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Lessons learned memo from ALMA CDEs – Spring 2011 
 
General 

• CDEs without hands-on component were not as effective as those with the hands-on 
component.  If possible, include a hands-on component to the CDE. 

 
Materials: 
 

• Powerpoint presentations were used for conveying the majority of our information 
regarding ALMA, its capabilities and tools to the community.   Live demonstrations of 
tools was not usually very effective and should be avoided if possible (screen shots used 
to illustrate the key aspects of a tool were better). 

• PDFs of the presentations were made available on the web and this was appreciated by 
the audience and community members, especially those who could not attend the CDE. 

• In-house presentation of material of the CDEs (as a simulated CDE) to postdocs and 
other staff served as a combined train-the-trainers exercise and allowed us to test the  
presentations.  This was an excellent way to kickoff the CDEs. 

• Presentations evolved and improved over time as we learned what worked and did not 
work with different audiences.  Doing surveys both formal and informal with the 
audience after each CDE was also useful in improving some of the material.  
Recommend that feedback from the CDE and survey be shared within team immediately 
after each event. 

• Given that much of the community is not millimeter- or radio-savvy, it was important to 
produce an accurate but relatively broad and basic set of presentations  (i.e. aimed at a 
first year graduate student), rather than trying to convey all of the information available 
with the complex details – it was (and will remain) critical to make the community feel 
that anyone can use ALMA with a bit of training / work and that we are here to help 
them. 

• Important to leave sufficient time for Q&A for each presentations (10 minutes for a 50 
minute presentation say).  Allowing questions while giving the talks was appreciated.  
Note that we were sometimes bogged down in complexities of the instrument, operations 
etc. which led to a detailed a back and forth with “experts” in the audience – although this 
was sometimes useful, trainers will need to recognize when detailed discussion could be 
moved off-line with experts to a coffee / tea break.  If new info is learned from the 
exchange / or items were unclear, set aside a few minutes to summarize previous section / 
transmit new or unclear parts to audience before beginning of new session. 

• By and large talks by the local science community got the poorest marks in our surveys.  
Certainly while some talks inspired non-traditional users and allowed nuclei of new local 
communities to form, the general feedback from the audience was that the science talks 
were of uneven quality and were either too broad or irrelevant to the workshop.  This is 
likely to be less of a problem in the future as ALMA data and science become more 
available and visible within the community.   Organizers of CDEs may consider more 
upfront interaction / offer of help to review or discuss presentations with the  speakers 
from the community – however, in practice the local speakers rarely have their talks 
prepared early enough for this.    

• Have a single survey form ready (with a choice for location / date for the CDE) and have 
the participants evaluate the CDE – have the link on the event’s webpage.  This 
information is far better than anecdotal post-mortems which are not useful.  Survey 
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monkey tool worked fine.  We were not able to get IT support to get something set up 
internally but this was not necessary in the end.  Set aside time for people to take the 
survey BEFORE they leave the CDE.   

 
Logistics  
 

• Have a proper NRAO website with links to the CDEs as needed and similar logistics etc. 
for local CDEs.  Ensure that all needed preparatory material and info is on the NRAO 
pages so the external CDE organizers can point to it.  Ideally it would be good to have a 
single place for people to go to for a NAASC event – however, local organizers often 
preferred to have their own page and registration.     

• Almost all of the CDEs went very smoothly in terms of the use of a projector, screen, 
room etc. But confirm such logistics w/ the organizers so the needs of a CDE are met 
adequately for each event. 

• Have the local organizers set up a basic website if possible with an agenda, logistics 
detail and a local contact for participants to call/email with their questions. 

• Try to have a single point of contact for a CDE – let that organizer handle local logistics 
but help then with schedules, planning etc. as needed.  If they prefer to have a local team 
that is fine but a single point of contact is essential for a smooth execution of the CDE.   

• Ask the organizers / or organizing institution to book nearby hotels with their discounted 
rates etc. if possible.  Similarly, don’t forget to have them post logistics of getting to and 
from the conference areas on the relevant website. 

• A breakfast spread / coffee breaks were important to have and should not be trivialized in 
the planning – we should just fund this if possible.  Allow participants to get their own 
lunch / dinner but the rest is important and very useful. 

• Ensure that the local organizers ensured that all participants come prepared with the 
relevant info / tools installed / examples worked out BEFORE the CDE. Some organizers 
did so by insisting that participants email them when they had completed the preparatory 
work.  Others sent out multiple email reminders.  The best method for a community can 
vary but emphasize this point to the local point of contact as a critical step for a CDE. 

 
ALMA Overview Talk 
 

• Various versions of this talk were given – there was no “right” pptx for a given audience.  
Nearly all were very well received as they contained all of the basic overview info.  USG 
should maintain a standard overview pptx, which the presenter could modify for their 
own presentation for a given CDE. 

 
ALMA Millimeter Theory / Millimeter-Considerations Talk 
  

• Locally given millimeter theory talk were typically too complicated for most of the 
audience to get much out of.  They consistently got mixed marks in the surveys with non-
experts feeling lost in the jargon.  Recommend that we eliminate these in the future or 
replace them with whatever new “course” the USG puts together. 

• It is best to use our mm-considerations talk (which over time has evolved significantly 
from staff and community input).  It is currently an excellent talk and gives just the 
correct level of information for novices and experts to learn (or remember) the key issues 
with millimeter astronomy / observations.  
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ALMA OT 
 

• Ensure that all participants have downloaded and opened the OT ahead of time.  Most 
problems were related to incorrect java versions or java versions not supported.  A clear 
page with details on how to overcome known-issues was made available to the users and 
likely reduced the load in answering questions / load on the helpdesk. 

• Live demonstrations of the OT did NOT work well for a variety of reasons, but primarily 
because the presenter came across an unexpected “feature” of the tool, or made a simple  
error that then cascaded into other problems detracting from a smooth learning flow.  It 
was far better to do a quick walk through of the OT with screen shots pointing out useful 
items to note and to set aside time for the users to then do an example of their own. 

• It was common for multiple users to hit the same technical issue during the “hands-on” 
session(s). It was therefore often effective to stop the tutorial to illustrate the issue and its 
solution for the whole audience. 
 

Simdata 
 

• We asked all participants to downloaded CASA and run a benchmarking test to avoid 32-
bit and 64-bit issues (or alike).  This was very helpful and avoided a large number of 
problems we encountered in the first CDE in Victoria.   

• Another related point is to ensure that everyone is using the same version of CASA and 
that they are aware that CASA may not run on all platforms in which case they should be 
ready to share machines with colleagues at the workshop.   

• It was helpful to have the participants do an example already vetted by us in detail (like 
the 30Dor simulation).   The 30Dor example had some common user errors / “gotchas” 
that we were aware of going into the exercise.  And it was better to have the audience do 
some problem solving when encountering these “known-issues” rather than cutting and 
pasting from a script. 

•  Simdata, and CASA in general, can be flaky about accepting FITS files. As a result, 
community attempts to carry out simulations of their own sources often required intense 
staff assistance. When successful, however, these examples were among the most 
rewarding parts of the tutorial, encouraging and educating the audience on current and 
future ALMA capabilities. 

• It was not uncommon to hit a technical snag using simdata when users tried a new or 
complex project. Having accessible examples for most common-use cases will ensure 
that staff are well equipped to deal with most of such cases.  A library of simdata 
examples would be useful for the trainers (like casaguides). 

 
 


