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The ExxonMobil Bernard Harris Summer Science 

Camp (BHSSC) is a free, academic program of The 

Harris Foundation, which takes an active role in shap-

ing the science education of students entering grade 

6,7, or 8. Science, technology, engineering and mathe-

matics are critical to society’s infrastructure for the 

21st century. Preserving that future requires an invest-

ment, such as the BHSSC, in our youth today. The top-

ic of study for the BHSSC Summer 2009 program at 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute was "the Search for 

Life." Fifty students explored various topics in astrobi-

ology and origins of life. The goal was to meet New 

York State education standards (e.g. exposure to in-

formations systems, magnitude and scale, strategies) 

while introducing students to astrobiology. Further-

more, the relationships between well-known scientific 

disciplines such as chemistry and engineering were 

emphasized to point out how the fields have tended to 

merge in recent years. The program provided an oppor-

tunity for young students to learn about astrobiology 

from educators and researchers in the field, including 

members of the New York Center for Astrobiology. 

    Fifty under-represented minority students were ac-

cepted from a pool of over 100 applications. The sum-

mer camp included two weeks of in-class activities and 

field trips. The students were housed on the Rensselaer 

campus and used campus classrooms for their lessons. 

The classes focused on chemistry, biology, geology, 

and space science. Field trips to the Hayden Planeta-

rium, Herkimer Diamond Mines, and a local nature 

preserve complemented the lessons taught on campus.  

After two weeks of classes, the students were able to 

choose an object in the Solar System and design a 

presentation on why NASA should choose to search for 

life there. The students presented their research to a 

panel of judges from the New York Center for Astro-

biology, allowing them to experience part of the pro-

posal process first-hand. The team with the best pro-

posal was interviewed by National Public Radio and 

were able to talk about their experience at the camp 

and their research. 
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