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The skilled worker pipeline
Aerospace and aviation
are the hottest fields in the
region, and training is
ramping up big time to meet
the anticipated demand...

A

s another student prepares to test
whether his model airplane will fly
correctly, all eyes and all attention in
the Milton High School Aviation
Technology class turn to the pending takeoff.
They’re so mesmerized, these Florida teenagers don’t even budge when the bell blares that
signals the end of the school day.
Jordan Buckner’s dark blue prop plane is connected to the electrical wires that power the engine and tether it to a pole that swings it in a circle in the center of the classroom. The 17-yearold junior’s first trial flight does propel his plane.
There’s just one problem. Milton’s Scott
Erickson, who oversees the program, quickly
points it out: “It flies beautifully—inverted.”
Erickson uses it as a teaching moment about
airflow, not only to Jordan, but his attentive
classmates. It’s back to the drawing board on the
end-of-the-year project and Jordan knows to get
proper lift, he is going to have to take apart and
reassemble his plane’s wings.
Jordan isn’t embarrassed by the inaugural upside down flight by his plane that’s about the
size of a dinner plate. He just wishes the class
lasted longer than an hour, so he could get another shot at flying it sooner rather than having
to wait until later.

By Duwayne Escobedo

Chapter at a glance
• Growth seen in aerospace engineering,
•
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•
•

industrial, systems engineering jobs
Multiple efforts under way to lure
students into science, technology
NASA, Navy have their own STEM-focused
programs for students
Main campuses, operations of more than
a dozen universities available
Job-training programs work closely with
area businesses to meet needs

