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FY23 NASA CONNECTS EVALUATION STUDY 

NASA’s Connecting Our NASA Network of Educa tors  for Collabora ting Together in STEM – NASA 
CONNECTS – is  an online  com m unity of practice  (CoP) crea ted in 2021.  NASA CONNECTS facilita tes  
educa tor access  to NASA resources and supports  educa tor collabora tion and connection through 
discussion,  ne tworking,  and the  opportunity to share  practices  and resources .  This  eva lua tion s tudy 
leveraged exis ting research and collected and ana lyzed da ta  to understand the  reach of and 
collabora tion within the NASA CONNECTS com m unity,  re levance  of content,  e fficiency of using the  
pla tform  to find resources ,  and practices  to support susta inability.   

PURPOSE  
The  s tudy provides evidence  about how NASA CONNECTS supports  teachers  in crea ting com pelling 
educa tiona l activities  tha t support the NASA Office  of STEM Engagem ent (OSTEM) Stra tegic Goal 
3. 0:  Attract diverse  groups of s tudents  to STEM through learning opportunities  tha t spark inte rest 
and provide  connections to NASA’s m ission and work (NASA Stra tegy for Science ,  Technology,  
Engineering,  Mathem atics  (STEM) Engagem ent,  2023).  The s tudy offe rs  inform ation for NASA 
CONNECTS and Next Gen STEM (NGS) leadership to support planning and im plem enta tion decis ions.   

METHODOLOGY 
The  NASA CONNECTS eva lua tion s tudy used a  convergent para lle l m ixed-m ethod design (Figure  1) 
to answer five eva lua tion questions (EQs).  Quantita tive  and qua lita tive  da ta  were  collected be tween 
February and June  2023.  Data  confirm ed,  cross-va lida ted,  and corrobora ted findings and results  to 
answer diffe rent aspects  of the  eva lua tion questions.  

 
 Figure  1 Data  Sources and Evalua tion Questions 
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https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/atoms/files/nasa-strategy-for-stem-2020-23-508.pdf#:%7E:text=The%20NASA%20Strategy%20for%20STEM%20Engagement%202020-2023%20serves,engagement%20efforts%2C%20including%20programs%2C%20projects%2C%20activities%20and%20products.
https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/atoms/files/nasa-strategy-for-stem-2020-23-508.pdf#:%7E:text=The%20NASA%20Strategy%20for%20STEM%20Engagement%202020-2023%20serves,engagement%20efforts%2C%20including%20programs%2C%20projects%2C%20activities%20and%20products.


Seventy- five  NASA CONNECTS users responded to the  evalua tion survey and 18 participa ted in 
focus groups.  NASA STEM Gateway regis tra tion da ta  from  1, 082 NASA CONNECTS users  with 
verifiable  addresses  in the  United Sta tes  provided inform ation about m em bers’ geographic loca tion 
and background characte ris tics  (e . g. ,  educa tor type).   

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

EQ1 Reach A little  over one-ha lf of NASA CONNECTS users ,  56% ,  a re  K-12 form al educa tors .  About 
one- third,  28% ,  a re  inform al educa tors ,  including individua ls who work in m useum s,  na tiona l parks ,  
plane ta rium s,  and libraries .  The percentage  of educa tor type varies  by geographic region (Figure  2).   

Elementary Teachers

Middle School Teachers

High School Teachers

Informal Educators

Other (Admin, Preservice, Homeschool)

WEST 20% 17% 12% 32% 17%

SOUTH 19% 17% 24% 24% 16%

NORTHEAST 10% 17% 39% 24% 11%

MIDWEST 11% 13% 21% 37% 17%

Figure  2 NASA CONNECTS Educator Type  by Region 
 
  
 

The  proxim ity of NASA CONNECTS user’s  educa tiona l institutions was m apped to identify overlap 
with regions with high concentra tions of s tudent popula tions underserved and underrepresented in 
STEM.  Figure  3 m aps NASA CONNECTS users’ institutiona l addresses  over the predom inant e thnicity 
and race by county.  The  loca tion and type  of NASA CONNECTS users’ institutional addresses  a re  
shown by diffe rent colors  and shapes of buildings,  and the  predom inant e thnicity and race  by county 
is  indica ted by various shades of color.  The m ap a lso shows Incom e-to-Poverty (IPR) estim ates ,  with 
the  darker purple  shades showing higher ne ighborhood poverty es tim ates .   

