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Summary 

The Ocean Communicators Workshop “Communicating Science” was the first two-day 
OCA workshop since the inception of the California Ocean Communicators Alliance in 
April 2005.  It was held on August 20th and 21st in Santa Barbara, California, with more 
than 50 communicators representing ocean-related agencies, organizations and business 
in California.  The workshop reached the goals of identifying key messages for top 
ocean topics in California as well as providing workshop participants with expertise 
and experience in communicating those messages through new and traditional media 
outlets.  
 

Background 
Science communication has been acknowledged as a need in California and nationwide.  
Beginning in April 2006, members of the Ocean Communicators Alliance (OCA) 
requested a workshop to help answer the challenges involved in communicating 
science to the public and the media. In a report from the June 2006 national Conference 
on Ocean Literacy, the OCA is identified to help carry out public ocean literacy efforts 
in California. The “Thank You Ocean” campaign, a project of the OCA, is the obvious 
forum through which the OCA can communicate the ocean literacy messages to the 
public. The campaign is a California statewide effort that seeks to raise public ocean 
awareness by calling attention to the ocean as a vital resource and asks Californians to 
help protect it. 
 
To help the OCA with determining key science messages for California, members were 
surveyed in advance of the workshop and asked to identify top marine science themes 
for the state.  The three themes identified through the survey were 1) oceans and 
climate, 2) marine reserves and marine protected areas, and 3) ecosystem based 
management. In addition, OCA members were also asked to identify which media 
topics they were most interested in learning about.  The results determined many of the 
exercises for the two-day workshop.  For the complete survey results, see Appendix A. 
 

Workshop Activities 
The workshop involved a number of different activities including a discussion of 
challenges and solutions in dealing with scientific researchers and communication, 
presentations from experts on the top three identified ocean science themes for 
California, presentations from experts on science communication, group identification 
of key ocean science messages for California and the “Thank You Ocean” campaign, 
overview of new media, breakout groups for media specific activities, and a panel 
discussion with science journalists.   
 
Challenges and Solutions Dealing with Researchers and Communication:  
Ocean Communicator Alliance members were asked in an email sent out prior to the 
workshop to think about the challenges and solutions they had faced with 
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communicating science to the media and to the public.  Workshop participants spent 
one hour during the first day of the workshop discussing this topic.  The two main 
“problem” themes that were identified in the discussion were 1) problems with media 
understanding science and research and vice versa, and that 2) perception interferes 
with proper representation of important science themes. Table 1 below lists the 
identified challenges from the discussion.   
 

 
 
 

Table 1:  Challenges and Solutions Dealing with Researchers and Communication 
Challenges: Understanding 
Eliminating jargon 
Prior assumptions 
Media has no knowledge of subject- no background 
Oversimplification, insuring credible sources 
Communicators must translate from scientific language to English get scientists buy-in 
on translation 
Right tools for each media outlet 
Misunderstanding the scientific process—assuming if debate is occurring, no 
conclusions have been reached 
Concept of “recreational research” –the idea that scientists are conducting research for 
their own entertainment 
No easy entry point for scientists to learn media communications  
 
Challenges: Perception 
Media sensationalizes, motivation is make money 
Fear/hesitation of management (higher ups) to communicate about a subject 
Science vs. advocacy 
Media’s counterpoint mentality, not balanced, must have two sides no matter how 
small the opposition voice 
Science and management’s lack of support for professional communicators 
Education and outreach as an afterthought 
“Hollywood” scientists, “Biostitute” 
Peer pressure on scientists not to “showboat” or become media focus 
Media has prior agenda, story already written 
Some scientists requirement to be paid for story/interviews 
Fragmentation of media/ selective exposure to science news 
Expiration date for information and materials 
Editor support for story acceptance 
Dealing with damage control, staying on topic 
 
Solutions: 
Multiple approaches to story to reach different market segments/audiences 
Multimedia necessary today 
Need for communication training for scientists 
Scientists need to listen to what media wants   
Going through the children 
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“Big” Science Themes for California: 
The “big” science themes for California identified by the OCA though the pre-
workshop survey are: 1) oceans and climate, 2)  marine reserves and marine protected 
areas, and 3) ecosystem based management.  For the workshop, participants were 
provided fact sheets on each identified theme.  During the workshop, experts in each 
topic area gave brief overview presentations on the key points of each theme.  For fact 
sheets see Appendix B: Exhibit 1-3. For the PowerPoint presentations on oceans and 
climate and marine reserves and marine protected areas see Appendix C: Exhibit 1-2. 
 
