Day in the Park 2009 — Needed:  West Virginia Seventh Graders
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The NASA Independent Verification and Validation (IV&V) Facility and the West Virginia High Technology Consortium (WVHTC) Foundation teamed up to host the ninth annual Day in the Park event held October 6–7, 2009.  NASA IV&V invited 1,600 seventh graders and their teachers from eight schools representing four counties in the First Congressional District to attend the event.  This year, at the insistence of NASA IV&V Director Butch Caffall, two days of Day in the Park events were held to reach a larger-than-usual number of students.  Why?  Because, as guest Astronaut Jon McBride declared, “We – NASA and our country – need them!”
For nine years NASA IV&V and the WVHTC Foundation have partnered in a commitment to serve West Virginia’s students, who in the seventh grade find themselves at a turning point in interest, ambition, and inspiration toward the pursuit of coursework and careers in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM).  The mission shared among the partner organizations and volunteers is to motivate every student to think broadly about their interests and reach higher than they might have imagined toward their personal potential.  The NASA civil servants and private industry volunteers who support Day in the Park are dedicated to encouraging seventh graders to lead successful high school and collegiate experiences, ultimately encouraging them to choose STEM careers that place them and all of West Virginia at the head of the class in high tech government and industry achievements. 
Donna Ozburn, the NASA IV&V Chief of Communications  and founding organizer of the Day in the Park, told the Fairmont Times West Virginian’s that “the energy and dedication to NASA’s big vision to inspire the next generation that motivated that first planning team has never waned.  If anything, it has grown with each year’s planning.”  
Imani Beckwith, a NASA IV&V software engineer, is not only a part of the new generation of Day in the Park planners, but a former Day in the Park attendee.  As a testament to the event’s success, Imani told Clarksburg’s Exponent Telegram, “Day in the Park definitely inspired me to pursue a math and science career when I attended as a seventh grader in 1997.”

Because research has shown that many students begin losing interest in STEM at around the seventh grade, the intent of the event is to provide students with opportunities to interact with these subjects in fun and inspirational ways.  Students are also introduced to STEM-related careers, not only as demonstrated by the impressive guest speakers, but also by informal interaction with the NASA and private industry volunteers who chaperone the event.  
Guest speakers engaged the students in live shows, such as the “Flying Gizmos” demonstration from the Seattle Museum of Flight (Seattle, WA), and “Ion Jones” from the Carnegie Science Center (Pittsburgh, PA).  Astronaut Jon McBride’s presentation  “A Day in the Life of an Astronaut” taught the students what it takes to become an Astronaut and what it is like to make the journey to Space and “home” again, further encouraging students to see how exciting STEM careers can be.
On October 6, students and teachers visited from Monongalia County’s Suncrest Middle School, Doddridge County’s Doddridge County Middle School, and Marion County’s West Fairmont and Mannington Middle Schools.  A local news reporter from WBOY TV (Clarksburg, WV) interviewed teachers and students who expressed that when they arrived they were already excited about their science coursework experiences, but that their excitement reached new heights during the event.  Students had been looking forward to the Day in the Park experience because of the past participation of older brothers and sisters and were even more impressed than they expected to be with the possibilities laid out before them by Jon McBride and the other guest speakers.  Especially enthusiastic were the young robotics competitors from Doddridge County Middle School.
On October 7, when the buses arrived at the WVHTC Research Center to unload seventh graders from Harrison County’s Mountaineer, Lumberport, Washington Irving and South Harrison Middle Schools for Day Two of Day in the Park, many of the students were excited simply about having the opportunity to be in the Research Center building.  Several of the students, after experiencing the program, declared their plans to work there someday. 
Harrison County Superintendent of Schools Susan Collins looked with great pride over the sea of students and teachers from her school district.  In Collins’ words:
“Harrison County schools have been participating in this event for every one of the nine years. It has become somewhat of a ‘rite of passage’ in our district for seventh grade students.  Our teachers take every advantage of it that they can when they go back to the classroom to build upon the interest it engenders in their students in the ‘hard’ courses – the coursework that might otherwise intimidate our seventh graders without seeing where staying the course in science and math can lead them.  
It is so important for educators to help their students scaffold from one level of interest to another, from one academic achievement to another.  Day in the Park is always an important event for all of us and a meaningful addition to our own district’s efforts to keep our students in STEM courses so that they can take on the opportunities for careers that are now everywhere we look in our surrounding communities.”
Michelle Figaretti, Governor Joe Manchin’s representative in North Central West Virginia, came to Day in the Park for the very first time with a message for the students from the Governor.  Michelle was more than a messenger – she was a shining example of what a young person growing up in West Virginia with a drive to succeed academically in its grade schools, high schools, and colleges, can have the opportunity to do.  She joined the chorus of presenters in expressing her encouragement to the students to stay in school and reach for their dreams.  
Michelle was so impressed with what she had heard about Day in the Park that she brought her young son, a second grader from the Wheeling, WV area, to expose him to the experience.  By the time the boy left with his mother, he was confident that becoming an astronaut and traveling to Mars was not too much to imagine. 
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The NASA IV&V Outreach Program, led by Educational Outreach Coordinator Jess White, surveys students who attend its programs each year in an effort to ascertain whether student interest in STEM is raised by their program offerings.  
At this year’s Day in the Park, a 10% sampling of students was surveyed each day, returning an unprecedented 99% increase in the level of interest  expressed in STEM.  In fact, the NASA IV&V Outreach volunteers who conducted the survey were impressed by the surprising number of students who wanted to become doctors, zoologists, marine biologists, and computer engineers; who expressed interest in pursuing careers in nuclear physics and robotics; and who wanted to teach math or science.  Delightfully, one student who stated that she was very interested in sports medicine realized that she would like a career that allowed her to help treat the physical effects of space travel on the human body that Jon McBride explained to the students during his presentation. 
NASA IV&V, the WVHTC Foundation, and a variety of other partners support a variety of events statewide each year to inspire West Virginia’s students and support its teachers.  And although Day in the Park may be just one those many events, it is certainly one of the most memorable.
[image: image3.jpg]i
5. )

