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STEMAP Immersion Process 
 
The STEMAP Approach 
 
Successful STEMAP engagement activities are informed by the focal group and highlight 
interests, values, and experiences shared by the group members and the Ambassador. 
Ambassadors build contacts within the focal group and identify shared interests, values, and 
experiences through an “immersion” prior to designing an engagement activity. 
 
Immersion activities can take many forms, depending on the focal group. Ambassadors should 
have at least one conversation with a focal group member or organizer and review publicly 
available focal group materials (e.g., newsletters, events calendars, websites, publications). 
Observing virtual focal group meetings can also be helpful. Immersion activities should be 
conducted remotely, not through in-person meetings or site visits, while COVID-19 restrictions 
are in place. 
 
Immersion Examples 
 

• An Ambassador interested in engaging with members of a senior center reviews the 
center’s newsletter, has a phone call with the center’s program coordinator, and 
observes one of the center’s online arts and crafts classes. 

• An Ambassador interested in engaging youth in a secure care facility has a video call 
with the facility’s director and one of the teachers.  

• An Ambassador interested in writing an article for a popular outdoor magazine reviews 
past issues of the magazine and talks with the magazine’s editor and outdoor 
enthusiasts. 

 
There are three steps to the immersion process. 
 

1. Review Focal Group Materials: Gather background information about the group and 
identify key organizations by reviewing focal group articles, books, newsletters, 
websites, events calendars, and other publicly available materials. 

2. Build Contacts: Identify possible focal group contacts or representatives. Express your 
interest in working with them and gauge their interest in partnering with you.   

3. Talk with a Focal Group Representative: Have a conversation with a focal group 
representative. Prepare questions to learn about the group and take notes. 

  

Keep an open mind! Avoid becoming attached to preliminary engagement ideas based on 
your initial assumptions about the focal group. Be flexible and prepared to revise your plan 
as you learn about the group. 
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Step 1. Review Focal Group Materials 
 
Do some background research on the focal group you hope to engage by reviewing publicly 
available materials. The sources will depend on the group and may include  

• websites or social media pages; 
• journal publications; 
• books written by members of the focal group; 
• magazines; 
• newsletters; and 
• event calendars. 

 
Note themes that emerge in your review on p. 10. Consider these questions: 

• What organizations or gathering places exist for the focal group? 
• What topics are discussed? 
• Are there events or activities group members partake in? 
• How do group members communicate with each other? 
• What are the key issues concerning the focal group? 

 
Step 2. Build Contacts 
 
You will need to identify and reach out to people in the focal group (i.e., ‘focal group 
representatives’) to gauge the group’s interest in working with you and arrange for a 
conversation.  
 
First, identify possible contacts by 

• drawing on your personal connections; 
• drawing on your background research in Step 1 to create a list of organizations, general 

contact information, or contacts information for people in leadership, coordination, or 
outreach positions; or 

• communicating with STEMAP for contact information for past partners. See 
www.stemap.org for a list of focal groups approached by past Ambassadors. 
 
List three possible focal group representative contacts below. 
 

Representative Name Organization Role Contact Info 

1. 
   

2. 
   

3. 
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Communities approached by STEM Ambassadors may have never or rarely been approached by 
scientists. It is important to articulate why the topic you wish to discuss is relevant to the focal 
group. After you’ve identified contacts, prepare an introduction that answers the following 
questions: 
 

• Why do you wish to engage with this focal group? 
• What do you hope to learn from engaging with the focal group? 
• What would you like to bring to the group? Why is it relevant? 

 
Articulate why you wish to engage with the focal group. Avoid jargon and technical 
explanations of your research.  

 

Example 
 
My name is Nalini Nadkarni. I am a professor in the Biology Department at the University of 
Utah, where I study the plants and animals that live in the treetops of tropical rainforests. 
When I was a child, I loved climbing trees, and now I study forest canopies in Costa Rica. 
 
I am aware that trees are important as religious symbols of life and truth, like the Tree and 
Life and the Tree of Knowledge. In my reading of the Bible, for example, I found 328 
references to trees. I would like to learn more about how trees are perceived by your 
church and other places of worship and share my interest in and knowledge of trees with 
the community. 
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Once you have drafted your introduction, you may begin contacting focal group 
representatives. Contact representatives one at a time to avoid over commitment or confusion.  
Different people may use different modes of communication (e.g., text, phone, e-mail, social 
media, video call). Try a different mode of communication if you don’t receive a response to 
your first inquiry. You may adapt the e-mail and telephone templates on pages 5 and 6. Copy 
STEMAP staff on your e-mails if you’d like additional guidance.  
 
Track your contact attempts and follow up. Spend about one week trying to reach a single 
person. Try a different person if no contact is made after three attempts over seven business 
days. For example: 
 

• Send an e-mail to the first representative you identified (p. 5) 
• Follow up with a phone call if you get no response after three days (p. 6) 
• Follow up via phone or e-mail if no response is received after another three days  

 
 
Use the table or a calendar to track your contact attempts. 
 

Focal Group Representative Date of 1st 
Contact 

Date of 2nd 
Contact 

(3 days after 1st 
attempt) 

Date of 3rd 
Contact 

(3 days after 2nd 
attempt) 

Contact 
Made? 

(Y/N) 
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The following are templates for contacting focal group representatives. You may reference 
these or prepare your own. 
  

E-mail Template 
 
Dear [focal group representative name], 
 
My name is [your name]. I am a [your position] in the [your department] at [your 
institution]. I am participating in science communication training through the STEM 
Ambassador Program (STEMAP)—a public engagement program funded by the National 
Science Foundation. As part of this program, scientists work with community organizations 
to facilitate the exchange of information with the public. This can improve access to current 
research and help scientists like myself build communication skills and view their work in a 
broader context.  

