The CCA WIRED project is a Jumpstart grant from the Denver Metro Region WIRED project. It’s $430,000 over 12 months to assist CCA in getting lab equipment and materials into the hands of teachers who will then pass them on to students to get them hands on experience in bioscience.

This grant is important to CCA fro a couple of reasons. Number one, CCA is really committed to increasing the educational level of students all throughout the Denver metro region, and specifically in Aurora. But this allows us to work with more than one school district –we worked with Aurora Public Schools on a similar grant – but this allows us to spread our wings a little – spread our influence to share a strength which CCA has, which is its Science department and its Bioscience department. 

The purpose of the CCA WIRED bioscience summit, which was called “Opening Minds to Bioscience” was to bring together people from different sectors of the community – k-12, higher ed, workforce and economic development, and industry – to talk about how to be effective in working with kids to expose them to career opportunities in bioscience.

Bioscience is a burgeoning industry in Colorado – we have over 300 bioscience companies in the Denver Metro region – and we’re hoping that we can get some students interested in bioscience as a career. What the grant will allow us to do is purchase lab equipment and materials - $430,000 doesn’t go very far when the lab kits are valued at $26,000 each They’re going to be distributed to school districts including – Denver, Douglas, Aurora, Cherry Creek, Jeffco, and Adams County – to do the scientific experiments in the labs at those schools – so each one of the counties that I mentioned will get their own kit and that’s first and foremost what the grant funds will allow us to do. Secondly, we will distribute and maintain those lab kits throughout the year- we’ve hired a lab tech who will help us maintain the library of the lab kits. It allows professors Todd Bergren and Martha Jackson-Carter from CCA to teach the workshops to prepare teachers to do the experiments in their labs – an important part of the project because teachers really need to feel comfortable and confident with the experiments before they put themselves in front of a classroom full of kids and help the kids with the experiments. 
We also will be doing outreach to industry to develop a depository of resources so the teachers when they do a DNA-related experiment – for example, a Restriction Digest- in the lab – with their students, they can call someone from industry and have them come out to talk about what its like to do that in a real lab, in a real bioscience career experience. Or, take their students on a field trip to see what it’s like in the real world.

We are preparing teachers to get materials and equipment into the hands of students, and then we’re making the connection to industry to make that direct connection to a career. 

We’re working with a number of industry partners, specifically through our lead partner – the Colorado Bioscience Association – Denise Brown is the President of CBSA. She’s connecting us to employers throughout the region. We already have several who have shown a lot of interest. When we had our summit, about 15 industries were represented at that meeting. We’re hoping that all the partners will work together to make this a real experience for kids in the classroom.

We’ll put the materials and equipment out there for them – they’ll make the connections to industry through the Colorado Bioscience Association and their industry partners. 

It was really an opportunity of the different sectors to come together and talk. In many cases these people don’t have much contact with one another – industry, k-12, higher education, and workforce/economic development – so this was an opportunity for them to dialog. 

What they talked about were the various collaborations which they are also involved in – which numbered over 30 or 40 total – so we had a lot of strength in the room. They also talked about strengths and challenges of those collaborations so that hopefully CCA can draw from that experience in its own work. 

They also talked about unmet needs in k-12 which include teacher professional development and access to materials – which will help reinforce what we’re doing with the WIRED Bioscience project.
They also shared some moments when they realized that they wanted to have science career – we had some funny stories about lab frogs that came to life during a dissection and different things that steered people either towards or away from science. We used that as a vehicle to discuss- how do you engage teenagers in bioscience? 

One of the findings was that high school is the culmination of an education as students look at careers – that they really need to be engaged from a young age all the way up through their high school careers so that hopefully this will be the crowning moment when they have access to all this real lab equipment and their realizing “Gee, this is something people do in the real world.”

So, I think the findings from the summit really reinforced what we were thinking – that it’s really valuable for people to come together across sectors to talk about these things – there are some real possibilities that the equipment and the experience with CCA will bring. Overall, there are going to be some needs in k-12 that we’re going to be approaching through this grant. 

Well, now that the summit is behind us, it’s time to get ready for teacher workshops – we’ll have two workshops in June and then one in the fall – we’re training 45 teachers and, as of today, all the slots are filled. So, we’ve had tremendous response from the districts – they’re very interested and have very quickly rallied to get their teachers signed up for those workshops. We’re also developing a DVD about Bioscience as a Career – and we got some great ideas at the Summit. We asked tables to design a scene for the DVD – and I’ve been going through those papers and reading about the great ideas. We’re also going to be doing more and more outreach to industry, get them signed up and get them involved so that we can have those real life experiences for kids that can be connected to the work that teachers are doing. 
