RxeSEARCH Expands Potential Impact by Enlisting Partners across Pharmaceutical Industry

While the RxeSEARCH initiative originally was conceived at Bristol-Myers Squibb, in part an outgrowth of its Foundation’s longstanding interest in enhancing science literacy and science education, today it has attracted the attention and support of other pharmaceutical companies, as well as PhRMA, the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America, the voice of the research-based U.S. pharmaceutical industry.

The program uses an innovative curriculum and set of hands on learning experiences to better appreciate the complexities of the pharmaceutical development process – all the way from the initial discovery or new idea for a potential medicine to a new therapy delivered to patients.  Along the way, students and their teachers also take an educational journey that integrates and enhances skills and knowledge in the language arts, social studies, biology, chemistry and mathematics. 

PhRMA has decided to take the lead in bringing this curriculum and concept to more schools through collaborations with additional pharmaceutical companies.  It has been involved for about a year so far.  “PhRMA is taken an idea initially developed by one of its members and is sharing it industrywide.  In its industry leadership role, it can help provide access to this idea by its members,” says Anders Hedberg, Ph.D., a director at the Bristol-Myers Squibb Foundation who has worked with partners inside and outside Bristol-Myers Squibb to initiate and broaden the RxeSEARCH program. 

Among the companies that have already decided to participate are Schering-Plough – focusing on a Newark high school, Wyeth, working in schools in Iowa, GlaxoSmithKline, focusing on schools in the Philadelphia area, and Johnson & Johnson.  They are also working alongside the Museum of Contemporary Science in Trenton, NJ, and the Healthcare Institute of New Jersey.  

Chris Fahey, of Schering-Plough, says that her company joined the initiative because, “This fits in quite nicely with an area of interest we have with regard to science education in the schools. This was a really good way to teach kids about pharmaceutical development, which they probably know very little about, if anything at all.  This curriculum explains it quite nicely.”  She also thinks it could potentially introduce students to career possibilities not only in the pharmaceutical industry, but in allied health fields.

“We’ve adopted a high school in Newark and have helped support teacher training as well as additional curriculum development and materials.  Among other things, we hope this program will attract more students to the excitement of science – particularly among groups that have for too long been under-represented in scientific fields.”

Thus far, Bristol-Myers Squibb has attracted the participation of a number of school districts to pilot the program among some of their high school students.  In New Jersey, they include Montgomery Township, Monmouth County, Newark, New Brunswick, Princeton, West-Windsor-Plainsboro and Hopewell. In addition, a high school in Staten Island, NY, three teachers working in the Philadelphia School District, and science educators representing seven Iowa high schools are participating.

The program has some unique elements, including a board game that asks teams of students to compete in playing the ‘Pharma Game.’ that provides a different way of expanding horizons about the steps it takes to develop a new pharmaceutical. And it is a program that all believe will extend beyond the classroom walls – into the homes of students and into the community. “When students do homework and discuss it with their families, it spreads into the community.  Hopefully it is a lesson that they will take with them as they grow older,” Hedberg says.

“When you’re looking down that pipeline for new medicines, it can be a scary path with a lot of pitfalls and a lot of twists and turns,” he adds. “That’s part of the lesson here. If it were easy, everyone would be doing it.  But it’s also worth going through all those twists and turns when you can produce something at the end that will vastly improve the quality of live for people all over the world.  This program is about that hope and that excitement. Hopefully that can be contagious.”  

Hedberg also points out that the curriculum is flexible – with parts that can be added to it – or adapted to particular community or individual school interests or needs.  “Flexibility here is the key – whether for the company that is working with the school and how they operate together – or for the school itself, since no two schools or classrooms will be the same,” he concludes.  “Every time a new school comes on board – there will be another hard examination of the program we’ve built, creating a system of best practices and excellent materials.”

During a summer workshop, where teachers were trained to implement the curriculum for the upcoming 2007-2008 school year, Fahey admits that she was able to experience some of the excitement of science herself.  “I was really impressed with the lab parts of the curriculum.  For the Summer Institute, a laboratory was set up in a library, so that everyone could participate.  It was an enthusiastic group and everyone got involved.  The best part was it just wasn’t all science types -- you also had English teachers, health education teachers – all getting into this lab work. They were really enthused about it. They all put their goggles on and got to work, helping one another.  It was the perfect science lesson.”