“It’s a very fun experience,” he says. “I never
thought I could construct a plane like this. Doing the real life steps here, makes reading the
textbook a lot easier to understand.”
Jordan and all his classmates, who are in their
second-year of the three-year Aviation Technology program, must build and fly their model
planes successfully. The program, which was
created four years ago, is an effort by the high
school to give its students a solid foundation in
aerospace concepts.
After all, the school sits in the shadow of Naval Air Station Whiting Field. One of the Navy’s
two primary pilot training bases, Whiting Field is
the busiest air station in the world, accounting
for nearly 1.5 million annual flight operations.
Milton High’s aviation curriculum is just one
of a rash of new education and workforce training programs taking off in the Gulf Coast region. Aerospace has been a part of the region’s
economic mix for years, but the arrival of an
Airbus final assembly line in Mobile, Ala., has
underscored the need to do more to attract more
aerospace and other high-tech-oriented jobs to
the region.
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state 10 boast world-class research institutions
and university programs, and the I-10 region
itself has vocational training centers, public and
private schools, museums and education centers
dedicated to improving the knowledge of science, technology, engineering and math from
elementary-aged to college-aged youth.
STEM is more than a catchphrase in this hub
of aerospace activity. There’s a range of programs, including Milton High School’s threeyear Aviation Technology program, the Aviation
Center at Alabama’s Mobile Aeroplex and Mississippi State University’s National Science
Photo by Duwayne Escobedo Foundation Engineering Research Center in
Starkville with its bachelors, masters and docTeacher assistant Tristy Holmes, a senior, uses one of
the programs four flight simulators.
toral programs in aerospace engineering.
Shannon Ogletree, director of the Santa Rosa
Business, education and political leaders are
County Economic Development Office in Floraware that education and workforce training are ida, said the No. 1 “want” by the businesses he
crucial elements. Good K-12 schools, private
recruits today are a well-trained labor force and
schools, top-notch colleges and universities and top-notch educational opportunities.
workforce training programs that address local
“Just five years ago, the number one concern
needs are paramount. And in today’s technologi- was location or incentives,” Ogletree said.
cal age, a key requirement for good education is “Labor force was down around 10 to 15. It’s
a strong focus on science, technology, engineer- moved up to No. 1. Once all the incentives are
ing and math, or STEM.
gone, it’s the people who make the difference
Erickson’s class, which includes four flight
for your company.”
simulators and a host of other high-tech gadgets
for his nearly 90 students, has enjoyed building a Keeping pace
program at Milton High from scratch. Next year, Gulf Coast institutions have bought into the
the Aviation Technology program will join
troubling national statistics that show that if
Embry–Riddle Aeronautical University for even measures are not taken to enhance America’s
more cutting-edge, experience-driven education. math and science education, the country’s—not
And, this summer, the program expects delivery to mention the region’s—ability to compete
of its very own wind tunnel.
would continue to diminish at an alarming pace.
“We’re building a pipeline,” Erickson said.
The Defense Department in its annual report
“Companies and supporters in the area have
on the nation’s industrial capabilities to the U.S.
gone out of their way to make sure we have
Congress, repeatedly sounds the alarm about the
what we need. That’s not something that’s alloss of specialized engineering skills due to an
ways easy to do in education today,” he said.
aging and retiring workforce.
It’s what educators and their business partners
“The loss in design expertise may jeopardize
are doing all across the Gulf Coast aerospace
U.S. technological edge and increase the execucorridor from Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama
tion risks for future DoD programs. Preserving
and Florida. The states tied together by Interand developing unique and highly-creative talent,
Photo page 44: In Florida, Milton High junior Jordan Buckner and the plane built as part of his school project.
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skills, and technology are vital to the industrial
base’s ability to design and produce world-class
products,” the agency reported.
It added that STEM education “is essential
toward ensuring the nation maintains a workforce capable of understanding and satisfying the
technical and advanced design requirements of
future defense systems.”
DoD isn’t the only one concerned. In 2005 the
National Academies’ report “Rising Above the
Gathering Storm” warned that if education leaders failed to improve investments in science and
technology, the United States would continue to
slip against global competitors. Five years later,
“Rising Above the Gathering Storm, Revisited:
Rapidly Approaching Category 5,” found the
nation had slipped further.
Among industrialized nations, the United
States is 48th in quality of mathematics and science education, 27th in the proportion of college
students receiving undergraduate degrees in science or engineering, 20th in high school completion rate and 16th in college completion rate.
And in the annual ranking of 34 countries by
the Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development, U.S. students continued to
generate lackluster results. The U.S. fell to 21st
in science and 26th in math, after ranking 17th
and 25th, respectively, the previous year.
This despite projections that 60 percent of the
new jobs in the 21st century will require skills
possessed by 20 percent of the workforce. The
U.S. may be short as many as 3 million highskills workers by 2018.
Two-thirds of those jobs will require at least
some post-secondary education. American universities, however, only award about a third of
the bachelor’s degrees in science and engineering
compared to Asian universities. Worldwide, the
United States ranks 17th in the number of science degrees it awards.
The alarm has been sounded locally, too, to a
large extent by industry leaders that have or will
have a pressing need for the skilled workers.

David Trent, site manager of the Airbus Engineering Center in Mobile, Ala., has praised the
Gulf Coast region’s cost of doing business and
business-friendly attitude, but said one of the
best ways to help ensure the region’s future role
in aerospace was to prepare the workforce. With
demand for new commercial aircraft rising,
Trent has emphasized that it’s important to
reach children as early as the 5th grade about the
value of a STEM and the financial rewards.
“The question is always, where’s the workforce
coming from, and I can’t stress enough this idea
that you’ve got to have world-class public education in this region and a real strong concentration on STEM,” Trent said at an aerospace symposium.
J.R. McDonald, vice president of Lockheed
Martin’s Northwest Florida operations, said his
company invests both time and money into supporting science, technology, engineering and
math programs, even down to middle school
level, to encourage students to enter the field.
Still, Dwight D. Howard, J&P Khamken Industries’ chief operating officer, worries what the
region’s future workforce will look like. His
company manufactures the Maintenance Stands
that enclose the entire F-35 aircraft and has several other large military and tech company contracts. The company’s main manufacturing plant
is in Montgomery, Ala., and for years he said he
has wanted to open a second operation in Crestview, Fla., to help support Eglin Air Force Base.
However, Howard said he is unable to find the
skilled technical pool that he needs.
“We don’t have a pipeline in technology training in the area,” Howard said. “Those people
who are not going to college can have a highwage, high-skill job. Our manufacturing company pays good money and we need them. We
need them bad.”
Partnering on STEM