NASA CONNECTS users  a re  present in a ll 50 sta tes ,  a lthough the  num ber of users in the  west and 
extrem e northwest is  sparse  (Figure  3).  The  full report identified geographic regions with high 
concentra tions of s tudents  underserved or underrepresented in STEM with few or no educa tors  
engaged in NASA CONNECTS.  These  findings point to opportunities  for ta rge ted recruitm ent,  
including educa tors  in geographica lly isola ted or rura l a reas and those  not near a  NASA center.   
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Figure  2 NASA CONNECTS users’ institutiona l loca tions m apped with predom inant county e thnicity and 
race  and IPR estim ates 

Table  1 Sum m ary of key takeaways and recom m endations re la ted to Evalua tion Question 1 

Reach:  Who uses  NASA CONNECTS?  

Key Takeaways:   
NASA CONNECTS users  include  form al 
and inform al educa tors who reside  across  
the  U. S.  There  a re  opportunities  to 
increase  engagem ent of educa tors  se rving 
high-poverty popula tion centers  and 
predom inantly Hispanic and Native  
Am erican com m unities .  
 

Recom m endations:   
• Increase  use by form al and inform al educa tors  in NASA 

CONNECTS 
• Use ta rge ted recruitm ent s tra tegies  to reach identified 

gap a reas ,  including high-poverty,  predom inantly 
Native  Am erican,  Hispanic,  and Black popula tion 
centers  (see lis t in full report) 
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EQ2 Efficiency A m ajority (74% ) of NASA CONNECTS m em bers,  those  who log in da ily or weekly as  
well as those who use  the  resource m ore  infrequently,  agree  tha t “NASA CONNECTS has he lped 
[them ] find and access NASA educa tiona l resources  m ore e fficiently”.  Helpful fea tures include  
notifica tions and updates ,  the  banner tha t 
highlights  inform ation,  the  ability to save  
resources in collections,  and the  option to join 
a ffinity groups.  Suggestions to im prove  
e fficiency included organizing resources  m ore  
clearly by topic a rea  and providing short 
descriptions of content to he lp users  quickly 
de te rm ine  if the  resource  is  re levant before 
se lecting.  One  educa tor described how sm all 
barrie rs  in e fficiency can be s ignificant barrie rs 
for busy teachers.   

 

 

Time is our most precious resource as a teacher. … Often, 

I forget my password…That's easy to fix… But again, there 

are these small little barriers, and it's like I have a stack of 

papers to grade. And [I mean to] come back to this, and 

sometimes I don't really come back. [Participant 9] 

Table  2 Sum m ary of key takeaways and recom m endations re la ted to Evalua tion Question 2 

Efficiency:  How is  NASA CONNECTS im proving access  to NASA resources?  

Key Takeaways:   
Educa tors  agree  tha t NASA CONNECTS 
he lps them  find and access  NASA 
educa tiona l resources m ore  e fficiently.  
Users  offe red suggestions for im proving 
s ite  e fficiency and usability.   

Recom m endations:   
• Work with NASA CONNECTS developm ent team  to 

ensure a  high-quality user experience 
• Provide  direct links to resources  and live  events   
• Im prove  search fea tures  to include m ulti- level filte ring 
• Im prove  organiza tion of resources  (e . g. ,  dropdown 

m enus) 
• Include descriptions (e . g. ,  grade- level,  content,  tim e) 

EQ3 Collabora tion Focus group participants  reported tha t connecting and collabora ting with other 
educa tors  is  va luable  and energizing (see  
quote) and they a re  inte rested in increased 
opportunities  to do so in NASA CONNECTS.   

The  38%  of NASA CONNECTS users  who 
responded to the  survey who use  NASA 
CONNECTS for collabora tion described posting 
and rece iving m essages and engaging in online  
events .  NASA CONNECTS has the  potentia l to facilita te  s tronger and deeper educa tor participa tion 
and connection as m em bership increases,  fea tures  m ature ,  and users  becom e m ore engaged in the  
com m unity.   

 

 

[F]or me it's very energizing to connect with other 

educators, share information. And I think a lot of 

educators are that way. [Participant 15] 
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Table  3 Sum m ary of key takeaways and recom m endations re la ted to Evalua tion Question 3  

Collabora tion:  How do educa tors  connect and work toge ther in NASA CONNECTS? (EQ3) 

Key Takeaways:   
The  m ost robust discussions,  which 
educa tors  value  and desire ,  occur in 
inte rest groups and live events .  
Collabora tion was identified as  a  potentia l 
a rea  of growth for the  NASA CONNECTS 
CoP.   

