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Introduction: The NASA Science Mission
Directorate (SMD) Community of Practice for
Education (SCoPE) project aims to foster
collaborations between NASA science and engineering
subject matter experts (SMEs) and NASA Science
Activation (SciAct) teams. These collaborations
leverage the expertise and interests of NASA-
connected SMEs to enhance public engagement with
NASA’s missions, ensuring that the agency’s
discoveries and goals are effectively communicated to
diverse audiences.

Research [1] has shown that many scientists and
engineers are highly motivated to engage in public
outreach, especially those associated with NASA,
given the agency’s extensive outreach programs.
However, they often face challenges in balancing their
professional responsibilities with outreach activities
and may lack access to training that could help them
communicate complex scientific concepts effectively.
Understanding these motivations, challenges, and
training needs is critical for building successful
partnerships between SMEs and education or outreach
professionals.

The SCoPE project addresses these needs through
targeted initiatives that include training programs,
competitive grant opportunities, and mission liaison
roles, all of which empower SMEs to participate in and
contribute to NASA’s education and public
engagement goals. Here we highlight the SCoPE
project’s core programs, their contributions to SME
development and engagement with NASA’s SciAct
program, and their impact on advancing NASA’s
mission to inspire and inform learners and the general
public.

SciAct-Focused Programs: Seed Grants and
Core Event Support: One of SCoPE's cornerstone
initiatives is its ongoing seed grant program, which
competitively funds SMEs to support educational
outreach activities in collaboration with SciAct teams.
To date, 32 seed grants have been awarded to 29
distinct SMEs, with 24 of these grantees identifying as
belonging to historically marginalized groups. These
grants have enabled a wide range of outreach projects
that link NASA missions to learners and the general
public.

In addition to seed grants, SCoPE actively supports
NASA core events and initiatives, such as the
Heliophysics Big Year and eclipse-related events of
2024. Recent efforts include awarding three eclipse-

related grants to recipients from historically
marginalized communities, including collaborations
with Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs). Evaluations of the seed grant program
indicate that SciAct teams find the initiatives highly
impactful and consistent with NASA’s high standards
of outreach quality.

SME-Focused Initiatives: The SCoPE project is
dedicated to supporting subject matter experts (SMEs)
by providing opportunities and resources that enhance
their professional development and engagement in
educational outreach. Through targeted programs, such
as the SciAct Affiliates Program, grant management
training via seed grants, specialized science
communication training, and the mission liaison
program, SCoPE equips SMEs with the tools and
experiences needed to successfully connect their work
with diverse audiences. These initiatives not only
strengthen the connection between SMEs and SciAct
teams but also empower SMEs to grow their skills and
expand their impact in meaningful ways.

SciAct Affiliates Program. The SciAct Affiliates
program is another flagship effort under the SCoPE,
project, offering early-career SMEs an opportunity to
connect with SciAct teams and expand their impact.
Each year, early-career SMEs are competitively
selected as affiliates, receiving travel support to major
conferences (e.g., annual meeting of the American
Geophysical Union (AGU)), science communication
training, and an introduction to the SciAct program.
This introduction includes a focus on projects to which
affiliates can contribute, along with invitations to
attend SciAct-related events throughout the year.

Since the program's inception, 34 affiliates have
been selected, with 32 identifying as members of
historically marginalized groups. Evaluation data
shows that affiliates find immense value in the
program, particularly appreciating the chance to meet
like-minded peers who share their passion for outreach
and education. Many also report that they were
previously unaware of SciAct opportunities,
underscoring the importance of this initiative in
connecting SMEs with NASA’s broader education
mission.

Grant Management Skills via Seed Grants. The
seed grant program also provides SMEs with critical
grant writing and management experience, equipping
them with skills that extend beyond their immediate
outreach activities. Grant recipients are required to
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manage budgets, adhere to reporting requirements, and
coordinate deliverables with SciAct teams. This hands-
on experience helps SMEs build competencies in
project planning and execution, which are valuable for
securing and managing future funding opportunities.

By participating in the seed grant program, SMEs
gain practical knowledge in navigating the
complexities of grant administration, preparing them to
take on larger-scale projects and fostering their
professional growth within and beyond NASA
collaborations.

Mission Liaison Program. The mission liaison
program connects NASA mission SMEs with NASA
SciAct, providing an unique opportunity for them to
serve as liaisons between mission science teams and
SciAct outreach efforts. Notable examples of missions
from which SMEs participated in this program include
the OSIRIS-REx mission, the Perseverance mission,
and the Artemis Il mission. Liaisons participate in
workshops and events, where they share mission-
related science, facilitate the exchange of ideas, and
collaborate with SciAct teams to develop outreach
strategies.

This program not only deepens the integration of
mission-specific content into public engagement
efforts but also allows SMEs to expand their networks
and gain valuable experience in translating complex
science for a variety of audiences. Mission liaisons
play a critical role in bridging the gap between NASA
missions and the public, ensuring that NASA’s
discoveries are communicated in engaging and
accessible ways.

Building SME  Capacity  with  Science
Communication Training. A core element of SCoPE’s
programming is its emphasis on  science
communication training. This training equips SMEs
with the skills needed to effectively convey complex
scientific concepts to general audiences, educators, and
learners. The program offers a suite of live and online
training opportunities and resources, including
asynchronous training modules that SMEs can
complete just-in-time to fit their schedules. These
modules provide practical guidance on engaging
diverse audiences, creating accessible materials, and
refining their communication techniques.

The SCoPE project also actively partners with
professional science organizations like the AGU
Sharing Science Committee, to provide SMEs with
access to cutting-edge tools and expertise.
Additionally, the program leverages resources
generated by longstanding organizations like Portal to
the Public [2], ensuring that SMEs benefit from
established best practices in outreach and engagement.
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By strengthening SMEs’ communication skills
through these resources and partnerships, SCoPE not
only enhances individual professional development but
also ensures that NASA’s science and engineering
discoveries are effectively shared with audiences
nationwide.

Conclusion: Through initiatives like the seed grant
program, SciAct Affiliates program, mission liaisons
program, and targeted science communication training,
the SCoPE project is advancing its mission to expand
SME participation in SciAct and strengthen
connections between NASA science and the public.
Moreover, SCoPE utilizes evidence-based practices for
broadening the participation of members of historically
marginalized groups in these programs which foster
impactful collaborations, equip SMEs with valuable
communication skills, and amplify the reach and
relevance of NASA’s missions. Moving forward,
SCoPE will continue to prioritize excellence and broad
engagement, ensuring that NASA’s education and
outreach efforts resonate with the wide range of
communities it serves.
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