
STARBASE

A Defense Department 
initiative exposes at-
risk youth to science, 

technology, engineering, 
and mathematics.

Gregory Stritch (kneeling), director of 
STARBASE Florida, instructs students 
during a STARBASE class in Jackson-
ville, Fla., as 1st Lt. Jake Hess ob-
serves.

The Department of Defense 
STARBASE initiative has 
been successful in addressing 
the growing concern that the 

United States has not prepared a suf-
fi cient number of students in the areas 
of science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics, or STEM.

STARBASE brings together military 
units across the nation with local com-
munities and school districts to expose 
at-risk youth to hands-on, minds-on 
STEM activities. These students receive 
20 to 25 hours of instruction over the 
course of fi ve days at a military instal-
lation, interacting with service member 
volunteers and observing real-world 
STEM applications. The hope is that 
many of these students will decide to 
pursue a career in STEM-related fi elds 
based on the experience and time spent 
with positive role models.

The military volunteers work with the 
school districts to support their standards-
of-learning objectives. The students’ 
experiences may vary, depending on the 
branch of the armed forces sponsoring 
STARBASE in an area. For example, 
some students may fl y in an aircraft 
simulator and build model rockets, while 
others explore an airplane cockpit or the 
interior of a submarine.

STARBASE began as the idea of 
Barbara Koscak, an elementary school-
teacher in Detroit, who thought the re-
sources onsite at Selfridge Air National 
Guard Base, northeast of the city, might 
be brought to bear to add value to the 

schools in the local district. Selfridge 
is home to the Michigan ANG’s 127th 
Wing. STARBASE was originally called 
Project STARS.

Launched in 1991 via a grant from 
the W. K. Kellogg Foundation of Battle 
Creek, Mich., STARBASE began at 
Selfridge with the blessing of the base 
and National Guard Bureau leadership. 
After two years, Guard offi cials were 
pleased with what they had witnessed 
and decided to provide funding to add 
more STARBASE sites.

In 1993, Congress provided funding 
for STARBASE and piloted the initiative 
in seven states. Today, 76 STARBASE 
programs operate in 39 states, Washing-
ton, D.C., and Puerto Rico. They serve 
more than 70,000 students each year 
during the fi ve-day STARBASE course.

STARBASE has wide support among 
volunteers and school districts, such as 
in Jacksonville, Fla., where the state Air 
National Guard’s 125th Fighter Wing 
hosts the program at Jacksonville  Airport, 
the unit’s operating location.

“STARBASE Florida targets the most 
challenging schools in one of the largest 
school districts in the country,” said Greg-
ory S. Stritch, director of STARBASE 
Florida. “Serving two classes each week 
with a wide array of hands-on, minds-on 
science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics activities, we meet national 
education benchmarks and also serve as a 
robust review of math and science for the 
Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test. 
We disguise the math as 3-D computer 

design, search and rescue, model rocketry, 
and other student-led problem-solving 
activities and experiments.”

Primarily aimed at fifth-graders, 
STARBASE Florida exposes students 
to professionals who work in the aeronau-
tical fi eld. Volunteer military personnel 
give lectures in the use of STEM and 
teach diffi cult topics like Newton’s Laws 
of Motion and Bernoulli’s Principle on 
aerodynamic fl ow.

Math is embedded in every aspect of the 
instruction. Students learn how to operate 
computers, apply metric measurement, 
estimation, and geometry, and analyze 
data to solve problems. They also learn 
teamwork as they explore science and 
discover new career paths.

Scarce federal dollars threatened to 
close STARBASE in 2013, but con-
cerned parents, educators, and Air Force 
Association members helped convince 
Congress to restore funding for it in the 
DOD budget.

“We had a rocky year of legislatively 
putting STARBASE back in the DOD, 
restoring funding, and rewriting legisla-
tive permission to spend DOD funds on 
the program,” said Stritch. “It came down 
to working with the local AFA chapter 
in acquainting our representatives with 
the academic and workforce aspects of 
the program.”

STARBASE Florida is “extremely 
cost effective,” said Bruce Fouraker, 
president of AFA’s Falcon Chapter in 
Jacksonville. “At a taxpayer cost of 
about $275 per student, [the program] 
improves the math scores on the Florida 
Comprehensive Achievement Test by 40 
percent. This is the kind of return the 
federal government should be obtaining 
on all of its programs.”

STARBASE has come a long way 
since 1991, thanks to volunteers who 
see a worthwhile program for our youth 
and for our nation. It is good to see that 
the program is now back on track.     � 

Chet Curtis is AFA’s senior director 
of education and communications.
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