The concerns expressed by industry leaders are
backed by the numbers. STEM jobs are growing
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at a rate three times faster than other occupations, and STEM education in America has become both an economic and national defense
imperative.
That’s why several Gulf Coast companies and
educational institutions have joined hands to
prepare a workforce capable of filling the jobs of
the future.
Much like it did with the Alabama Aviation
Center of Mobile in creating a 24-month aircraft
maintenance certification, ST Aerospace has begun working with Pensacola State College and
George Stone Technical Center to create training programs for the 300 aircraft mechanics and
inspectors it forecasts that it needs in its new
facility in Pensacola, Fla.
ST Aerospace, whose international headquarters is based in Singapore and includes a facility
in Mobile, Ala., announced expansion plans earlier this year that call for a $37 million aircraft
hangar facility on 18 acres within Pensacola International Airport. That hangar project is expected to start later this year and open in late
2015 or early 2016.
Bill Hafner, ST’s vice president of operations
in Mobile, told reporters during a recruitment
fair in March at Pensacola State College that the
local labor pool was better than advertised. It
was not exactly a ringing endorsement but Hafner did call it a success overall for his company
that specializes in maintenance of commercial
aircraft. Hafner said the event did a good job of
attracting skilled aircraft mechanics and others
with little experience but a desire to learn.
“I think the start this morning was much more
than we expected. “They’re filtering through
based on their experience and background, and
we’re streaming those who need experience over
to the educational opportunities,” Hafner said.
Those educational opportunities are about to
increase in response to ST Aerospace. George
Stone Technical Center in Pensacola is planning
to begin offering an aircraft maintenance and
repair program in the upcoming 2014-2015
school year.

“If an industry needs a workforce, we will
work with them and get engaged,” said Malcolm
Thomas, Escambia County school system superintendent.
Meanwhile, Pensacola State College workforce
education these days emphasizes science, technology, engineering and mathematics, including
courses, certifications and degrees. This includes
programs the college can ramp up quickly, such
as manufacturing certification, A&P (Airframe
and Powerplant) certification, and an airframe
coatings and corrosion control certification.
More long-term plans call for the development
of an Avionics Technology program, a professional pilot program, and associate’s and bachelor’s degrees associated with aviation, such as
aerospace management and cyber security. The
college also is working with the Florida Legislature to fund a $26 million STEM Center located
at the main campus in Pensacola, with labs located at the city’s airport across the street.
Daniel Busse, dean of workforce development
and vocational support at Pensacola State College for the past two years, admitted that a huge
skills gap exists but said a team assembled with
experts from corporations, education and government are working together like never before.
“This is not a short-term endeavor, this is a
long-term commitment,” Busse said. “Aerospace
companies and suppliers are not coming here
immediately. What they need to see first is an
advantage to them to come to this community.
When they do come, we will have everything for
them to be profitable and successful. Plus, students will be able to walk through our doors and
expect to have a really bright future when they
walk out.”
The technology corridor

