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RESULTS

Network Trends Over Time
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Looking at the snapshot of Network at 

each annual check-in, it becomes clear 

that this year (2023-24) showed evidence 

of real growth in Network size, from a 

combination of training new sites, while 

also sustaining a core of members.

This graphic focuses only on café programs that 

had not fully ended their efforts. This evidence 

shows the pattern and results of the Network’s 

efforts to sustain the existing network and grow 

new members over the course of the grant period 

(which began in Q4 2020).

From this view, the efforts to rebuild and develop a 

new training system were just underway in 2021, 

and the core number of sites engaged (existing, 

trainees, or new) stayed relatively stable from 

2021-23 – as the program iterated on its training 

model.

The results from 2023-24 – when the training 

model had been substantially refined and included 

robust systems (and staff) for engaging core 

members – show the strategies are bearing fruit 

in the form of sustaining, restarting, and newly 

starting Teen Science Café programs.

RESULTS: NETWORK TRENDS OVER TIME

Growing the Network: 2020 through 2024

TRENDS OVER TIME

Changes in the total number of TSCN Sites at different status levels over time – 
colors above the axis indicate programs actively trying to run or remain open.

This graph shows aggregate counts of café programs within the Network in any given year and their status (programs 
that were permanently ended are removed from this analysis). Where the total size of the bars shrinks, it represents 
the loss of Café programs through permanent closures.
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Between 2023 and 2024, the most 

notable change in the TSCN was the 

addition of 26 new members, via trainees 

who started programs and held 3+ Café 

events with teens by June 2024. 

This graphic shows that pathways of growth and 

adaptation in TSCN are rarely smooth.  While a 

large portion of Active members maintained that 

status (green pathway), a few lost contact (gray 

status), reported they had actually paused and 

were trying to get restarted (yellow status), or even 

had to pause (orange) or end completely (red).

And the programs that had reported in 2023 they 

were trying to get restarted, their fates divided 

along several routes (the yellow pathways), with 

some ending or losing contact. More hopefully, a 

few suspended sites shifted from suspended to 

restarting, showing sings of a continued rebuild.

The 2024 census found 9 programs improved their 

status from where they were in 2023; but 26 saw 

their status decline in some way. 26 programs 

were added.  There were also 8 programs that 

had no contact or signs of active programming in 

2+ years; these were recategorized as ended.

RESULTS: NETWORK TRENDS OVER TIME

Pathways of Network Change: 2023 to 2024

TRENDS OVER TIME

This white space shows 26 Cafés  
that entered training and got to 
fully running within the past 12 
months.

Teen Science Café Network: Status Change Pathways in this Program Year

This analysis excludes café programs that were permanently ended in 2023 (last year’s network census), focusing only 
on the set who were still trying to run at the start of this program year. Pathways in the diagram show how each 
individual program changed its status between June 2023 and June 2024.

53 
Active 
Sites



RESULTS: NETWORK TRENDS OVER TIME

Historical Analysis: Pathways of Change during COVID
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The Network’s journey to navigate COVID was tumultuous; but a reset in 2022 started a period of recovery and rebuilding.

This diagram shows the status of each Café Program in the Network (the bars) at each year’s check-in point (since before the pandemic). The colored tracks between two years trace 
each individual Café’s journey from year-to-year. Colors that flow consistently (e.g., green-to-green show stable status); colors that flow into a different category, show the branches 
where various programs evolve and change in their ability to run programs.

Where annual bars get higher (2023 and 2024), it is showing growth via new trainees and members.

TRENDS OVER TIME

Pre-COVID Navigating COVID

Recovery & Rebuild



RESULTS: NETWORK TRENDS OVER TIME

Current National Reach: 2023-24 Operating Sites

6
TRENDS OVER TIME

Alabama has the most TSCs (5).

This shows sustained impact from 
work with the Alabama Legacy Project.

Eight states were added in 2024.

As 26 New TSCs started, it brought 8 states 
into the network of Active programs.

*states may have previously had TSCs, but (as of 
2024) New Members were the only active sites.

As of June 2024, TSC Programs were operating in 27 U.S. States.

This map only shows sites that were categorized as Active (continuing), Active (new members), Restarting, or In Training. Suspended and Ended programs, as well as those where the 
current status is Unknown are not included on this map.  Darker colors on this map indicate more TSC programs are located there.
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STATUS OF THE NETWORK

RESULTS: STATUS OF THE NETWORK

Annual Survey: Response Rate & Café Status

8

43 responding TSC sites reported 

maintaining active programs or were in 

the process of restarting. 

Annual survey invitations were sent to 93 sites in 

the TSCN database. Sites were organized into 

three groups: New sites that recently completed 

training and were running programs; Connected 

sites that had been in contact with TSCN staff in 

2024; and No Communication sites that TSCN 

staff have not heard from since the last annual 

survey (or longer). Each sub-group completed 

different question sets within the survey, so they 

did not have to report information the TSCN had 

already collected from them. Data collected from 

tracking café programs among  new sites was 

included in the dataset.

38 café sites, including 15 newly launched 

sites, reported running active programs. An 

additional 5 sites indicated they are in the process 

of restarting their café. About 30% of survey 

respondents reported that their cafés were 

suspended or ended permanently. 

