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The technigues of "gene splicing” have revolutionized biology over the last 15 years
and have spawned the new biotechnology industry. The manifold economic and
social implications of the increasing ability to manipulate the DNA blueprint of life
appear regularly on the front pages of the nations newspapers. Even so, there is
abundant evidence that we are a nation of biotechnological illiterates. Recent
studies show that a majority of Americans have little understanding of DNA and
claim not to have heard of biotechnology!

The DNA Literacy Program was founded in 1985 to improve this situation by
retraining science teachers nationwide so that they can better prepare students for
the biotechnological world they will inherit. We see our mission as threefold:

1. To serve as a direct interface between science and society by translating
current research into learning experiences for the general public.

2. To directly adapt research protocols so that they can be safely performed by
students at the college and advanced high school levels.

3. To serve as a national clearinghouse for distribution of information about
genetics and biotechnology to the general public.
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DNA Science Workshops

The most visible aspect of our education program has been the Vector DNA
Science Workshop, which has now been taken by more than 600 high school and
college educators from New York to California, and from Wisconsin to Alabama.
The week-long course gives teachers practical experience with recombinant-DNA
techniques, bolstering confidence to integrate more discussion of biotechnology
into their classrooms and addressing the practical aspects of implementing DNA
labs. All equipment and supplies needed to teach the course are carried in a
specially designed Vector Van, which was provided through a 1986 grant from
Citibank, N.A. In summers 1985 and 1986, a total of 250 educators attended eight
workshops. Demand for courses in summer 1987 was great enough to justify the
purchase of a second Vector Van that enables us to teach two workshops
simultaneously in different parts of the country. In summer 1887, 370 educators
attended 14 Vector Workshops around the country. Two additional workshops were
conducted for technicians and researchers at the Cleveland Clinic. In summer
1988, the Vector Vans will visit 12 new venues, including a Navajo Indian reserva-
tion at Tuba City, Arizona

Major Three-Year Support

Receipt in 1987 of major three-year grants from the Josiah Macy, Jr. Foundation
($490.850) and the National Science Foundation ($451,928) has lent legitimacy to
the proposition that it is possible to “backpack” a DNA laboratory to essentially
anywhere in the nation. These grants provide key support for our teaching staff, as
well as stipend and travel expenses for workshop participants. They also provide
funds to hold weekend follow-ups during the fall and winter to introduce new
innovations that make it easier and more cost-effective to teach biotechnology in
the high school classroom. More than 225 teachers attended the 12 follow-up
workshops, and the response of participants was overwhelmingly favorable.

Participants who successfully complete both a summer workshop and a
weekend follow-up receive an intense 50 hours of instruction. Through a collabora-
tion with the State University of New York at Stony Brook, these individuals are
eligible to receive three hours of graduate credit from the Continuing Education
Department.






