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WHO WE ARE

U.S. National Science 
Foundation INCLUDES 
Alliance started by 5 

collaborating PI 
organizations in 2018

An expanding group of 
over 1300 people and 30 

organizations in West 
Virginia and beyond

Working to double the 
graduation rate of rural, 

first-generation, 
low-income and other 

underrepresented STEM 
students









To enhance governance and sustainability

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Dave Mohr

Travis Miller Deana White

Adam SmithTyler Davis



First2 Industry Advisory Board
● First generation STEM professionals
● Advises on key issues related to workforce 

readiness. 
● Co-created credential in Power Skills that is being 

piloted across WV and KY
● Co-conference w/ WV Jobs Network

ARC WV Career Collaborative project
● building stronger relationships between academia 

and industry 
● refining curriculum with focus on student/ 

industry engagement and instructor/industry 
engagement 

● creating opportunities for job shadowing, 
internships.

Collaboration with Industry for 
Workforce Development

○ Mentoring 
○ Classroom and site visits/exchanges
○ Mock interviews
○ Resume writing
○ Application searching and support
○ Networking
○ Leading  conference sessions 

Industry Advisory Board - direct 
interactions with students:



WHAT WE DO

WORK IN TRUE 
PARTNERSHIP 

WITH STUDENT 
LEADERS

TEST AND LEARN WITH 
STAFF AND STUDENTS 
TO SHARE AND SCALE 

HIGH-IMPACT PRACTICES

WORK TO DRIVE SYSTEMIC 
CHANGE THROUGH INFORMED

POLICY AND RESOURCE 
ALLOCATION



OUR THEORY OF CHANGE

AIM: Double the 
college graduation 
rate of all STEM 
students, focusing 
on rural, 
first-generation, 
low-income STEM 
students

STEM students succeed academically.

STEM students are meaningfully 
connected with faculty, staff, and peers in 
ways that promote belonging (fit), 
wellness, resilience, and financial stability.

STEM students feel connected to STEM 
research, understand STEM career options 
and feel competent enough to pursue 
them.

STEM students engage in leadership 
experiences that identify systemic issues 
impeding students’ success in STEM,  and 
co-create new solutions to these issues.



CREATING A CULTURE OF LEARNING  
First2 supports 8 higher education Institutional Teams in 
WV and KY:

● students;
● STEM faculty, deans, chairs, and other administrators;
● career services; student success; and academic affairs professionals.

Shared Outcomes
● persistence (re-enrollment as a STEM major)
● course completion rate
● course pass rate and/or grades
● probationary status
● belongingness
● grit
● self-efficacy

Publications: See Proceedings of the WV Academy of 
Science 

https://www.pwvas.org/index.php/pwvas/issue/view/114
https://www.pwvas.org/index.php/pwvas/issue/view/114


WHY USE IMPROVEMENT SCIENCE?

 It’s Scientific and Manageable
● Evidence-Based: Uses data to drive decisions and 

improvements
● Iterative: Allows for continuous refinement and 

learning
● Scalable: Small changes can lead to significant 

impacts
● Impact: Helps organizations adapt and thrive in 

dynamic environments



Students are Powerful Change Makers!

At First2 Network, we 
believe that STEM 
students are the experts 
in driving changes in 
campus culture that 
could improve the STEM 
experience for all STEM 
majors.

Examples of Student-led 
change idea at right.

BlueRidge CTC Poster May 2025UC Poster May 2025

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Lec2S6i6WkJ5UYKs789e-VEldRvBcDFb/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=106002749012275287556&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1rdcitQbfJhDQs946Ie6IY5o5TuApwT0BuYf-vvyQmEs/edit?usp=sharing


BEYOND CAMPUS: 
OUTREACH AND 
ADVOCACY 
First2 members outreach to:
•legislative sessions
•high school classrooms
•Higher Ed administrators

Student  members discuss their experiences 
and perspectives as college students and 
professionals while building their networking, 
public speaking, and presentation skills.



OUR ACCOMPLISHMENTS

IMPROVED STEM 
STUDENT 

PERSISTENCE 
AND RETENTION

MEANINGFUL 
POLICY 

CHANGES

EXPANSION 
TO 

KENTUCKY



PERSISTENCE and FIRST2 ENGAGEMENT

WVU: 
student persistence 

from 55% to 90%

N = 3000+ WVU STEM majors 
who participated in at least one 

First2 Change Idea test activity in 
24-25

FAIRMONT STATE: 
student persistence

from ~59% to 98%
 

N= 111 Fairmont STEM students 
impacted by First2 Change Idea 

tests in 24-25

ALL First2 Campuses show higher persistence for students who have participated in 
First2 change ideas.



POLICY WINS FOR SYSTEMS CHANGE

WV AMERICORPS TUITION WAIVER

SECOND CHANCE PROMISE

Provides a year of undergraduate or graduate 
education at any WV public college/university for a 
year of AmeriCorps service in WV.

Provides college students who lose the Promise 
Scholarship a second chance to re-meet the 
eligibility requirements. 



SUSTAINABILITY

Campuses continue change work, 
involving students as partners 
beyond this INCLUDES funding.

● facilitate sharing across 
institutions 

● facilitate partnerships
● develop student leadership

Policy changes at the state and 
national level improve student 
success.

● informed by evidence and 
network learnings 

● of key interest to stakeholders 
in Kentucky and other 
INCLUDES Alliances



● $9M secured since 2018 from NSF initial 
award and 2 supplements through 
24-25

● $1.5M and $2M Appalachian Regional 
Commission (ARC) POWER awards 

● $100K S-STEM planning grant award

Working actively on financial 
sustainability through partnerships and 
grants

FUNDING FOR 
SUSTAINABILITY
$1.3M annual operating budget through High 
Rocks (student support and institutional support)



Roles of First2 in 
Recent Proposals:

● PI/lead 
● Subawardee 
● Contractor 
● Broadening 

participation 
partner

● Mentor backbone 
organization

Collaborative Proposals in 2025/26:

● NSF IUSE
● ARC POWER
● Toyota
● Economic Development Authority
● Congressionally Directed Spending

In Planning:
● ARC ARISE
● NSF SSTEM Track 3

2024-2025 STRATEGIC PRIORITIESSTRATEGY – COLLABORATIVE PARTNERSHIPS



“Participation with First2 allowed me to access
professional and educational channels within the 
network itself, to further my efforts in my other
scientific and professional endeavors. My 
participation has also allowed employers and
internship recruiters to acknowledge my experience 
in research.”

“Without the support from the network, both 
emotionally and financially, I would not be able to
effectively pursue my college degree.”

FROM OUR STUDENTS

“Participation with First2 allowed me to access
professional and educational channels within the 
network itself, to further my efforts in my other
scientific and professional endeavors…

…my participation has also allowed employers and
internship recruiters to acknowledge my experience 
in research.”

“Without the support from the network…I would not 
be able to effectively pursue my college degree.”



THANK YOU
What questions do you have?