*In addition to these reports of closures, the TSCN 

records multi-year non-responders as “ended” 

status, unless there is tangible evidence that a 

program is still operating at that location. 

Two-thirds of Teen Science Café sites responded to the annual survey (60 of 93).

Annual survey invitations were sent to 93 sites in the TSCN database that were not listed as permanently ended. 
Surveys were sent in three waves that corresponded to the level of information known about each site. 

43 sites have active TSC programs or are in the process of restarting.

Café status reflects responses from survey question “How would you describe the status of your organization’s café 
program?” (n=62), plus recent data collected from program tracking database.

Responses
65%

Did Not Respond
35%

83% New Sites 78% Have Stayed Connected 50% Lack of Communication

Completion Rates by Survey Group

38

5

11

8

Active

Restarting

Temporarily Suspended

Ended

Includes 15 
new active sites



RESULTS: STATUS OF THE NETWORK

Status of Café Events at Active Sites
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The vast majority of café programs held 

in 2023-24 were in-person. Virtual cafés 

represented only about 6% of total 

events held and continue to decline from 

previous years.  

The total number of events reported by a single 

site ranged widely—one café site reported holding 

just one café event, while another reported holding 

11 events this year. Within this wide range, TSC 

sites typically held 4 in-person cafés. Those that 

used virtual events typically held 2 in the year. 

This year, the number of sites reporting in-

person cafes almost doubled from previous 

year. This may be driven by the onboarding of new 

sites who are holding almost exclusively in-person 

events. Virtual café events continue to be held, but 

at fewer active sites compared to last year. Only 2 

sites hosted virtual-only programs. Four sites 

combined virtual with in-person events in the year. 

74% of sites indicated they were planning to 

remain active and host café events in the 

coming year (2024-25).  24% said they were 

unsure and most of these uncertain sites were 

those whom the TSC team had limited contact 

with (i.e. No Communication), emphasizing the 

pattern of no contact indicating likely closure.

213 Teen Science Café events were held in 2023-24, up slightly from previous year.

Café counts reflect responses from the survey questions “What is the total number of events held at your site this past 
year?”, and includes recent data collected from the program’s tracking database. 

Median number of events held, 
per site, in 2023-24 

4 in-person cafés

In-Person 
Cafes
201

Virtual Cafes
12

213 
total café events 
held across the 

TSCN in 2023-24

36

4

2

In-Person Only

Both Virtual & In-Person

Virtual Only

Almost all active TSC sites report holding in-person programs in 2023-24.

Café format reflects responses to the question “Were you able to hold any café events between June 2023 and 
May/June 2024?” that asked sites to indicate whether their cafés took place in-person, virtually, or both. (n=42 sites)

STATUS OF THE NETWORK



RESULTS: STATUS OF THE NETWORK

Teen Participation across the Network
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The typical age-range of the teens 

participating in TSCN programs is 

between 14 and 16 years old – or high 

school ages. But an almost equal number 

of sites see attendance from younger and 

older kids.

The majority of active TSC sites reported that their 

program typically attracts teens 9th grade and 

above, although 24 sites said they host programs 

where teens under 14 are regular attendees. One 

site reported a core audience was 10 or younger. 

Through a combination of survey and tracking 

data, sites’ estimates of total annual attendance at 

events ranged from 5 to 616 participants over the 

year. 14 sites reported total attendance of more 

than 100. When asked about unique teens, 

estimates ranged from 5 to 300 individual teens 

served. Together, median annual attendance 

was 38 teens per site, which represented 25 

unique individuals. Overall, typical per event 

attendance at a site was 14 teens. 

About half of the sites reporting attendance note 

that they are tracking both total and unique teens 

(12 out of 25); remaining sites are estimating 

attendance at some level. 

TSC sites indicated that their programs typically serve 9th through 11th graders. But 
quite a few have attendees as young as middle school (the yellow dots) and nearly all 
max out with seniors in high school.

Count of responses to questions: “What age group(s) makes up the majority of your café program attendees?” (n=25), 
“What is the youngest age of teens served by your program?” (n=25) and “What is the oldest age of teens served by your 
program?” (n=25). The height of the dots show how many sites indicated those were the extreme ages of attendees.

4,223 teens
Total attendance across TSCN

38
Median total attendance for a single site

616
Maximum total attendance, 

reported by a single site

1,948 teens
Estimated unique teens across TSCN

25
Median of unique teens at a single site

300
Maximum unique teens attending events, 

reported by a single site 

1 2

7

14

19
18

15
13

Younger
than 10

5th Grade 6th Grade 7th Grade 8th Grade 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 12th Grade Post High
School

Age of Typical Attendees
Age of Youngest Teens
Age of Oldest Teens

STATUS OF THE NETWORK



RESULTS: STATUS OF THE NETWORK

Comparing Target and Typical Teen Audiences

Over two-thirds of TSC sites are 

successful at attracting their intended 

audience age groups to café events – 

actual attendees and their target ages 

aligned perfectly.

Of 25 sites that market their café programs for 

specific age groups, the majority reported that 

they capture their intended teen audience 

(n=17). Misalignment between target audience 

and typical attendees was fairly rare; the biggest 

issue tends to be that cafes’ actual audiences are 

younger than their ideal target. 