Recom m endations:   
• Consider in-person opportunities ,  including professiona l 

deve lopm ent 
• Offer additiona l opportunities  for discussions 
• Enhance  opportunities  for educa tors to share  

experiences  and adapta tion of resources and activities  

 

EQ4 Content The  grea test percentage  of 
NASA CONNECTS users  found the  following 
resources useful:  videos (88%  agreem ent),  
professional deve lopm ent (73% ),  and lesson 
plans (67% ;  Table  4).  Videos of 15 m inutes  
or less in length,  and especia lly those  tha t 
a re  2-5 m inute  long,  were  preferred.   

 

 

 

 

 

Table  4 Percentage  of NASA CONNECTS users  
who agree  tha t resource  type  is useful 

Resource %  agree 
Videos 88%  
Professiona l learning 73%  
Lesson plans 67%  
Engineering design cha llenges 61%  
STEM career Resources 59%  
Virtua l s tudent engagem ents 59%  
NASA STEM gam es 57%  
Internship inform ation 44%  
NASA Books for s tudents  41%  
Com petitions 37%  
  

Table  5 Sum m ary of key takeaways and recom m endations re la ted to Evalua tion Question 4 

Content:  What resources  a re  useful to NASA CONNECTS users 

Key Takeaways:   
Educa tors  find the  m ateria ls  they access  
on NASA CONNECTS to be  high-quality 
and va luable .  Am ong m ost useful a re  
lesson plans,  short videos,  professiona l 
deve lopm ent opportunities ,  and 
connections to NASA research and 
m ission- focused content.  

Recom m endations:   
• Review lesser-used resources  to de te rm ine  whether 

educa tors  are  unaware of them  or do not find them  
useful.  Develop s tra tegies  based on needs 

• Offer resources  tha t a re :  inte ractive ,  hands-on,  
organized a round them es (e . g. ,  Earth Day) and 
re levant and current issues  (e . g. ,  clim ate  change),  
integra ted across  STEM,  inte rdisciplinary,  DEIA-
focused 

• Em phasize  m ateria ls  tha t support awareness  and 
explora tion of diverse careers  with diverse  role  m odels  
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EQ5 Susta inability In genera l,  CoPs evolve  and m ature  in about a  decade .  The two-year old NASA 
CONNECTS is a  re la tive ly new CoP in the beginning s tages of deve lopm ent,  with loose connections 
in the  com m unity (Table  6;  Kezar & Gehrke,  2017).  The  m ajority of users  (82%  of survey 
respondents) a re  excited to keep using this resource  due to the  wealth of knowledge ,  live  events ,  
and opportunities  to connect with educa tors .  The  appropria te  focus of s trengthening the CoP is  on 
growing m em bership and supporting educa tors  as  they collabora te ,  build connections,  and share  
knowledge  in the com m unity.   

 
Table  6 Stages of Developm ent and Key Tensions/ Challenges for Developing CoPs 

Stage Tension/ Challenge 

Potentia l – Loose  ne twork of connections 
with potentia l for growth.  

Discover/ Im agine  – Build on what is  present or explore  
where potentia l could lead 

Coalescing – Com m unity coa lesces  as  
connections a re  built 

Incubate / Deliver Im m edia te  Value  – Allow connections 
to form  and trust to build;  show com m unity value   

Maturing – Increasing m em bership and 
depth of knowledge 

Focus/ Expand – Direct energy or expand inte rests  /  
focus 

Stewardship – Active  sharing and 
knowledge  deve lopm ent 

Ownership/ Openness  – Balance  com m unity ownership 
with introducing new ideas 

Transform ation – Evolving or energy 
waning 

Let Go/ Live  On – Com m unity wanes or transform  to 
susta in 

Source .  From  Kezar & Gehrke ,  2017;  Adapted from  Wenger e t a l.  (2002).   

Table  7 Sum m ary of key takeaways and recom m endations re la ted to Evalua tion Question 5  

Susta inability:  How to continue  NASA CONNECTS?  

Key Takeaways:   
This  two-year old pla tform  is  evolving to 
m eet user needs.  NASA funding,  
professional s ta ff m anaging the  pla tform ,  
and a lignm ent with the NASA Learning 
Agenda a re  s trengths .  Users  a re  excited 
to use  the  pla tform .  

Recom m endations:   
• Expand educa tor leadership and m odera tor 

opportunities  to foste r a  new genera tion of leaders 
• Offer additiona l opportunities  for m em bers to connect  
• Highlight NASA Subject Matte r Experts  (SME) and 

m odera tors,  who support excitem ent and com m unity 
engagem ent  
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