology and Biochemistry department at the 
University of Houston. Mike is a board certified medical illustrator with over 25 years of 
experience in medical illustration. Mike has authored four computer graphics titles, including 
The Digital Biomedical Illustration Handbook, and penned over one hundred articles on various 
topics for computer graphics magazines. 
  
Scott Holmes, CMI is a board certified medical illustrator in Houston specializing in medical 
illustration and design for the scientific and medical community. He helps surgeons, scientists, 
researchers and start-ups with presentations, posters, grants, publications and marketing 
pieces. He designs easy-to-follow figures and illustrations that improve journal placement by 
conveying complex scientific ideas clearly. Scott Holmes graduated with a major in Medical 
Illustration in 1995 from a joint program between Cleveland Institute of Art and Case Western 
Reserve University in Cleveland, Ohio. Some past projects include completion of the 
reconstruction of the Australopithecus afarensis AL-288 "Lucy" and design of anatomical models 
and CPR simulators. Scott worked at UT McGovern Medical School in Houston for over 12 

 



years in the Department of Surgery, as well as a few years simultaneously in Pathology & 
Laboratory Medicine, Pediatric Surgery and the Center for Traumatic Injury Research (CeTIR). 
In 2011 he joined the Michael E. DeBakey Department of Surgery where he supports 14 of the 
15 sections and divisions in the department of surgery. In addition he provides media support to 
the chairman's office and the Office of Surgical Research. Scott works in a wide range of media, 
including surgical and scientific illustration, marketing, web content, social media, graphic 
design, animation, photography, communications and event support to strengthen 
communication within the department and its footprint in the scientific and medical community.  
  
Scott Weldon, M.A. is an award-winning Certified Professional Medical Illustrator with over 18 
years at Baylor College of Medicine in the Division of Cardiothoracic Surgery. He served 
originally as the Supervisor of Medical Illustration, and his current role is the Principal of 
Creative Design and Illustration. Beyond his specialty in cardiothoracic surgical illustration, he 
works with a diverse medical and scientific freelance clientele utilizing a variety of media. His 
primarily academic-based practice has led to co-authoring 15 journal articles/videos, 
contributing graphics and illustrations to a diverse set of projects (nearly 200 journal articles, 
more than 20 chapters, over 500 presentations, numerous scientific posters, grant applications, 
and abstracts), as well as completely illustrating 2 surgical textbooks. He is also actively 
involved with the Association of Medical Illustrators (AMI), volunteering in several capacities, 
including on the Executive Committee and Board of Governors as Treasurer of the Association. 
Scott received his BFA in Graphic Design from Lamar University and his MA in Biomedical 
Communications from the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center at Dallas. 
 

Oral Communication Experts 
Jaime González, M.Ed. serves as the Houston Urban Conservation Programs Manager for The 
Nature Conservancy in Texas. His work prioritizes building partnerships, designing and 
managing projects, and assisting communities and other organizations to help make Houston a 
more healthy, resilient, physically cooler, better-connected, and biologically diverse city. Jaime 
is one of a growing corps of over 20 Nature Conservancy city leads using nature-based 
solutions to Build Healthier Cities throughout North America and the world. Mr. González also 
serves as the Vice President and Co-founder of the Coastal Prairie Partnership, as the 
Secretary of the Board of Directors of the North American Association for Environmental 
Education, and as a member of Texas Parks and Wildlife Department’s Texas Wildlife Diversity 
Advisory Committee. He has worked for 21 years in conservation and environmental education 
in the Greater Houston region, including as the Community Conservation Director at the Katy 
Prairie Conservancy (2006-2018) and as Naturalist and Conservation Lead at the Houston 
Arboretum & Nature Center (1998-2005). Mr. González earned a M.Ed. in Curriculum & 
Instruction-Science Education and a B.S. in Biology from the University of Houston. He also 
earned a Certificate in Environmental Communication from the Nicholas School for the 
Environment at Duke University, a Texas Educator Certificate (Science, Grades 4-8) from the 
Texas Educational Agency, and expert certificates in urban environmental education and civic 
ecology from the Civic Ecology Lab at Cornell University. 
  

 



  
Gary Jordan, B.S. Public Affairs Officer at NASA, has been working at Johnson Space Center 
in Houston, TX for 5 years. His responsibilities include managing media relations for the 
International Space Station (ISS) and Commercial Crew, leading the digital multimedia content 
team, hosting live television commentary of dynamic spaceflight in Mission Control Houston, 
and producing and hosting “Houston We Have a Podcast.” Gary first started at NASA in 2012 
through their Pathways Internship program while he was still a student at Penn State University. 
As an intern, he directed and edited a parody music video titled “NASA Johnson Style,” which 
now has over 6.5 million views on YouTube. In 2014, Gary began his career as a full-time NASA 
employee in internal communications where he lead a team to unify communication platforms 
and standardize branding, for which he would be awarded the NASA’s Trailblazer Award in 
2016. He also ran an internal engagement campaign for 10,000 employees and contractors that 
was centered around the book and feature film “The Martian” and included stage presentations, 
written products, and unique experiences like an employee screening. For the past 2 years, 
Gary has been a part of the external communication team at NASA where his primary 
newsroom beats are overseeing the public messaging for the International Space Station (ISS) 
Program, an orbiting space laboratory that is nearing 20 years of continuous human presence; 
and the Commercial Crew Program, a program that is working closely with SpaceX and Boeing 
to launch humans from American soil. Recent short film productions include: “Everything About 
Living in Space” and “How to Prepare (Thanksgiving) Food in Space. 
  
Chris Lipp, M.A. lectures at Rice University, focusing on communication for engineers and 
scientists. He previously supported scientists at Stanford University helping them promote their 
research and win grants as well as managerial jobs in Silicon Valley. Chris has a background in 
electrical engineering from UC Berkeley. 
  
Katie House, B.S. is an Engineer, Connector, Entrepreneur, Motivational Speaker, & HUGE 
advocate for Women in STEM! As founder and coach, she created her company to work with 
clients to up their game when it comes to presentation skills and public speaking so that they 
can be the best leaders, role models and influencers they can be. She is actively involved in the 
Women's Energy Network and sits on the board as the Community Initiatives Director, and 
spends much of her free time volunteering with STEM outreach programs. Professionally, Katie 
is currently the Innovation Projects Lead at Darcy Partners, a technology scouting and 
consulting firm in Downtown Houston, as well as a certified yoga teacher. 
  

Networking Guests 
BioScience Writers 

Diverse Scholar – Alberto Roca, Ph.D. 
Taste of Science – Jon Flynn, Ph.D. 

  
  

Presentation/Pitch Judges 
Gary Jordan, B.S. 

 



Chris Lipp, M.A.  
Jon Flynn, Ph.D. 

Warren Holleman, Ph.D. 
Mike de la Flor, CMI, Ph.D.  

Peter Barker 
Joan Meiners, Ph.D. 

 

 