While Pensacola kicks its aerospace workforce
training into high gear, similar stories of business
-education partnerships exist elsewhere in the
region.
What the general public may not realize is, despite stereotypes about the Gulf Coast region,
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technology plays a major role in the economy,
and has for years. The region is home to multiple federal operations, notably defense and
NASA, which perform a tremendous amount of
research, development, test and evaluation.
There are also multiple university operations
involved in R&D, not to mention the corporate
players. And the need for workers include not
only those with a STEM background, but those
who are at ease with technology.
Even a cursory listing shows the need:
At Stennis Space Center, Miss., 34 percent of
workers have scientific/technical skills, 24 percent have business/professional, and 22 percent
have skills in technical/crafts/production. Five
percent of workers have doctorates, 16 percent
masters, 33 percent bachelors and 11 percent
associates. There are 15 percent with “some college” and 19 percent with high school diplomas.
The need for a STEM-trained workforce at
Stennis Space Center goes beyond NASA. It’s
home to a large concentration of oceanographers, meteorologists and marine scientists. Tenant agencies like the Navy, National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration, the
Environmental Protection Agency and
Department of Homeland Security and more are
technology driven.
The Department of Defense runs several major defense laboratories in the region, including a
Naval Research Laboratory detachment at Stennis Space Center, aerial weapons development at
Eglin Air Force Base, Fla., and the Naval Surface
Warfare Center Panama City, Fla., among others.
In Moss Point, Miss., Northrop Grumman
employees do intricate electronics finishing work
on Fire Scout unmanned helicopters, and central
fuselage work on all variants of the high-flying
Global Hawk fixed-wing unmanned system.
In Mobile, Ala., the Mobile Aeroplex is home
to ST Mobile Aerospace, which performs aircraft maintenance and major aircraft modifications on a wide range of aircraft, and Airbus Engineering Center and Continental Motors, which

makes piston engines, components and ignition
systems for general aviation.
In Foley, Ala., UTC Aerospace Systems, formerly known as Goodrich Aerospace before being bought by United Technologies, has 730 employees at its Alabama Service Center who build,
repair and overhaul parts.
In Pensacola is the Florida Institute for Human and Machine Cognition. Since 1990 it has
earned worldwide attention for its robots, artificial intelligence and novel, next generation technology created by its leading researchers.
GE Aviation opened plants in Ellisville, near
Hattiesburg, Miss., and in Auburn, Ala., in the
past year. The 340,000-square-foot Ellisville
plant in Howard Technology Park makes composite parts for aircraft engines and systems. The
Auburn plant in Auburn Technology Park West
makes parts for jet engines. GE Aviation also
operates in Batesville, Miss., Composites Operation, where 20 percent of workers hold degrees.
Workforce Samaritans

Some see the national problem as an opportunity for the region to single itself out as a place
that embraces STEM. And it’s not a matter of
training them and sending them elsewhere. The
regional need for tech-oriented workers is obvious. Indeed, the combined efforts of the local
schools, states and federal out-reach programs
are reaching hundreds of teachers and many
times more students. And while more can always
be done, a solid foundation exists.
A wide-range of institutions are dedicated to
improving the knowledge of science, technology,
engineering and math from elementary-aged to
college-aged youth along the Gulf Coast.
Those opportunities span the region from Milton High School’s Aviation Technology program
to Aviation Academies at Daphne and Spanish
Fort High Schools in Alabama and Mississippi’s
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics Applications program for 9th grade students.
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Mississippi has developed a number of programs to prepare students for STEM occupations. Its Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics Applications for 9th grade students
teaches them technology literacy, the design
process, emerging technologies, computer‐aided
design, sustainable design and technology, power
and energy, robotics simulation, financial and
economic literacy, and workplace skills for the
21st century.
The Mississippi Department of Education’s
Office of Career and Technical Education has
two career pathways that lead to STEM occupations: engineering and polymer science. There
are 21 engineering program areas and nine for
polymer science. They are offered in grades 10
through 12 at career and technical centers
throughout Mississippi. The curriculum is written to industry standards to ensure the content
taught and equipment used is relevant.
In the Hancock County School District, a
STEM program was put in place that requires
every 9th grader to go through training in engineering, robotics and polymer science. Hundreds
of students complete the program each year.
“STEM education is very important to the future of Mississippi,” said Kendra L. Taylor, program supervisor for Technology Education and
STEM Cluster, Mississippi Department of Education. “Introducing students to STEM occupations will ensure a future workforce that can
compete globally.”
Airbus Engineering Center has taken steps to
improve STEM in Alabama. The center has
“adopted” three schools close to the Brookley
Aeroplex, where the engineering center is located and where the future Airbus final assembly
line is scheduled to open by 2015.
At Gilliard Elementary, about a dozen Airbus
employees donate their time and effort to the
Reading Buddies program. The aerospace giant
donated more than 250 books for the library
there, all related to aerospace and STEM topics.
At Pillans Middle School, Airbus is involved in
the Engaging Youth in Engineering Program,