Communicating Science for Understanding: 
Tim Zimmerman, Marine Science Learning Specialist, COSIA Program Manager at 
Lawrence Hall of Science, presented on the challenges of learning science.  Included in 
his presentation was a film titled “A Private Universe” that examines science learning 
through interviews with high school students and Harvard graduates.  To view the 
film, go to http://www.learner.org/resources/series28.html. To view his presentation, 
see Appendix D. 
 
Message Box: 
Jessica Brown, Assistant Director of Science Communication, Sea Web presented on the 
Message Box, a tool for helping scientists determine key points for science 
communication.  To view this presentation, see Appendix E: Exhibit 1.  To view the 
Message Box hand-out, go to Appendix E: Exhibit 2. 
 
Key Messages for “Big Science Themes”: 
The workshop participants broke out into small groups and using the Message Box 
template, identified key messages for each of the three “big” science themes for 
California.  The messages were then compiled and discussed by the large group before 
finalizing into three messages per theme.  The key messages identified for each theme 
were:  
 

Climate Change: (as it relates to the ocean) 
• Increased CO2, or carbon dioxide is changing the ocean’s chemistry, 

causing it to be more acidic and changing its temperature 
• Climate change directly impact humans through sea level rise, disrupted 

food supplies for marine life. 
• Scientists are working to determine to full extent of the problems 

associated with climate change, while governments, businesses and 
scientists recognize it is happening. 

 
Marine Protected Areas and Marine Reserves: 

• Marine reserves are one type of marine protected area where no fishing or 
extraction is allowed. 

• Marine reserves allow ocean areas to recover from human impacts 
resulting in more and bigger fish in a healthier habitat. 

• Marine reserves support long-term economic gain for marine tourism and 
fisheries. 
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Ecosystem Based Management: 
• Ecosystem based management is an integrated approach to ocean 

management that considers the entire ecosystem, including humans. 
• We need ecosystem-based management because species specific 

management has not worked to maintain the overall health and 
productivity of the ocean habitat. 

• Ecosystem based management will lead to restoration and maintenance of 
ocean ecosystems so we continue to enjoy healthy seafood, clean beaches 
and other ocean benefits. 

 
New Media Overview:  
A brief overview was given of the various types of new media that are currently being 
used to communicate science today.  Examples included statistics on use the internet, 
podcasting and blogging.  Additionally, a brief overview was given of the use of new 
media in the “Thank You Ocean” campaign, including the website, web banners, 
YouTube and Myspace.  To view the presentation on new media, see Appendix F. 
 
Media Panel: 
The workshop provided the opportunity for participants to hear from journalists and 
experts in the field of traditional media who specifically work on science-based stories.  
Panelists included: Zeke Barlow, Journalist, Ventura County Star; Nancy Baron, Ocean 
Science Outreach Director, SeaWeb; Keith Carls, KCOY-TV and Anna Davison, 
Freelance Writer.  The panel began with Nancy Baron of SeaWeb presenting on the 
reality of communicating science to media professionals and accessing the public.  
Moderator, Sarah Marquis, questioned panelists about their experiences as science 
journalists. Additionally, workshop participants were able to ask individual questions.  
 
Breakout groups: 
Ocean communicators participated in several breakout groups where they engaged in 
hands on exercises led by communications experts.  Breakout groups included 
podcasting, website and blogging, film, radio, TV and print.  In all cases participants 
learned the skills necessary for working with a particular media. In some cases 
participants developed products, such as creating a blog, a radio segment, a television 
interview and a podcast.  Participants reported back to the larger group with the 
products they developed and thoughts about each exercise. For the breakout exercises 
on podcasting, website and blogging, film, TV and radio, the expert breakout leads 
provided materials for participants as references for developing media on their own.  
To view the handouts see Appendix G, Exhibit 1-5. 
 
Conclusion:  
The Ocean Communicators Workshop “Communicating Science” was successful in 
identifying key themes and theme messages for the California Ocean Communicators 
Alliance to use in their science messaging throughout the state.  Workshop participants 
were able to gain skills and learn techniques for new and traditional media outlets. 
Workshop participants were asked to fill out surveys for feedback on the workshop and 
ideas for future workshops.  Of the fifteen surveys that were filled out, all indicated that 
the workshop met or exceeded expectations and ranked the workshop as excellent or 
very good.  Ideas for future workshops included; Funding: grant applications, project 



- 5 - 

evaluation, Crafting Talking Points, Project design and evaluation and “Thank You 
Ocean”. 
 
The key messages that were developed for each of the three “big science themes” were 
identified for the Ocean Communicators Alliance and the “Thank You Ocean” 
campaign to use in their messaging.  The key messages add to the ocean literacy 
messages being communicated by the “Thank You Ocean” campaign.  These messages 
will be built into further “Thank You Ocean” communications, including the website 
www.thankyouocean.org. 
 
  


