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“This session is for college administrators who wish to make traditionally elitist
program more inclusive. Its is also helpful to community and school district
personnel who wish to investigate how to set up a similar program in their
community.”

The need for increased numbers of minorities in advanced fields of study is well
documented. Although the situation is improving, colleges and business nonetheless find
themselves calling for greater representation. Many inner-city and minority youth are
overlooked due to a perception that the potential to succeed does not exist in certain
neighborhoods.

Quite the contrary, research has shown that minority and disadvantaged kids in tougher
neighborhoods do possess the aptitude for advance careers in math, science, engineering
and technology. Whether or not those students are properly cultivated is another topic,
however. We believe it is the duty of both policy makers and educators of today to
identify qualified minority youth to be leaders of tomorrow.

Some of the things that account for low academic achievement by children of color
include low expectation of students by teachers, uncritical pedagogy which promotes rote
learning, teacher assignment policies, various street cultures and peer pressure, so-called
"learned helplessness," poverty, lack of substantial reading material in the home, poor
study habits, an over reliance on style, emotion and sports and a lack of minority role
models just to mention a few factors.

Some researchers (Levine & Havighurst, 1992) have called for universities and
businesses to get involved in efforts to help solve the problem. Collaborative efforts
between public schools, universities, businesses, community agencies and parents,
commonly referred to as "ecological intervention" by the literature, have shown great
progress in stemming the tide of academic disadvantage. These partnerships have
traditionally taken on one of two missions: (1) providing remediation for slow learners,
and (2) the recruitment and training of future leaders among minority populations.

The Minorities in Engineering, Science and Advance Studies (MESA) Program of the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln and the University of Nebraska at Omaha is dedicated to



the partnership which aims to identify, train and develop minority students who would
not normally think of entering careers that require advanced studies. In fulfilling this
goal, the program gets at one of the needs identified by the research: the need for
leadership and role models in minority communities.

The MESA Program was first established in 1976 to recruit minority students into the
University of Nebraska's Engineering Program. In 1988, the University joined the
national organization and began sponsoring high school activities for minority students.
In 1993, the program expanded beyond its limited scope of only serving students from
Omaha and Lincoln. Today, students from all over Nebraska, including Gering,
Scottsbluff, North Platte, Kearney and Hastings are able to take part in the program.
Qualified students can enroll into the program regardless of the college they chose to
attend.

This workshop is broken down into four parts. The first section is an overview of the
literature. The second part will deal with setting up the program and what it takes to get
businesses, schools and universities to back such an effort. Funding issues, costs and
administrative structure will be explored in this segment. The third portion deals with the
junior high and high school day-to-day administration of such a program, as well as the
partnership the school district establishes with the local university. Recruitment of
students will be a major emphasis in this segment.

The fourth and last portion of the presentation deals with describing a week-long summer
training session that selected minority leaders of the program experience each summer.
At this summer camp, students are given hands-on experience with engineering, science,
technology, computers and upper-level mathematics. They are also schooled in leadership
skills, communication skills and multicultural education.

This session is for college administrators who wish to make traditionally elitist programs
more inclusive. It also is helpful to community and school district personnel who wish to
investigate how to set up a similar program in their community. The session may be of
some interest to parents wishing to find out more about the existing Nebraska MESA
Program. In addition, educators and students who are studying in the area of urban
education will find this session informative in regards to how one group of individuals
decided to attack the problem of low academic achievement among some of the inner-
city youth of today.
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