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Review of Draft Script: 

Spur’s Supervent 
(Game McGimsey and Michelle Coombs) 

 
2/22/11 

 
The Process:  I briefly reviewed the draft script for this vodcast when it arrived, and 
then spent an additional 2 hours going through the script in detail a few days later, using 
a modified think-aloud protocol.  This process included jotting down all top-of-mind 
comments as they occurred to me, regardless of their potential value.  An additional 
hour was spent online researching (a) Mt. Spur, (b) the Alaska Volcano Observatory – 
Anchorage, and (c) the work of Game McGimsey and Michelle Coombs. The process 
continued with further review/analysis and compilation of the think-aloud comments.  
This document is the final written summary of that process. 
 
Limitations:  Because of the short turn around (shooting begins this week), this review 
is brief and lists only the more salient issues that arose during the review process 
described above.  These comments reflect my personal experience with the script, in 
combination with my background in instructional design and evaluation of informal 
learning.  None of these findings/recommendations have been triangulated with 
additional respondents or reviewers.  
 
Reflections and Recommendations: 
 
Following is a brief summary of issues to consider.  These comments reinforce the 
concept referred to in the Grass Socks script, and cluster around three specific 
interpretive principles:  (a) Provide context; (b) Start with the personal, not the 
academic; and (c) Provide support for unfamiliar concepts, place names, and words; 
and add a few more: (d) Reduce concept density; (e) Use egruleg when possible. 
 
Specific reflections and recommendations are as follows, in no particular order: 
 
• The topic, volcanoes erupting, is cool and should be interesting to many viewers, 

especially if there is moving video as well as still shots. 
 
• As with the grass socks script, this vodcast will benefit from some more “set 

up/context.”  Even something as simple as, “Imagine a volcano erupting only 80 
miles from your home.  This happened with the 1992 eruption of Mt. Spurr, just a 
short distance from Anchorage.  This plume ultimately reached 14,000 meters, or 
8,500 feet into the sky.  That’s almost 2 miles!  Research geologists at the Alaska 
Volcano Observatory in Anchorage monitor the activity of volcanoes such as this…” 
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• One of the techniques we use when reviewing written words is to assess the 

“concept density.”  Research suggests that limiting the number of concepts, 
especially in new material, enables and enhances audience members’ ability to 
understand and ultimately enjoy the material (Felker, Pickering, Charrow, Holland, & 
Redish, 1981, page 43).   

 
Based on my experience evaluating informal materials, I’d go even further and 
suggest that one of the reasons that this is true is because a high concept density 
violates the confidence component of the Selinda Motivation Model, a research-
based model describing what makes learning fun.  In other words, when confronted 
with many unfamiliar concepts, viewers feel intimidated and less confident in their 
ability to understand and/or enjoy participating in the activity.  When this happens 
with informal materials, they tend to give it less attention than they would otherwise, 
or even abandon the activity entirely. 

 
In the first two sentences of the first cell of the script, four unfamiliar concepts are 
introduced: erupting vent; Crater Peak; Mt. Spurr; and significant event. This is alot.  
 

• The title for this script is confusing, especially for those unfamiliar with volcanoes.  
The alliteration is nice, and the idea of “super” anything is appealing, but in this 
instance, the title raises more questions than it answers, and doesn’t contain enough 
information to help the viewer decide to watch it.  Furthermore, the script – at least 
as it stands currently – never mentions a supervent.  Consider a more appealing title 
such as “Mt. Spur Erupts,” or (along the lines of Where are my grass socks?) “It 
Melted the Instruments.” 

 
• Throughout this script there is a tendency towards more academic—and hence less 

personal—language, for example, “seismic activity and eruptive behavior,” “potential 
hazards of specific volcanoes to improve our monitoring and predictive capabilities 
for the safety of the general public,” and “vehicular traffic re-suspended the ash.”  
Consider revising the overall tone of the script to make it more interesting (and 
hence accessible) to a lay audience. 

  
• In several places the flow of the script is disjointed.  For example, in the cell that 

begins “(Besides the photo…” the words assigned to Game do not answer the 
questions posed.  I know that viewers will not hear the questions, but they are good 
questions and viewers will likely be interested in the answers.   

 
• In the cell that begins “Describe the pictures, help us understand the terms…” the 

purpose of this vocabulary lesson is unclear.  If it’s to teach new terminology, there 
are better venues in which to do this, and the recommendation would be to remove 
this portion of the script.   

 
If on the other hand the purpose is to showcase some of what and how geologists 
assess and measure all that happens during a volcanic eruption, then focusing on 
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that rather than on the terminology will be more effective.  For example, consider 
something like, “During an eruption, a lot of stuff cascades down the slope of the 
volcano.  It can be volcanic ash, rocks, or all kinds of other debris.  And it can be 
moving as fast as 60mph…and be over 800 degrees Fahrenheit.  Our job as 
scientists is to figure out what is rushing down, how hot it is, and how fast it’s going.  
We call this stuff that’s cascading down:  a pyroclastic flow. [Include words 
superimposed over image].” 

 
Side note: The principle behind this is called egrule vs ruleg.  Egrule vs ruleg is 
translated as the following: Present the example first (“e.g.”) followed by the name 
(“rule”) vs. Present the name first followed by the example.  Basically the principle 
states that if it’s a new concept or difficult word, it is better to use egrule, or even 
egruleg, i.e. present the concrete example (stuff flowing down the side of the 
volcano) followed by the name (pyroclastic flow) followed by another concrete 
example (different-looking stuff flowing down a different-looking volcano).     

 
• I wasn’t sure what the terms at the top of the script were there for.  I originally 

thought they were unfamiliar words I would encounter during my read-through, but 
they weren’t in the script.  I did however identify other words/concepts that will be 
unfamiliar to viewers:  vent, plume, seismic activity, eruptive behavior, significant 
event, aftermath of a volcano, air quality alerts.  Note that many/most of these are 
not totally unfamiliar concepts but rather ones not part of our everyday experience or 
language.  It’s not that they shouldn’t be used; just that when they are, remember 
that they will take a bit more cognitive processing than they do for people more 
familiar with the content.  When possible, they should be replaced with more familiar 
vocabulary (for example, is there another, more conversational, less academic way 
of saying “eruptive behavior”?), or explained (for example, in this context, what is a 
significant event?). And when they are used, try to reduce the concept density by 
using as few of them in the same sentence or paragraph as possible.  

 
• I’m assuming that the “picture caption” that begins with “photo of John Pskievitch…” 

will not be included verbatim.  (There are many unfamiliar place names and 
concepts including in this paragraph, and too much text to read on the screen.)  But 
a simple “So hot it melted the instruments” would be appropriate. 

 
• Again, consider adding a brief statement of what you expect viewers to (a) become 

aware of, (b) become more interested in, (c) develop a greater understanding of, 
and/or (d) develop an appreciation for.  For example:   

 
Viewers will: 

o become aware of Mt. Spurr as an active volcano with the potential to 
cause major disruptions and damage due to its proximity to Anchorage. 

o get a feel for what it was like to be in the area when Mt. Spurr erupted in 1992. 
o develop a greater understanding of and appreciation for the important 

work of the research geologists at the Alaska Volcano Observatory.  
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