We explored café audiences in two ways – the 

typical (age range of the majority of attendees) 

and the extremes (the oldest and youngest age 

that came). From these data, most sites get the 

occasional “outlier” teen attendees – teens who 

are either older or younger than the core audience.

Together, these data indicate some of the nuances 

that café programs face when planning for age-

targeted programs. While most can rely on the 

majority of the attending teen crowd aligning with 

their age expectations, the presence of unusually 

younger attendees is not uncommon.

Percentage of TSC sites whose target audiences and typical attendees aligned.

Responses from the questions: “What grade(s) do you design your typical café programs for?” (target) and “What 
grade(s) make up the majority of your café program attendees?” (typical) were compared. Responses that were an 
exact match between target and typical were coded as being “Aligned.” (n=25). 

Aligned
68%

Not 
Aligned

32%

Misalignment included:
• 7 sites where actual attendees tended 

to be younger than their stated target
• 1 site where actual attendees were both 

younger and older than stated target

11

6 sites occasionally served younger kids 6 sites occasionally served older kids

7 sites occasionally served both younger and older kids

The majority of TSC sites occasionally get “outlier” attendees – youth who are 
younger or older than their core typical audience.

Responses from the question “What grade(s) make up the majority of your café program attendees?” were compared to 
data reported by each site on their youngest and oldest attendees. When the oldest or youngest attendees were outside 
of the “typical” age-range, it was flagged as including “outliers.”

STATUS OF THE NETWORK
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69%

63%

44%

38%

38%

19%

19%

Target Audience
64%

No Target Audience
24%

Not sure
12%

RESULTS: STATUS OF THE NETWORK

Audiences for TSC Members Target for Diversity

12

About two-thirds of active TSC programs 

indicated that they specifically target 

teen groups that are historically under-

represented in STEM for their programs. 

Targeting efforts sought to include more 

teens from a wide range of categories. 

Of those sites that reported targeting specific teen 

groups to diversify participation in STEM, 75% 

reported that they aim to engage teens from 

communities with lower socio-economic status in 

their area.

The next most common target audiences for TSCs 

was cafés that were interested in targeting 

participation by girls (69%) and Black or African 

American teens (63%).

Less common audience segments targeted by 

café programs to diversify STEM participation 

included rural, Latino/a/x, urban, and/or 

Indigenous teens in their communities.  Sites that 

indicated another group included one that made 

efforts to target teens from migrant households. 

64% of TSC sites indicated that they specifically target teen groups that are 
traditionally under-represented in STEM fields.

Data analysis from survey question “Does your program specifically target teens from groups that are traditionally under-
represented in STEM fields?” (n=25)

Adult leaders report that teens from low socio-economic communities are the group 
they most frequently aim to engage, followed by girls. 

Count of responses to question “Which of the following groups of teens does your café endeavor to work with?” 
Respondents could indicate more than one group (n=16)

Teens from low SES 
communities

Girls

Latino/a/x teens

Black / African-American teens

Rural teens

Urban teens

Indigenous teens

Another group

STATUS OF THE NETWORK
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SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

RESULTS: SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

TSCN Member Successes in 2023-24

14

About half of TSC sites reported that their 

teen leadership group was a source of 

pride and success this year. This was 

followed by strong teen attendance and 

engagement and the development of 

community partnerships. 

The successes seen in teen leadership and 

attendance are notable as highlights, as data in 

past years found that reestablishing teen 

leadership during and in the wake of the pandemic 

had proven difficult for many sites.

Successes in building solid teen leadership also 

contributed to gains not just in stronger teen 

engagement but in other categories including their 

ability to recruit high-quality speakers and host 

cafés with popular topics (n=5). The development 

of community partnerships often led to sites’ ability 

to further develop new/more programming (n=4).

Seven sites described the importance of securing 

resources such as staff and funding, that 

supported their programming efforts, or in one 

case, enabled them to relaunch their program. 

This underscores the critical nature of staffing for a 

program to run.

Teen leadership was the most frequent success reported by Adult Leaders this year.

Coded analysis from survey responses to the question “Describe one big success your Teen Science Café program had 
this year.”  An individual response could fall under multiple categories. (n=25)

(n=25) Area of Success Examples (in their words)

11 Teen Ownership /  
Leadership

“Teen Science leaders demonstrated improved agency and 
efficacy around organizing and marketing the cafes.”

8 Strong Attendance / 
Engagement

“Our one program this year had high attendance and 
engagement from teens.”

8 Strong Community 
Partnership

“We partnered with both [the local Art Museum] and the [local 
university] STEM Center to plan cafes this year.”

7 Secured Resources
(e.g., staffing and funding)

“...we hired a new staff who will act as the adult leader for the 
program who has a lot of past experience working with teens!”

5 Great Speakers / Topics
“We had a diverse group of presenters and some interesting 
topics that engaged students in topics they don't normally hear 
about.”

4 New (More) 
Programming

“We also held our first summer course, which was decided by 
the [local university], but facilitated through [our] Teen Cafe 
program. Most of our other programs are just a single day, few 
hour events, and this was a weeklong course.”

1 Relaunched Program
“Our library system received a grant from Toyota, and some of 
the that funding helped us re-launch our STEAM Cafes with 
paid teen internships.”



RESULTS: SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

TSCN Member Challenges in 2023-24

15

The most common challenge faced by 

café programs this year was low 

attendance and participant engagement. 