providing its employees to mentor students by
applying science to problem solving.
And at BC Rain High School, Airbus helped
get the school’s new Aviation Program underway. The program prepares students for a job or
college degree with a curriculum focusing on
aviation careers.
“This is good work to do and it is needed,”
Airbus’ Trent explained.
Also located in Mobile, Ala., is the state’s most
renowned public high school—the Alabama
School of Mathematics and Science. It is the
state’s only fully public residential high school
for sophomores, juniors, and seniors seeking
advanced studies in mathematics, science, and
the humanities. It was established in 1989 by the
Alabama Legislature to identify, challenge, and
train Alabama's future leaders. It has been
ranked by Newsweek as a top high school in the
nation.
Meanwhile, Florida also has gained national
acclaim with the CHOICE Career Academy developed in Fort Walton Beach, Fla. Its curriculum allows students to engage in hands-on, realworld projects in science and math. The rigorous
course work and training provides students the
opportunity to simultaneously achieve high
school credit, college credit and industryrecognized certification.
Because of the success of CHOICE, the Okaloosa County School District was awarded
$400,000 from the state to create the STEMM
(the extra ‘M’ stands for medicine) center in Valparaiso. The first class of 88 sixth-graders, 11and 12-year-olds, graduated in June 2013 from
the program that features courses in robotics,
unmanned systems, engineering, and biomedical. It’s also home to the school district’s
Engineer’s For America Program. All students
are required to enter the science fair and wear
uniforms.
Local aerospace and defense organizations,
including Boeing, Northrop Grumman and Eglin Air Force Base, also chipped in millions of
dollars to create a teacher training center and
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Universities
Institution

Main campus (branch)

Research intensity

New Orleans, LA

Bac/A&S

Tallahassee, FL (Panama City)

RU/VH

Louisiana State University and A&M College

Baton Rouge, LA

RU/VH

Loyola University New Orleans

New Orleans, LA

Master’s L

LSU-Health Sciences Center

New Orleans, LA

Spec/Med

Mississippi State University

Starkville, MS (SSC, Biloxi)

RU/VH

Southern University and A&M College

Baton Rouge, LA

Master’s L

Southern University New Orleans

New Orleans, LA

Master’s M

Tulane University

New Orleans, LA

RU/VH

Gainesville, FL (Shalimar)

RU/VH

University of Mississippi

Oxford, MS (SSC)

RU/H

University of New Orleans

New Orleans, LA

RU/H

Mobile, AL

RU/H

Hattiesburg, MS (Long Beach, others)

RU/H

Pensacola, FL

RU/H

New Orleans, LA

Bac/A&S

Dillard University
Florida State University

University of Florida

University of South Alabama
University of Southern Mississippi
University of West Florida
Xavier University
Source: Carnegie

various state-of-the art labs for students and
teachers in the region. There’s even a modified
but functional F-100 engine in its cafeteria for
students to study, as they explore aspects of science, technology, engineering and math.
Florida also features Choctawhatchee High
School’s Aerospace Institute, among other similar programs.
“We are doing our part to create stronger
STEM programs for all students and teachers
through the development of a STEM center,”
said Dr. Alexis Tibbetts, a former Okaloosa
County school system superintendent and science teacher. “I really believe this is going to set
these kids apart because everybody goes to mid-

