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Girls Experiencing 
Engineering:  Eight Years of 
Excellence
This summer marked year eight for the Girls Experiencing 
Engineering (GEE) program. As mentioned in the cover 
story, GEE is an interactive, fast-paced program involving a 
number of activities that motivate and challenge young female 
participants. Both high school and middle school students 
have daily, team-based design competitions and projects 
that offer opportunities to apply content covered each day 
under authentic engineering simulations and feature prizes 
for the best team technical presentation and experimental 
component.  This year, 148 women benefitted from GEE. 

Daily presentations from local female engineers and 
engineering students allow opportunities for the girls to 
learn about the variety of career possibilities, and help them 
understand the type of math and science preparation they 
need to become a practicing engineer. Other program 
activities include brief field-work snapshots as they visit 
scientists and professors in related disciplines on the University 
of Memphis campus.

Middle school and high school teachers are encouraged to 
apply for GEE. Teachers participate along with students and 
receive all the course materials to bring back with them to the 
classroom. The students and teachers form intergenerational 
bonds where many times the teachers become students and 
the students become teachers. This unique give and take of 
information and flexibility of roles prompted the below set of 
interviews.  Meet high school student, Emily Hernandez, U of 
M civil engineering undergraduate student and GEE mentor, 
Patrice Thomas, and high school teacher, Shelli Brasher as 
they share their perspective on GEE.

What interested you in the GEE program?
Emily Hernandez, student
I liked that GEE includes all the fields of engineering and 
shows what a day-in-the-life of an engineer is all about.
Patrice Thomas, GEE mentor
My mom signed me up. At first, I was really upset that some 

of my summer days would be starting so early. Once I went I 
really enjoyed it. The activities were really fun, and I enjoyed 
the different challenges.

What was your favorite part of GEE?
Hernandez
I really liked the design contests where we had a chance to 
build as a team. I also appreciated the fact that our ideas were 
not limited and the professors encouraged us to think outside 
of the box. One example was to think of all the ways we could 
use a stick or things we could do with a stick. It was cool.

Thomas
My favorite part of GEE was hearing from the guest speakers. I 
was so inspired that so many of the women didn’t sit behind a 
desk all day.  I loved hearing how they went through struggles 
in school and that was ok, but to just push through them. I 
also loved how they always encouraged the girls not to put 
any limits on themselves.

Shelli Brasher, teacher
My favorite part of GEE/TREC is watching young people from 
public, private, and home school, work together to solve Dr. 
Paul’s problems.  They make lasting friendships and look 
forward to seeing each other every summer.  They meet 
people from different backgrounds and gain an appreciation 
for each person’s talents.

What did you learn?
Hernandez
1. Teamwork – it was clear that engineering takes a team 
aspect.
2. Creativity – Don’t think about what is just in books. You 
have to search your mind for new ideas.
3. General Engineering – it was nice to understand the 
industry.

Thomas
I learned that though a career in engineering would be 
very challenging, the rewards would be far greater. I also 
learned that having Dr. Paul, Dr. Ivey, and Ms. Atkinson as a 
support system was and still is a blessing. I’ve formed great 
relationships with them over the years and it’s great to have 
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a group of people who genuinely want the best for me, and 
don’t hesitate to tell me what I’m capable of when I don’t 
perform like they know I can.

Brasher
 I have been involved with GEE since 2003 and while my 
role has changed over the years, every year I learn something 
new.  As a math teacher of 26 years, this is my take on 
mathematics education...for what it’s worth.  Basically, math 
teachers started out as good math students.  We just got 
“it!”  We caught on to the traditional methods of teaching 
mathematics and we entered into the profession, teaching the 
way that we were taught.  When students who don’t get “it” 
ask, “Why do I need to know this?,”  many of us really don’t 
know.    By participating in the GEE/TREC programs, I have 
learned from UofM faculty and other professionals  from many 
types of careers.  Now I have an abundance of answers to 
that question. As a result of my participation with UofM, Herff 
College of Engineering programs, my teaching style and the 
learning opportunities that I can make available to students are 
night/day different from the traditional math classroom.  
How are you applying the lessons you learned during GEE?

Hernandez
I use the teamwork approach in school as I work in small 
groups in my lab. I’m also applying the creativity aspect.

Thomas
Well in my engineering classes I always remember that 
despite the struggles I might face with grasping the material, 
even successful engineers now faced the same struggles but 
made the decision to persevere.

Brasher
For the past two years, I have been writing lesson plans 
for math and science teachers, grades 6-12, based on the 
activities conducted during GEE/TREC summer programs.  
This year, with the help of Sheri Grear (Bartlett High) and 
Jane Morgan (Harding Academy), I have compiled the lesson 
plans, activities,  PowerPoint presentations, a Speaker’s 
Bureau, videos, and web links for teachers to use with their 
classes.  We are currently providing additional professional 
development opportunities for Math and Science teachers, in 

an effort to expose them to the possibilities of incorporating 
engineering into their lessons.  The GEE/TREC activities are 
available to any educator online.

What was your greatest challenge?
Hernandez
During my first year, my greatest challenge was to be open to 
everyone’s ideas. I thought I had the best and only workable 
solution when in fact everybody else had good ideas that 
worked well. 

Thomas
My greatest challenges were definitely encountered during my 
mentoring role. It was hard for me to find the best strategies 
for encouraging the girls to stay on task and perform at their 
optimal level without losing my cool or discouraging them.
What was your greatest success?

Hernandez
I was a mentor to the middle school girls. We worked together 
to win a particular challenge. It was a fun challenge getting 
them to feel comfortable with one another. I encouraged each 
girl to contribute to the conversation and solution.

Thomas
My greatest success was definitely becoming head mentor, 
meaning mentoring all of the mentors and being trusted with 
a lot more responsibility. It also feels really great to be warmly 
greeted by past participant when I randomly run into them. I 
love GEE and all of “my GEE girls.”

Will you continue to explore engineering?  
Hernandez
Yes. I am going to college next year and will major in some 
form of engineering…probably electrical or computer. I’m not 
sure which one.

Thomas
Yes. I am currently working on my undergraduate degree in 
Civil Engineering, and after I obtain my B.S.C.E I will get my 
Masters in Engineering Management.