Some of this was related to scheduling 

and venue issues. 

Teen participation remained the perennial 

challenge this year (n=7), as has been seen each 

year post-pandemic. Some sites connected this 

issue with other difficulties they were experiencing 

such as having to plan around school schedules or 

last-minute emergencies (n=5),  event logistics 

like transportation, planning, activities, or time 

(n=5), or challenges with venues (n=2).

In addition to teen participation, a few TSC sites 

were still struggling with teen leadership (n=4). 

Specifically, they were dealing with issues of 

program buy-in/ownership and attrition by 

graduating seniors (n=4). 

TSC sites were also with challenged by limited 

resources such as staff and funding (n=4) and 

various organizational issues (n=4).  

Low attendance and teen engagement was the most common challenge TSC sites 
experienced this year.

Coded analysis for the responses to the question “Describe one challenge that your Teen Science Café struggled with 
this year.” Individual responses could be coded for multiple different themes. (n = 28)

(n=28) Area of Challenge Examples (in their words)

7 Low Attendance / 
Engagement

“We struggled with getting attendance as high as we would like 
and to attract new people.”

5 Program Scheduling
“It was a challenge navigating the unpredictable changes in the 
school schedule.”

5 Other Logistics Issues
“Developing and integrating hands-on activities into the cafes 
for large audiences.”

2 Venue Challenges

“Our library branch flooded in the summer of '23 and still has not 
been able to reopen due to the extensive damage. We had to 
host all the cafes at a newer branch that is less centrally located 
than our downtown branch...”

4 Teen Leadership Issues
“Some of our teens who worked with me for 4 years have now 
graduated as they were seniors and heading off to college...”

4 Limited Resources
(e.g., staffing and funding)

“One challenge this year was finding the time and funding to do 
more than a single one-day event.”

4 Organizational 
Challenges

“I experiences staff turn over...and it was challenging to keep it 
all going myself.”

SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES



RESULTS: SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Program Strengths: Program Design Elements

16

The most common theme during member conversations with 

the Network Manager was that cafés see the strength of their 

work in the programs they deliver – that they are successfully 

providing access and exposure to STEM to youth participants.

As can be seen in the excerpts from manager notes (below), the delivery of 

programs rich in STEM content for audiences who can benefit from it of key 

importance.

A far less common, but notable theme, in the responses from TSCN 

members were 5 adult leaders who described an area of strength as being 

that they had established structures and systems that were working well. 

While some were talking about the guidance and models from TSCN, others 

were talking about how they had figured out “what works” for their site, and 

are able to keep things running smoothly because of these systems and 

routines developed.

Program Content (16 mentions): Program provides 
access and exposure to STEM as a means to 
engage youth participants.

Established Systems (5 mentions): Café has 
established structures, or formulas that work their 
individual circumstances; including appreciation for 
the provided model from TSCN. 

Invites presenters that are 
relevant and exciting to 
program that they may not be 
able to experience in 
afterschool or school setting.

Access and exposure to STEM and 
gives them something to do on the 
weekends. These youth generally don’t 
have activities to do on the weekends. 

Good model. Figured out formula, and 
stick to that and put out quality product. 

Organization - have it down, hone in on 
what [we] can control to get the best 
output.

Good topics - connecting 
STEM based ideas and 
thinking to the not 
obvious. 

Notes from Network Manager’s conversations 
with members during 2023-24 (n=27) were 
coded for prevalent themes in responses to the 
question: “What are your primary strengths with 
putting on a teen science cafe?”

SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES



RESULTS: SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Program Strengths: Institutional & Community Assets

17

Another important strength that emerged in the notes from the 

Network Manager’s conversations with sites were indications 

of ways the program was well-supported by their institution 

and/or community partners. This included, but was not limited 

to, sites that knew they had clear, stable funding.

Alongside being well-supported, some sites described ways of having 

effectively tapped into or leveraged local (or internal) assets to support their 

Café. This ranged from spaces to networking to find STEM professionals to 

building respect for the program in the community.

The final theme that came up in adult leaders’ descriptions of the strengths 

of their programs was 5 sites that talked about the strength of their programs 

at building community in some way. The examples varied, but they all talked 

about ways that the TSC program brings people together – teens with other 

teens and/or teens with scientists.  Some of the examples (like in the except 

below) were quite striking at the potential ripple effects that can happen from 

these connections.

SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Well-supported / Recognized (10 mentions): 
Program has secured reliable funding and/or support 
from their communities (i.e., schools, educators).

Community Building (5 mentions): Helps to connect 
people from various backgrounds and provides 
avenues to new resources. Creates “community” – 
student-to-student or scientist-to-student.

Connections made. A lot of students 
continue to engage with professionals 
after cafes. Coming to school, stays with 
students helping them through the 
project. His wife was a presenter. She 
helped a kid get in contact with AirForce, 
apply to do an internship. 

Consistency, good partnerships and 
connections, and support at the 
school. Part of the rhythm. 
Supported within the school. 

Local / Organizational Assets (8 mentions): 
References assets within their organization, 
network, or local area that they have been able 
to leverage or tap.

Creative and seem to have 
school support- kids that 
come have a good time and 
spread the word.