dle school, not everybody goes to a STEMM
academy.”
Higher education efforts

High school graduates have ample higherlearning options in the region, too. Ten universities have campuses in the I-10 region, while five
more have some type of operation in the region.
Many work together in cooperative research
programs, and all are involved in distance learning endeavors. Five with campuses or operations
here are among the most research intensive in
the nation.
The Mississippi State University’s National
Science Foundation Engineering Research Cen-
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ter in Starkville offers bachelor’s, master’s and
doctoral degrees in aerospace engineering. The
university is also the home of Raspet Flight
Laboratory, which specializes in the design and
testing of materials to support rapid prototyping
for lighter weight aircraft.
The University of Southern Mississippi in Hattiesburg is a national leader in the area of polymer science with is Polymer Research Institute.
It worked closely with GE Aviation on developing the polymer parts, a factor in the company’s
decision in 2008 to open a plant in Batesville.
“This is a textbook example of how state government linked with its universities can team
with private industry to create sophisticated
manufacturing technologies and products with
global impact,” said David Joyce, president and
CEO of GE Aviation at the facility’s opening.
Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College is
among the top associate degree producers in
STEM programs in the United States, earning
recognition by the Aspen Institute College Excellence Program as one of the top 120 community colleges in the country.
In operation for a century, the community college works closely with industry on its engineering and science programs, as well as various
technical programs in electrical, machine tool,
instrumentation and drafting.
The school works closely with economic development officials and businesses, aerospace
and otherwise, to ensure they have the workers
they need. MGCCC does programs tailor-made
to meet the needs of specific companies. It assisted Northrop Grumman when it was developing its UAV center in Moss Point by providing
the company with a full-time, onsite workforce
trainer dedicated to quality assurance, lean
manufacturing and new hire orientation.
At the Mobile Aeroplex, the Alabama Aviation
Center has trained people for high-skill, highwage jobs since 1976. It has access to the 9,000foot runway and has worked closely with state
economic development leaders since 1986 to
attract aerospace companies there.

GCAC photo

The Alabama Aviation Center in Mobile has seen its
enrollment spike since 2011.

“I tell all my incoming students: Aviation is
not just a job, it’s a profession,” said Kyle Cook,
director of the Alabama Aviation Center. “If
you’re willing to work and get the skills you
need, it truly can take you above and beyond a
lot of other jobs – including a few that might
surprise you.”
Aviation-related jobs are lucrative, paying an
average hourly wage of $33.85, according to the
Aerospace Industries Association. “I know several workers who are earning six-figure salaries,”
said Cook.
“The number just goes up as you add skills
and experience. And there’s always the chance to
move into management.”
Cook has seen enrollment spike at the training
center, part of Enterprise State Community College. It trains workers in avionics, aircraft maintenance, composites and other related fields.
Another aviation training center at the
Aeroplex opened in May. It’s the Alabama Industrial Development Training’s Alabama Aviation Training Center adjacent to the Airbus production site. The 35,600-square-foot facility will
be used primarily for fuselage assembly training
specific to Airbus.
In addition, a partnership between the Mobile
Airport Authority and Bishop State Community
College will result in three buildings being used
to establish the Alabama Aerospace Innovation
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Southeast Louisiana aerospace
Aerospace highlights: Home to NASA’s Michoud
Assembly Facility, National Center for Advanced
Manufacturing, National Biodynamics Laboratory,
multiple universities.
Key cities: New Orleans; Algiers; Slidell; Carrollton;
Covington; Mandeville; Gentilly
Parishes: Jefferson, Orleans, Plaquemines, St.
Bernard, St. Charles, St. James, St. John the Baptist,
St. Tammany
Population (est. 2012): 1,227,096
Private nonfarm employment (2010): 452,938
Local economic development:
• Greater New Orleans Inc. (504) 527-6900
• New Orleans Chamber (504) 799-4260
• St. Tammany Economic Development
Foundation (985) 809-7874
State economic development:
• Louisiana Economic Development (225) 3423000

