Newark Educator Talks about Participating in RxeSEARCH: A Collaborative Learning Experience for All

Dr. Gayle Griffin is the assistant superintendent in the Newark Public Schools,  She has been involved with the RxeSEARCH educational initiative from its beginning.  “We were in the process of transforming our high schools into career academies, so were particularly fascinated by the notion of students learning about the research process and its practical application in the field of pharmaceutical development,” she says.

What also attracted her was the interdisciplinary nature of the program.  “These interdisciplinary teams helped to show the students that everything you learn in the classroom has meaning; that there are connections.  And it also showed them that there were other pathways for a career in health sciences, besides just being a doctor.  Here was one set of opportunities that they could participate in and have their eyes opened about.”

Newark was one of the first school districts to be approached – more than two years ago – and to agree to participate.  Nearly two dozen teachers from Newark’s schools have taken part in training sessions – and in helping develop and refine the curriculum over the past two summers.

“It was almost the way a drug was developed. The process to develop this program also included a significant amount of field testing,” Dr. Griffin says. For nearly a year,  teachers and members of the district’s office of science tried out ideas. “We used our West Side High School as an early pilot site,” she says. “The reaction we got from students was very positive.  They enjoyed it a lot.  Of course we had a lot of logistical things to deal with, pulling kids and teachers from different disciplines together.  But doing it this way has turned out to be a powerful educational tool for us.”

Under the new academy structure in Newark, each high school will have several different academies, focused on a range of potential fields for future careers, like health, education, business, etc.  “We’ve expanded the academy idea from just a few high schools to ten.  The kids loved it,” she explains.

As for RxeSEARCH itself, “I think this actually transcends beyond just allied health careers,” Dr. Griffin says. “After all, if you think about public health issues, they go well beyond what drug treats what illness. There are also broad public policy issues and economic issues that need to be addressed.  Students begin to appreciate their responsibility as citizens – beyond the narrow view of a career.”

She also appreciates the fact that simulations – and hand-on, experiential learning -- are core to the RxeSEARCH curriculum.  “They’re an excellent way for youngsters to learn.  The game they play has a touch of reality.  Youngsters watch these reality shows on television and this has become a natural way to imitate life. I see this as a way to do engineering or teach business too.” 

Dr. Griffin says she does hope that the board game that is part of the program – where teams race to get through the pharmaceutical development process by addressing a series of hurdles and challenges – “is more about cooperation than about competition.  After all, the only way the drug makes it is by combining the best of all the minds – not any one individual’s.”

In participating in the training and curriculum development workshops, Dr. Griffin admits she learned a thing or two herself.  “Typically I thought only the scientists were involved in the process.  So I was surprised to learn about how so many other professionals and backgrounds contribute to getting a new drug out into the marketplace.”

She also discovered something else.  “This is an industry that asked – how can we work collaboratively with school districts in offering this opportunity?  I think that is a model for other industries to follow.  We hear businesses talk a lot about students not being prepared to take part in the world of work.  Yet here we see an attempt to inspire and teach students differently – so that they are prepared.”  

Even in the summer training institute, where representatives from a number of companies worked with the teachers, Dr. Griffin found things to learn.  “ Scientists were sitting with our teachers, explaining how they did some of the tests in the lab.  We don’t have that kind of exposure in school labs normally.  But it wasn’t a gotcha – as though they knew more than our teachers did.  Instead it was a collaborative experience.  It was the right kind of model to have and for others, I hope, to follow.”