Network of educators, that they can pay the speakers, fly speakers out, and 
provide hotels. Diverse perspectives and voices.

Really enthusiastic interested in people 
presenting in part due to the students 
reaching out. Also have a new space and 
recognized in the community. They were 
migrating to libraries etc. A lot of professors 
wanting to include the museum in their 
border impacts through NSF. 



RESULTS: SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Program Strengths: Teen Leaders & Attendees

18

For a handful of sites, when discussing the unique strengths of 

their programs, the teens were a key focus – either describing 

high levels of engagement from teens (particularly teen 

leaders) or describing success with maintaining attendance.

The excerpts from conversations with the Network Manager (below) 

highlight some of the ways that adult leaders described strengths of their 

programs that were centered on teens.  The descriptions of teen 

engagement were particularly notable for examples of programs that have 

been really successful at creating programs for-teens and by-teens.

Maintaining attendance wasn’t the most commonly mentioned strength – 

most adult leaders focused on “higher level” concepts (see other pages) 

when they talked about the strengths of their program. However, the sites 

who talked about this clearly recognized that this fundamental piece – 

getting and maintaining robust participation from teens over time – is a 

success to be proud of and celebrate.

SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Teen Leaders / Engagement (6 mentions): 
Enthusiasm, excitement, or commitment from 
teen participants as shown by above-and-
beyond participation; often referencing teen 
leaders (but not exclusively).

Attendance (4 mentions): Sites sustaining teen 
participants- new and/or returning.

Audience size and retention. Fair number come for the service and 
extra credit hours, but they are still having a positive impact on that.

Advocacy element - every cafe is geared to understand 
how some issue affects the community is perpetuated. 
Then the Teens Leaders present to local government. 
Virtual Epidemiologist speak- learn how vaccines 
produced and how RD prioritizes vaccine development. 
Went to city council and talked about how COVID could 
affect their community. A lot of the communities don’t 
understand it and how it led to medical hesitancy. Kids were enthusiastic and 

engaged - kids are excited 
and want the next cafe.

Teens are just great - communicate well 
and are passionate about the program. 
Realize [the program] is not their priority, 
but still put some time into it.



RESULTS: SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Program Struggles: Teen Leaders & Attendance

19

While teens were an area of strength for some sites, issues 

with teens – whether leaders or general attendees – were the 

most frequently mentioned issue overall in the conversations 

with adult leaders.

The comments from the meeting notes that fell into these two themes 

illustrate the effort and barriers (often out of their control) that face adult 

leaders in creating this teen-led and teen-serving experience. Teen leaders 

are a lynchpin of the model, but for 11 of the sites in the conversations, there 

were significant struggles with engaging teens in this role.

Further, as described on the prior page, getting attendance at sessions is a 

major element of the model.  And when it is a struggle, as it was for 11 of the 

adult leaders in these conversations, it is a major barrier for a TSC program 

site to feel successful.  A sub-theme in the conversations in this category 

was the issue of “no shows” – teens who sign up to attend, but ultimately 

don’t come. While we don’t have quantified data on this, there is a sense 

among many that this is more of an issue post-pandemic than it was in the 

past.

SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Low Attendance / Engagement (11 mentions): Struggles 
included participant recruitment, retention, registration no-shows, 
and lack of engagement from teens during café sessions.

Teen Leadership Issues (11 mentions): Low 
commitment or reliability from Teen Leadership 
Group. Low sustainability due to lack of interest in 
leadership roles or graduations. 

Knowing if the student is going 
to attend or not…No real way of 
making sure they will come. 
Seeing a lot of students sign up 
and not show.

Student engagement - getting students 
from local high schools to come to the 
events. Transportation is an issue. 
Consistency of leadership group.

Attendance - finding 
teens to attend is hard. 
When leaders reach out 
it goes well. When they 
don’t it is a struggle.

Past year the advisory board was 
flakey, and it made it hard to do 
with one staff member down.

My biggest challenge has been creating the 
advisory council. Attendance has been good, but I 
haven’t had much luck with returning attendees.

Behavior of the kids 
and having respect 
for the speaker.

Training new kids into the 
leadership group, constant turn 
over because of graduation.

Notes from Network Manager’s conversations with 
members during 2023-24 (n=27) were coded for prevalent 
themes in responses to the question: “What are your 
primary struggles with putting on a teen science cafe?”



RESULTS: SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Program Struggles: Limited Resources & Funds

20

The other major struggle that arose in conversations with the 

Network Manager was adult leaders having to deal with 

limited resources – primarily a lack of funding, but also staffing 

challenges (which is, indirectly, an issue of funding).

10 of the 27 conversations held by the Network Manager with adult leaders 

this year surfaced comments about struggling to secure sufficient resources 

to support their TSC program.  This emerged as a lack of funding for direct 

expenses (like food or transportation), as well as issues with having 

sufficient staffing or time availability among existing staff.

This report will explore data about funding in more detail in the next section, 

exploring preliminary conversations about the cost of cafes and the 

differences of what expenses are included within it.

One adult leader, in these conversations, talked about a larger institutional 

issue of trying to find the connection of the program with their organization, 

its leaders, and its mission.  This was a rare topic to be explored, which may 

be specific to this particular site.  In the next section, we also explore data 

about mission-fit.

SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Limited Resources (10 mentions): 
Difficulty securing resources, like 
funding and staffing, to run the program.

Organizational Challenges (1 mention): 
Issues aligning or fitting host institutional 
priorities. 

Bandwidth - more time to think about longer term plans for 
the program and have more time to work with teens and 
speakers to get to the point of hands-on activities and 
growth opportunities for them.

Funding, trying to provide transportation. Serve 
underrepresented students, accessing 
transportation, meals, entrance fees. 

More internal than external, finding the right balance with the priorities of the 
institution, adult leader, and the young people matching those together. Look at 
the institutional priorities, think through topics, own priorities is connected to 
community and thinking about implications of the science, not just science for 
science’s sake. Want social connection to that. Who is the right speaker. 

Funding because [we] 
want to feed the students 
and have to rent space.
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Program Struggles: Logistics & Speakers
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Other areas of struggle were less commonly mentioned – they 

typically came up in 4 or 5 conversations each – but were all 

aspects of the planning, organizing, and logistics of running a 

TSC program series.

4 of the conversations noted their major struggles were related to identifying 

times for café programs that would be likely to work and/or dealing with 

unexpected issues of cancellations, due to factors outside their control (e.g., 

weather issues, school lockdowns, other crises). When dealing with over-

scheduled teens, this has become a big issue for some.

Four sites mentioned having difficulties with STEM professionals to serve as 

speakers. In most cases, they talked about the issues of finding a STEM 

professional or getting their agreement (and navigating their schedule, 

alongside the café schedule). But there were also issues of needing to vet 

and coach scientists, as a core principle of TSCs is that the speakers are 

ready and able to engage personally with a teen audience.

And five of the conversations touched on other struggles with logistics, with 

issues of transportation for teens to sessions being the main specific issue 

that was mentioned.

SUCCESSES & CHALLENGES

Program Scheduling (4 mentions): Issues 
in scheduling café sessions that work for both 
participants, speakers, and host.

STEM Speakers (4 mention): Difficulty 
identifying, securing, coaching, and/or engaging 
with STEM professionals as speakers.

Dynamics of schooling changes a lot, can have a lockdown or something and things get 
canceled. Always have anxiety that something is going to have to be canceled last 
minute. Last time teachers didn’t want kids to leave because there was a fight before. 

Finding people to speak in the fall, need start 
asking 6 months in advance if want more variety. 
Ensuring that the presentations are engaging. 

Trying to find a 
time that works for 
everybody. Some 
students work.

Other Logistics Issues (5 mentions): Any 
other issues involving the planning or 
coordinating of café sessions such as 
transportation for participants.

Securing presenters. The way 
their jobs are. Can be hard to 
get them to commit, peg down 
a date that works for them.

Transportation and getting the word out to 
schools beyond the local one. Time that they 
have to devote to it. 
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NEEDS & NETWORK SUPPORT

77%

64%

72%

59%

The TSCN contributes to organizations in 

three major ways – promoting STEM 

discovery, teen empowerment, and 

community relationships.  

The group of statements that related to an 

organization’s STEM priorities were the most 

universal for TSC sites, with each of these items 

being selected by almost 80% of active TSCN 

sites.  The tie to organizational mission of 

promoting discovery in STEM was almost 

universal across sites. These data are fairly 

consistent with priorities expressed last year.

Within teen priorities, 77% of organizations related 

to the program’s value in promoting teen 

leadership, and 64% identified the benefit as 

helping them expand reach to teen audiences. 

However, promoting teen leadership was not quite 

as resonant with this year’s larger pool of 

responding TSC members as it was in 2023.

In community priorities, 72% felt it helped them 

build community connections and 59% said it 

promoted their profile. Fewer adult leaders 

connected to instrumental values such as broader 

impacts in grant funding or feeling like the program 

was a low investment for the impact received.

Almost all respondents reported that their teen science café program contributes to 
their organization’s priority of promoting STEM curiosity and learning.

Count of responses to question “What benefits or value does a Teen Science Café program contribute to priorities that 
your organization care most about?” Respondents could select more than one option (n=39).
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46%

41%

13%

97%

87%

85%

79%

Raises profile of our organization and/or 
STEM professionals in the community.

Builds relationships and connections with 
our community.

Promote discovery, learning, interest 
and/or curiosity in STEM.

Connects youth with STEM professionals.

Encourages future STEM study, careers, 
and opportunities.

Contributes to diversifying who 
participates in STEM.

Promotes teen leadership and 
empowerment.

Reaches teen audiences.

Low investment for high reward/impact.

Addresses Broader Impacts requirements 
in grant funding.

Something else that is important to our 
organization.

STEM 
Priorities

Teen-Related 
Priorities

Other 
Priorities

Community 
Priorities
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There were five main themes in how adult 

leaders described the program’s fit with 

their institutions’ missions – with the 

potential for STEM-related impacts on 

teens dominating the ideas raised. 

Responses to the question about mission-fit of the 

program within their organization hit on three 

distinct angles of STEM impacts that resonate for 

institutions: (1) generally building engagement 

with STEM, (2) broadening access to and diversity 

of people interested in STEM, and (3) supporting 

the potential development of STEM career 

awareness and interest.

The other core theme (for 6 of the adult leaders) 

was the idea of broader youth development and 

leadership.  While these responses could raise 

STEM themes, the element of developing youth 

leaders, mindsets, and skills was the centerpiece. 