I would like to work with [name of focal group organization]. I hope to learn [description of 
what you would gain from engaging with the focal group] and would like to share 
[description of what you bring to the table/how this benefits the focal group]. Would there 
be interest at your organization in [very brief, general description of activity]? I understand 
COVID-19 has impacted how many programs operate. The activity would be designed to 
adhere to public health guidelines and any additional guidelines set by your organization. 
 
Please let me know if you or another individual at [name of organization] would be 
available for a call to discuss working with me on this project. 
 
If you are not interested at this time, can you refer me to someone else in this area?  
 
Thank you, 
 
[Your first name] 

[Your first and last name] 
[E-mail] 
[Phone (optional) ] 
[Title and institution] 
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  Call Notes Template 
 
1. Introduce yourself and find the right person to talk to 
Hello my name is [first and last name]. I am a [your position] in the [department] at [your 
institution]. I am calling to inquire whether [name of organization] would be interested in 
working with me on a science communication project. Are you the appropriate person to speak 
to regarding this? 
 
2. Describe STEMAP 
I am participating in science communication training through the STEM Ambassador Program, 
a public engagement program funded by the National Science Foundation. As part of this 
program, scientists work with community organizations to exchange information with public 
audiences. This provides the public with access to current research and helps scientists like me 
build communication skills and view our work in a broader context.  
 
3. Ask for a follow up conversation 
I would like to engage with [name of organization]. I hope to learn [brief description of what 
you would gain from engaging with the group] and would like to share [brief description of 
what you would bring to the table/how this benefits the focal group]. I understand COVID-19 
has impacted how many programs operate. The activity would be designed to adhere to public 
health guidelines and any additional guidelines set by your organization. 
 
Would there be interest at [name of organization] in [brief description of engagement activity]? 
 
Would you be available for a short follow up video conference or phone call to discuss working 
with me on this project? I am happy to set up a video call link. 
 
If you are not interested at this time, can you refer me to someone else in this area?  
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Step 3. Talk with a Focal Group Representative 
 
Arrange at least one meeting with one focal group representative. Meetings should be 
conducted remotely using the representative’s preferred mode of communication (e.g. phone, 
Zoom) while COVID-19 restrictions are in effect.  
 
Prepare questions for the focal group representative in advance (p. 9). Focus on questions that 
will help you understand the group’s current activities, experiences, and interests. 

 
Take notes in a two-column chart, like the one below, during the meeting or soon after (p. 10). 

Example Notes 
 
Focal Group: Virtual Senior Center 

Observations Insights 
What did you learn from your review of focal group 

materials and call(s) with focal group 
representatives? 

 
• Seniors are unable to gather in person 

due to COVID-19 
• The virtual center aims to facilitate safe 

activities and social interactions 
• Activities include online classes and 

phone discussions. Seniors can also pick 
up self-guided activity kits 

• Meals are available for pickup 
• A self-guided cardmaking kit was one of 

the most popular activities 
• Center publishes a newsletter  

Where might there be opportunities to engage? 
What do you need to keep in mind when designing 

an engagement activity? 
 

• Activity should not require face-to-face 
interaction 

• Activity can encompass both hands-on 
and virtual formats 

• Could tie in a craft to mirror the 
successful cardmaking activity 

• Newsletter may provide an avenue to 
promote the activity 

 
 
 

 

Example Questions 
 

• What is the group’s mission or goal? 
• What does a typical [activity/ meeting/ day] look like for the group? 
• What [activities/ topics] seem to be most popular? 
• How do group members stay connected (e.g., phone, email, video calls, letters)? 
• Do you have any newsletters, events calendars, or other materials I might review to 

learn more about the group? 
• Are there constraints I should keep in mind when working with the focal group 

remotely? 
• Are there access issues I should keep in mind (e.g., lack of internet)?  
• Is there anything I could share that might be helpful to the focal group? 
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Meeting Tips 
 

• Take initiative. Offer to initiate the meeting by calling the focal group representative at 
a predetermined time or creating a link for a video conference meeting. 

• Limit distractions. For video calls, check that the space behind you is tidy or choose a 
simple virtual background. Turn off e-mail notifications, silence your cell phone, and 
minimize other noises during the meeting. Mute yourself when you are not speaking.  

• Be flexible. Many people are working from home, which can be challenging. Be 
accommodating if the focal group representative needs to pause or reschedule your 
conversation to tend to their children, answer the door, or handle other issues that 
arise. 

• Manage expectations. Ambassadors are sometimes asked by group representatives to 
provide more than one activity (e.g., offering monthly programs).  Scientists often do 
not have resources to launch ongoing programs. Connect focal group representatives 
who request regular programs with STEMAP staff. STEMAP can list representatives in 
the STEMAP database and feature the group in the STEMAP newsletter as a venue for 
engagement by future Ambassadors.  
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Write questions to ask the focal group representative to help you understand the 
group’s shared interests, experiences, and activities. 
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 Record notes from your review of focal group materials and conversations with the 
focal group representative.  
 

Focal Group:  
 
 

 

Observations Insights 
What did you learn from your review of focal group 

materials and call(s) with focal group representatives? 
• What interests, values, goals, or experiences do 

members of the focal group appear to share with 
each other?  

• Are there areas of overlap with your interests, 
values, goals, or experiences?  

• Where are the opportunities to engage?  
• How can this inform your project?  
• What should you do?  
• What shouldn’t you do? 
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