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ABSTRACT

The world faces a need for technically competent personnel in all of the Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) disciplines.  This is projected to be critical for the next decade at least, but there are two areas of concern: quantity and quality of new STEM professionals.  The paper presents data and analyses on these issues, in order do lay the foundation for the work undertaken. The authors are members of a team working to address one aspect of that problem: the dearth of available mentors to advise prospective STEM students.  The approach chosen was the creation of an interactive virtual mentor implemented via a large data store of short video clips, controlled by a natural language processing program to deliver and credible and engaging virtual conversation.  After significant local testing, the team traveled to Monterey California where they evaluated their system by surveying a group of STEM interns, exposing them to the program, and then resurveying them.  This paper lays out the procedures followed, the demographic data collected, the design of the survey instrument, the administrative issues and significant amounts of anecdotal observations and experiential insights on the process, the subjects and the potential impacts on the STEM community.  This also presented an unusually good opportunity for the team to consider the two approaches to increasing STEM interest in the age group of between 16 and 18. The paper discusses their insights and their concerns for the future of both styles of remediation.  Also mentioned are two other approaches: a series of lectures to high school students in both science and in general education class settings. The paper closes with a set of conclusory remarks and suggestions for actions by other STEM professionals and how the research may be a guide to how to asses such issues in the reader’s own research environment. 
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