This connection resonates with the founding of the 

TSCN, which was built on the principles of the field 

of positive youth development.

Beyond these topics, 8 adult leaders noted more 

general interests and priorities of the institution 

that the TSC could fulfill. These responses tended 

to be more focused on the benefit to the institution 

than to the teens.

Five main themes emerged in TSC members’ responses describing how they saw the 
TSC model fitting with their organizations’ missions.

Coded analysis of responses to the question “How does TSC fit with the organization’s mission?” Themes were coded 
from recorded interview notes. Individual responses could be coded for multiple different themes. (n = 30 adult leaders)

Mentioned 
(n=30) Specific Concepts Visitors Learned

12
Build Interest in STEM
Encourages curiosity or engagement with STEM. Builds personal 
connections to STEM with the intention of inspiring informed citizens.

10
Broaden Access to STEM
Program helps to reach underserved communities. Showcases a 
diversity of people who do STEM work.

10
Career Development
Build awareness of STEM careers and prepare participants for future 
education in STEM. 

6
Youth Development / Leadership 
Encourages growth in soft skills like confidence and leadership. Help 
develop ambassadors (to STEM) in their communities.

8
Other Institutional Priorities
Aligns with the strategic goals, initiatives, or priorities of the host 
institution. Supports various functions at the host institution.

Example excerpts are shared on the next page.

NEEDS & NETWORK SUPPORT
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Excerpts of responses to the question “How does TSC fit with the organization’s mission?”

Responses are from notes taken by the TSCN Network Manager during conversations with members during 2023-24.

Natural history, nature, and 
science museum - reach other 
audiences - bringing nature 
and science to everybody and 
hit the age group hard to get 
in the door. Different base of 
visitors to the museum.

Core mission - create a more 
science literate population. 
Youth initiative division middle 
and high school students. 
Short-term engagement 
opportunity. Used for exposure 
[to] work, interested in them 
coming to the museum. Use it 
share information in longer 
program that they could be 
interested in. 

Outreach, brining opportunities 
to those underserved in STEM 
areas.

Develop a love of STEM in 
underserved communities. Cafe 
allows the students to guide 
their own learning in STEM and 
learn how STEM touches almost 
every aspect of their life. 

Make science and technology 
accessible to all - exposing 
teens to science and 
researchers, and the teens 
act as ambassadors to the 
community on behalf of the 
museum and the research do 
there. 

Work with 6-12 graders prioritize 
under rep youth  build pathways 
to STEM and more scientifically 
informed citizens.

NEEDS & NETWORK SUPPORT

Building STEM Interest & Access Youth Development & STEM Careers

Other Institutional Priorities

One of the goals is to increase the number of stem professional who 
come out of the school. Introduce the kids to different opportunities. 
Industry jobs and university speakers. Give kids idea of what jobs are 
out there. 

Youth development - allows to think of the whole child - out of 
school, live skill development, building core values, social 
responsibility and healthy living. Strive to allow them to have 
relevant input, implications on their community and global 
community, think about others and themselves. How can they better 
their mental health and interpersonal skills. 

[Program name] has folded in seamlessly with the work of the 
Museum Engagement Team, which works to develop 
programming for K-12 & family audiences.

Mission and vision make sure students are connecting with STEM 
professionals. This was a perfect opportunity for folks to go through 
facilities. 



While recruiting teen leaders continued 

to be some level of challenge to most 

TSC sites, securing funding and staffing 

for their program was reported as being 

very challenging for 43% of respondents.

Within teen engagement issues, 63% of sites 

reported recruiting teen leaders as very or 

somewhat challenging and an almost equal 

amount said marketing events to promote 

attendance presented difficulties (60%). Only 

41% of sites indicated challenges delegating 

responsibilities to teens with only 8% noting this 

was very challenging.

But 61% of TSC sites were facing issues of 

securing program funding and/or staffing, with 

43% reporting this as a very challenging issue. 

Carving out adult leader time to run the program 

also presented a challenge for 55% of sites. This 

suggests that making the case to institutional 

leaders could be an area for Network support.

Around program topics, 40% of sites found 

coaching STEM professionals a challenge. Other 

difficulties such as finding STEM experts (23%), 

identifying topics (18%), and finding venues for 

their events (8%) were less of a concern.

This year, TSC sites described challenges related to teen engagement, resources, 
and programming logistics. 

Count of responses to question “What would you say tends to be the most challenge aspects of running a Teen Science 
Café program at your organization?” Respondents could select more than one option (n=40).
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Challenges Facing TSC Sites
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Securing or advocating for sufficient 
funding and staffing

Marketing events to teens to get 
attendance

Coaching STEM professional presenters

Recruiting a group of teen leaders

Adult leader(s) having time to run 
program

Handing over more responsibility to teen 
leaders

Finding high-quality STEM professional 
presenters

Identifying topics of interest to teens

Finding suitable venues to hold café

Very 
challenging

Somewhat 
challenging

A little 
challenging

Not 
challenging

15%

25%

8%

43%

25%

20%

8%

10%

48%

35%

33%

18%

20%

20%

15%

8%

5%

18%

23%

38%

23%

30%

38%

38%

30%

18%

20%

18%

23%

18%

25%

23%

40%

53%

75%

NEEDS & NETWORK SUPPORT
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1617

FundraisersCorporate FundingIn-kindInternal Operating
Budget

Grants

Grants and hosts’ operating budgets were the most common sources of funding.

