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Colleagues, 
  
I am proud to announce that the National Science Foundation (NSF) has chosen Pima to lead a three-
year, $300,000 grant to study how involving our Biology students in meaningful research experiences 
improves persistence, retention and transfer in STEM disciplines at two-year Hispanic-Serving 
Institutions such as Pima. 
  
Data indicate that while 50 percent of undergraduate introductory Biology classes are taken at 
community colleges, only 3 percent of research into best practices in Biology teaching involves 
community college students. Given that schools such as Pima enroll higher percentages of minority, low-
income and first-generation students, understanding the best ways to teach Biology and other Science 
courses at community colleges becomes an equity issue.  
  
The research experience our students take part in is a fascinating one: helping the Arizona-Sonora 
Desert Museum to conserve bees. Besides Israel, the southwest U.S. has the highest native bee diversity 
in the world. To help conservation efforts, BIO 181 students are taking the first step to help identify 
which bee species are present in our area. They prepare bee samples for DNA sequencing, then identify 
and classify the sequenced, or “barcoded,” samples. Our partnership with the University of Arizona’s 
Entomology Department provides technical expertise and stores the students’ bees and the extracted 
DNA.  This allows our students to publish their findings in a peer-reviewed database. In our pilot study, 
students published 78 DNA sequences; 28 of those were new to science. In short, our students are 
pioneering new knowledge. 
  
The grant -- Pima's first NSF grant in nearly two decades -- will enhance the students’ research 
experience by providing opportunities to be paid, serve as peer mentors, and travel to national 
conferences. Critically, the grant will help gauge if the research experience improves students’ resilience 
and persistence by giving them the opportunity to overcome the failures that are inevitable in any 
scientific inquiry. Additionally, the grant will help determine if the students, though undergraduates, see 
themselves as scientists because they have been immersed in the world of research. 
  
I appreciate the efforts of Pima team members who contributed to this initiative, first and foremost 
Biology faculty and grant Principal Investigator Jennifer Katcher, who teaches BIO 181. Ms. Katcher 
assembled the NSF grant by leveraging resources from two existing grants in new ways – a hallmark of 
creativity. Funding for a DNA barcoding pilot study came from our Youth Career Connects grant under 
the auspices of Dr. Ian Roark, Vice President of Workforce Development. Additionally, Dr. Roark and 
Dean of Sciences Emily Halvorson-Otts applied to be part of NSF’s Kickstarter program, which provides 
direct assistance for two-year Hispanic-Serving Institutions applying for NSF grants. Finally, Director 
Amanda Kaminski and Advanced Program Coordinator Dr. Emma Ojameruaye of our Grants Resource 
Office put into place new processes to help make the grant a reality. 
  
The result is an initiative to inspire our students to join the next generation of scientists. 
  
Lee D. Lambert, 
Chancellor 
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