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Donaher Lab at UTK

• Dr. Sarah Donaher
Ph.D. Clemson University, Environmental Engineering & 
Earth Sciences

M.Sc. UNC Chapel Hill, Marine Sciences

B.Sc. Clemson University, Environmental Engineering

• Radioecologist: study the presence of 
radioactivity in ecosystems

• Assistant Professor, Departments of Civil 
and Environmental Engineering & Nuclear 
Engineering at the University of TN Knoxville

• Contact Information
• sdonaher@utk.edu

• 865-974-7601

mailto:sdonaher@utk.edu


The Problem(s)

• Many K-12 students in the US are using textbooks which are 7 –
10 years old and contain outdated information (FCC, 2012)

• Lack of access to STEM role models and misunderstanding of 
what it means to be a scientist/engineer may prevent K-12 
students from seeing STEM careers as realistic options (LPS, 
2024)

• Scientists and engineers are often bad communicators due to use 
of jargon, assuming audience knowledge, and a lack of training in 
public engagement



The Solution

• Connect K-12 educators with researchers to bring real-world 
research into the classroom

• Benefits include:
• Humanizing STEM professionals in K-12 students eyes makes STEM 

careers seem more attainable

• Provides training for young scientists and engineers to become better 
communicators

• Gives students a “snapshot” of cutting-edge trends in STEM



Scientific Research and Education 
Network
• Non-profit started by graduate 

students at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill in 2012

• Has since expanded to include 6 
chapters (NC Coast, NC Triangle, 
Georgia, George Mason, Alabama, and 
San Diego)

• Goal is “to foster the translation and 
dissemination of current scientific 
work to educators and to help 
enhance the science literacy of 
today’s youth”

https://sciren.org/ Image credit: SciREN



Scientific Research and Education 
Network

• Annual events
• Lesson Plan Workshop

• Networking Event

Image credit: SciREN

https://sciren.org/networking-events/



Scientific Research and Education 
Network – Lesson Plan Workshop

• Educator-led

• Structure:
• Introduce the concept of lesson plan preparation to researchers

• Particular emphasis on connecting to state-specific and national 
standards

• Educator panel shares advice on lesson plan development

• Small group discussion between researchers and educators
• Develop lesson plan ideas

• Determine how specific research fits into classroom curricula at different 
grade levels

• Ensure lesson plan activities are classroom-ready exercises that meet 
state and national standards



Scientific Research and Education 
Network – Networking Event

• Hosted at local informal science 
education institutions (museums or 
aquariums)

• Table event – researchers present 
lesson plans

• Face-to-face interaction

• Exchange of ideas and materials

• Active at the NC Coast, NC Triangle, 
and Georgia chapters

Image credits: NSCU (top) and SciREN (bottom)



After the Events

• Teachers bring lesson plans back 
to the classroom

• Researchers take lesson plans to 
outreach events

• Maintain the network and 
encourage collaboration among 
members



After the Events



Scientific Research and Education 
Network

• SciREN Lesson Plan 
Portal 
(https://scirenplans.com
/doku.php?id=start)

• Example: Introduction to 
Environmental 
Engineering by Julia 
Kendall

Credit: Julia Kendall

https://scirenplans.com/doku.php?id=start
https://scirenplans.com/lib/exe/fetch.php?media=alabama:introenvironmentalengineering2025.pdf
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Next Steps
• Reach out to local SciREN chapters or other graduate student 

organizations to see if any events are being hosted near you

• Coordinate with students attending WM Symposium to gauge 
interest in initiating a nuclear-themed event

• Lesson plan workshops could be hosted during the Symposium to 
take back for local networking events across the country

• Identify similar opportunities to bring cutting edge research into 
the community via collaboration with local universities and 
other research-based institutions

During the event, each scientist 
received contact information from 
an average of 22 educators 
interested in classroom visits

More than 95% of educators who 
attend the networking events 
indicate that they would be using 
these lesson plans in the classroom

More than 95% of participants 
reported making strong 
connections during the event and 
were interested in future events 