In Northwest Florida, the University of Florida’s Research and Engineering Education Facility (REEF) provides master’s and doctoral degrees and numerous certificate programs in aerospace, computer, electrical, industrial, mechanical and systems engineering.
In addition, the University of West Florida
offers engineering, electronics and computer
degrees that all support the aerospace industry.
All of the state colleges in Northwest Florida
offer the first two years of an aerospace engineering degree that can be completed at several
major Florida state universities.
The numbers for Northwest Florida show why
that’s so important. A driver of Northwest Florida’s economy is the large aerospace and defense
sector that accounts for up to 37,000 private sector and non-military government employees.
Combined with the enlisted personnel from the
area’s seven military installations, the industry
boasts a workforce of about 70,000.
In fact, a 2008 study by SRI International
“Florida’s Great Northwest A&D Cluster”
found the then Fort Walton Beach-CrestviewDestin metro area had the nation’s third highest
concentration of aerospace engineers, behind
Huntsville, Ala., and Melbourne, Fla. The U.S.
Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics currently has the Crestview-Fort Walton
Beach-Destin metro area 10th in the nation in
the number of aerospace engineers. (see page 13)
Wanted: Tech savvy workforce

Florida’s lawmakers also are united on promoting STEM education. During the 2012 Legislative session it required the State Board of
and Research Center at the Aeroplex. The center Education and the Board of Governors that
of excellence will set aside space as a home away oversee state universities to develop a unified
from home for Alabama research institutions
plan for K-20 that stresses outcomes in STEMthat want to do collaborative aerospace work
related fields and to create a report on the
with tenants at the Aeroplex. Another partner- economic outcomes of various baccalaureate
ship in Baldwin County’s Fairhope will result in degrees to be submitted with their legislative
an aviation training school at H.L. Sonny Calla- budget requests. Among other things, it offers a
han Airport. It involves the airport, Faulkner
$15 million incentive annually to those instituState and Enterprise State Community College. tions that are most successful in educating stuGulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2014-2015 – 53
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in Florida will require STEM skills. However,
only 17 percent of degrees granted by Florida
NASA and the Navy both have programs to ensure
universities are in STEM fields.
there’s a pool of talent versed in science, technol“We need to tell the truth to families and to
ogy, engineering and math by piquing the interest of
students
and provide them with opportunities to
the next generation of workers.
get
more
relevant degrees relevant to the econNASA also supports the programs of others. One of
omy,” Gaetz said.
the best known is the FIRST program for middle and
“Now if they choose to get a degree in politihigh school students. FIRST, or For Inspiration and
Recognition of Science and Technology, was
cal science or psychology or poetry that’s fine,
founded in 1989 by inventor Dean Kamen.
but we ought to tell them the truth about their
One of the Navy’s outreach programs is “Mission
chances of getting a job.”
Ocean,” a year-long submarine-related science curWhether its in Florida or its neighboring states
riculum. Developed by Purdue University, it focuses
along the Gulf Coast, many business and educaon science activities in a simulated submarine contion leaders are teaming up to find even more
trol room.
ways to prepare and recruit people to work in
Another program, SeaPerch, focuses on robotics.
Sponsored by the Office of Naval Research and man- the booming aerospace and aviation fields.
Dr. David Goetsch, vice president emeritus at
aged by the Association for Unmanned Vehicle SysNorthwest Florida State College in Niceville,
tems International Foundation, its goal is to find the
next generation of naval architects, marine engiFla., said that the No. 1 priority of higherneers, naval engineers and ocean engineers, priorilearning institutions should be educating and
ties for the Navy.
training its citizens for the region’s future workSeaPerch trains educators to teach their students
force needs. Goetsch also is a co-founder and
how to build an underwater Remotely Operated
chairman of the Okaloosa Economic DevelopVehicle (ROV). Students build the ROV from a kit of
ment Council and sits on the 13-member Florida
low-cost parts, following a curriculum that teaches
Defense Support Task Force.
basic engineering and science concepts with a ma“Few partnerships are so essential to the ongorine engineering theme.
ing success of each partner as those established
The training of teachers is done at no cost to the
school district. They participate in a two-day probetween educational institutions and busigram that carries continuing education or profesnesses,” Goetsch said. “Businesses depend on
sional development credits. - David Tortorano
education to provide their employees, supervisors, and leaders what they need in order to succeed in a competitive marketplace. Businesses
also depend on educational institutions for much
dents who earn degrees in and become emof the retraining and upgrading necessary to
ployed in technology fields.
keep their employees, supervisors, and managers
In Florida, 25 percent of technical jobs go un- current and competitive. Educational institufilled and Florida Gov. Rick Scott and the state tions, in turn, depend on businesses to help keep
Legislature want to change that.
faculty and courses up to date, to provide comFlorida Senate President Don Gaetz, R- Nice- petent part-time instructors and program adviville, the former Okaloosa County School Dis- sors, and to provide financial resources.”
trict superintendent, championed the STEM
measure. He points to research that shows dur▫▫▫
ing the next 10 years that 60 percent of new jobs

