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This year’s drastic budget showdowns in Washington have been about what do to with public 
dollars. Americans tax ourselves in order to pay for public things, and we usually debate whether 
to use a dollar for X or Y. But what if a dollar could support multiple public goods 
simultaneously? 
 
An August 2013 article in the Union Tribune clarified that in 2012, UC San Diego raised almost 
a billion dollars for research – dollars that fed into the local economy too, through jobs created 
and innovations spread. Now think of each of those dollars leveraged again to support the next 
generation of San Diegans directly. What if while researching pressing issues like cancer or the 
universe or global warming with our students, universities leveraged every public dollar again -- 
to support not just the university’s faculty, students, and public knowledge, but also opportunities 
to learn in the local community? 
 
In a new initiative at UC San Diego called CREATE STEM Success, we’re exploring with 
hundreds of colleagues and students how a university can be a resource hub for leveraging local 
opportunities to learn for kids and teachers in Science, Technology, Engineering and Math. 
College readiness and careers now require STEM skills from everyone, and teachers today have 
to build STEM skills more than ever while teaching kids to read, write and think. So, we’re 
working to leverage UCSD’s resources to support local students and teachers in STEM teaching 
and learning.  
 
We’re supporting university colleagues to leverage their work in innovative ways, to create 
learning opportunities for local students (particularly, high-need students leaking out of the 
“pipeline” to college and STEM careers) and their teachers. Such learning opportunities can 
occur during the school day, after school and in the summer. For a multiplier effect, we’re 
particularly working to include teachers from high need settings in opportunities to learn. And 
for us, “local” is big: we aim to serve students and teachers in sites ranging from the US-Mexico 
border in the Sweetwater district to the northernmost end of our county, and as far east as the 
Imperial Valley -- with hundreds of sites in between. 
 
For example, this fall, a UCSD professor who studies the chemistry of cells leveraged his 
National Science Foundation (NSF) grant to fund a UCSD course supporting 35 students and 
teachers from three local low income high schools to do hands-on science activities on campus 
with UCSD undergrads and grad students. The UCSD-based San Diego Science Project, which 
supports local teacher development, is making sure that other local teachers will learn from the 
same activities bringing the professor’s content to life. So, these NSF dollars are leveraging 
opportunities to learn for many dozens of K12 students and teachers, as well as people on 
UCSD’s own campus.  
 
Similar examples abound: Staff and students out of the Jacobs School of Engineering are 
leveraging federal SPAWAR dollars to provide bilingual science night activities in local schools 



and programs, to excite Spanish-speaking students and their parents about STEM careers. 
Upward Bound, a federally funded program on UCSD’s campus that supports hundreds of area 
students toward college each year, is becoming a summer test-bed for honing new STEM 
teaching and tutoring methods with low income youth. UCSD computer science graduate 
students started a new company, ThoughtSTEM, and got some federal funding to expand it; 
through the initiative, they’re now teaching computer programming to dozens of low-income 
high schoolers after school. Outreach partners at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography are 
tapping federal outreach dollars to support local physics and biology teachers to study breaking 
waves and marine invertebrates with professors, and then, to design and practice exemplary 
lessons they’ll share with other teachers. NSF-funded master math teachers are helping UCSD 
undergrads learn to tutor high school students in math. 
 
We’re leveraging state and industry dollars, too. Professors at the Qualcomm Institute are 
inviting low-income kids to do internships alongside undergrads, and testing the effects.  
UCSD’s Athletics Department is connecting its athletes to the UCSD School of Medicine’s 
Power Play program, a state-funded effort to get local kids exercising and eating right. UCSD’s 
state-funded Early Academic Outreach Program is working with a UCSD undergraduate college 
to send undergrads to San Diego and Sweetwater schools as trained, low-cost assistants to 
college counselors. And all of this is supported by some key staff supported by core outreach 
funding from the state as well as campus. These highly experienced researchers and practitioners 
are spending their days supporting colleagues to leverage their dollars, hours, and expertise to 
create local opportunities to learn. 
 
What we’re tapping at UCSD is mutual interest in impact in our backyard. Professors are hungry 
for grants in order to do their own work; many funders require strong outreach plans to secure 
grants. Campus leadership wants to solidify deep community connections by linking research, 
teaching and service; campus promotion policies require faculty and staff efforts “for diversity.” 
Add a national and local focus on the STEM pipeline as a particular issue of employment and 
economics, and university students hungry to make a difference in something that matters, 
including for their own career development. Then add the vast need for additional resources in 
public education in California. 
  
It’s basic physics: you can only lift a small rock above your own head, but if you press a lever 
you can move a giant boulder. At UCSD, that lever is collective effort with kids in mind. If you 
believe local economic health requires an educated next generation, you’ll agree that it’s not an 
either-or but a both-and: a university can support its own faculty and students while leveraging 
local opportunities to learn. Contact us to help shape our work. 

 
 