)" g
iy








WV Astronaut Jon McBride





West Virginia native Jon McBride participated for his second time as the guest astronaut the Day in the Park event.  In response to his invitation to attend,  McBride said:





 “I'm very excited about going ‘home’ again.  All of the people I've worked with during my career know up front how proud I am to be from West Virginia.  One of the most rewarding things for me is to share my experiences in space with youngsters, particularly the youngsters from our Mountain State. 





I plan on giving them a historical look at America's manned space program (past, present, and future) and encouraging them to stay in school and get their education (that's their number one job at this point in their lives), and hopefully convincing them to pursue a career in science, technology, engineering, and/or mathematics (STEM). 





We – NASA and our country – need them! 





If I can come from a little coal mining town in Raleigh County, West Virginia, and have opportunities for experiences like piloting the Space Shuttle into and out of orbit, so can they!”








DYNAMIC SCIENCE SHOWS





 “Ion Jones and the Lost 


Castle of Chemistry”





The seventh grade students discovered the hidden treasures of chemistry in this action-packed, heart-pounding adventure! They teamed up with adventurer Ion Jones and real scientists from PPG (Pittsburgh, PA) on a global quest to collect the chemical elements.  The students journeyed to rain forests, deserts, glaciers, ancient temples, and prehistoric carbon deposits to learn how  chemistry is used in industry, biology, technology, and the environment.  From the Pillar of Polymers to the Cavern of Catalysts, by the time the students reached the Castle of Chemistry, they had explored various states of matter and observed chemistry in action.  This interactive, multimedia chemistry demonstration was downright explosive!





“Flying Gizmos”





The active and entertaining program from the Seattle Museum of Flight (Seattle, WA) demonstrated the science and history of flight through the use of flying toys and models including kites, parachutes, gliders, stomp rockets, mechanical flying birds, and helicopters. Students were encouraged to participate in this nonstop indoor air show—and participate they did!








Greetings from the Governor 


of West Virginia





As Governor, it is a privilege to recognize “A Day in the Park,” sponsored by the NASA Independent Verification & Validation Facility and the West Virginia High Technology Consortium Foundation.  I deeply regret I cannot personally attend; however, I am extremely pleased to have this type of educational experience occurring in West Virginia.





Few things are as important to the future of the Mountain State as quality education.  I am thrilled to have seventh grade students from around the state participating in this extraordinary event.  “A Day in the Park” is an exceptional experience encouraging West Virginia youth to pursue the key subjects of science, technology, engineering and math: I am confident doing so will secure a brighter tomorrow for us all.  These children will lead the way as we travel farther into the 21st Century, and I am glad they have the opportunity to be part of such an outstanding program.





On behalf of Mountaineers everywhere, I extend my sincere best wishes.  I have no doubt “A Day in the Park” will be a huge success!





With warmest regards,





Joe Manchin III


Governor
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