Federal outreach
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Making learning fun

M

useums and zoos have been a part of
the Gulf Coast scene for years. But
there’s a new breed of science and
learning centers of more recent vintage, all designed to make learning fun.
In Pensacola, Fla., the National Flight Academy gives young people the chance to learn
about science through flight-related missions. In
Mississippi visitors to Infinity Science Center
learn about the work at NASA’s nearby Stennis
Space Center. Fun? Yes. Ulterior motive? Sure.
Both are the latest additions to a significant
effort in the Gulf Coast region to introduce a
new generation to science and technology in an
entertaining, hands-on fashion. They join the
likes of the Air Force Armament Museum in
Shalimar, Fla., the Gulf Coast Exploreum Science Center in Mobile, Ala., the Audubon
Aquarium of the Americas in New Orleans and
Gulfarium in Fort Walton Beach, Fla., Naval
Aviation Museum in Pensacola and soon
GulfQuest maritime museum in Mobile.
The National Flight Academy at the National
Naval Aviation Museum in Pensacola teaches
students in a replica of an aircraft carrier, called

“Ambition.” The students become engaged in a
high-tech adventures that blend digital media,
virtual world game play and simulation technologies to create an interactive, multi-sensory setting
where students solve real world problems in a
fast-paced, immersive environment.
In this setting that Disney and Universal Studios helped to create, the young men and
women are put in cockpits and challenged to
apply principles of science, technology, engineering and math to specific missions.
For instance, they must calculate speed, fuel
supply, weight of relief supplies, weather forecasts and other factors while providing post
earthquake relief to a hard-hit country.
They must effectively use their resources to
provide the relief in a limited time and then
think fast as something unexpected happens like
finding survivors in the water, so that they have
to deviate from their plan.
In all, the Naval Flight Academy plans to have
a dozen compelling, experiential learning scenarios developed for its young aviators.
–Duwayne Escobedo

Science and learning centers
Site name

Location

Focus area

Shalimar, FL

aerial weaponry

New Orleans, LA

marine science

Fort Walton Beach, FL

marine science

Gulf Coast Exploreum Science Center

Mobile, AL

interactive science

GulfQuest

Mobile, AL

shipping and the Gulf of Mexico

Stennis Space Center, MS

Earth and space science

National Flight Academy

Pensacola, FL

hands-on learning camp

National Museum of Naval Aviation

Pensacola, FL

naval aviation

Air Force Armament Museum
Audubon Aquarium of the Americas
Gulfarium

Infinity Science Center
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