Coded analysis for the responses to the question “How is your café funded?” Themes were coded from recorded 
interview notes. Individual responses could be coded for multiple different themes. (n = 28)

$500 
Median cost for each café session

$175
Minimum cost for each café session

$1,500
Maximum cost for each café session

$2,000 
Median yearly budget

$400
Minimum yearly budget

$20,000
Maximum yearly budget
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Program Funding: Sources & Budgets

TSCN members operate with budgets ranging from $400 to $20,000 each year.

Some TSCN Members provided estimates of their program’s costs (per session and/or per year). Responses were 
analyzed to better understand the budgets TSC’s operate within. (n = 11)

NEEDS & NETWORK SUPPORT

Café programs’ descriptions of how they 

were funded tended to be roughly split 

between coming from grants (including 

stipends provided by TSCN) and those 

running on operating funds from their 

host institution.

Conversations with members began to shed some 

light on the funding structures in the Network. In 

open-ended conversations about how programs 

were funded, there a mix of relying on grants 

versus those written into operating budgets 

(although some were in both categories). 

Corporate funders were less common. It is worth 

noting, one adult leader reported paying for 

their program out of their own pocket.

Only about one-third of the programs gave any 

kind of budget estimates, and those varied wildly. 

Some provided per-café costs, while some offered 

an annual budget (see right). A key difference in 

estimates were that most sites only seemed to 

include direct costs – food, space rental, etc. But 

others factor in the full cost of staff time (see the 

$20k budget). This may be an important factor to 

consider in future research, in order to more 

clearly quantify the real cost of starting a TSC 

program.



Over the past year, the majority of 

responding members reported having 

stayed connected through the TSCN 

Webinars, the Newsletter, and the 

Annual Conference – showing great 

gains from engagement in 2023. 

This growth in ways of engaging with TSCN 

compared member responses one year ago is 

quite stark. It was driven largely by new TSCN 

sites and those who maintained contact with the 

Community Manager over the past year. This 

speaks to success of efforts to establish more 

personal, ongoing relationships with members. 

While webinars and conference showed an 

increase in participation from the previous year, 

passive communication media experienced slight 

(but minimal) declines in use. 60% of TSC sites 

reported using digital newsletters and 43% said 

they used social media to stay connected with the 

Network.

Three sites indicated that they participated in other 

activities including a meeting café leaders at the 

North Carolina Youth Climate Summit, joining a 

TSCN affinity group, and applying to the Teen 

Leadership Catalyst Program.

RESULTS: NEEDS & NETWORK SUPPORT 

How Sites Connect with the Network
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Over half of TSC sites used webinars, e-newsletters and conferences to keep up-
to-date with the Network.

Count of responses to question “Which of the following activities have you participated in or used during the past 
year?” Respondents could make more than one selection (n=40).

73%

60%

58%

43%

10%

35%

74%

52%

21%

17%

2024

2023
TSCN Webinars

TSCN Monthly e-
Newsletters

TSCN Meet-ups & 
Member Hours

TSCN Conferences

TSCN Social Media 
Posts

Other Activities

NEEDS & NETWORK SUPPORT



62%

24%

49%

38%

29%

38%

49%

36%

22%

29%

22%

30%

29%

14%

28%

33%

11%

34%

16%

30%

29%

27%

15%

15%

5%

13%

14%

3%

13%

22%

8%

15%

In-person TSCN Conference

Virtual TSCN Conference

Teen Leaders Meet-Up (Virtual)

Webinars

Member Hours

Affinity Groups

Searchable Database of Café
Programs

Certifications / Awards

TSC sites were most interested in participating in an in-person conference.

Survey participants rated their interest in participating in to support their teen science café program. The rating 
scale ranged from 1 (Not interested) to 4 (Very interested). Distribution of responses are presented below (n=40).

Although TSC sites responded favorably 

to a variety of ways to connect with the 

Network, the greatest interest was for an 

in-person TSCN conference, followed by 

interest in a searchable database of Café 

programs. 

84% of TSC sites indicated being “somewhat” or 

“very interested” in attending an in-person TSCN 

conference. A virtual conference was less 

appealing, in comparison. Given the success of 

the first conference in many years, these data 

suggest that continuing to arrange that in-person 

gathering would be high-value for many.

Options for other virtual meetings were also 

viewed positively, but less enthusiastically than a 

conference, including meet-ups for teen leaders 

(70%) and webinars (68%). While member hours 

garnered more cumulative interest (58%), sites 

indicated stronger interest in affinity groups, with 

38% indicating very interested.

TSC sites continued to report high interest a 

searchable database of café programs (77% very 

or somewhat interested). They were somewhat 

less interested in professional development 

certifications, awards or recognition (69%). 

RESULTS: NEEDS & NETWORK SUPPORT 

Interest in Opportunities for Community-Building
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Very interested Somewhat 
interested

A little 
interested

Not 
interested
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For more information about this report, contact:

Jessica Sickler

jessica@jsickler.net 

www.jsickler.net 

http://www.jsickler.net/
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