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Rarely has an idea captured the imagination of professional practitioners,
policymakers, educators, students, and the general public as rapidly and
forcefully as the National Academy of Engineering’s Grand Challenges for
Engineering. Proposed in 2008 by a committee of 18 distinguished engineers,
scientists, entrepreneurs, and visionaries, the Grand Challenges are 14 goals
whose achievement will make it possible for people all around the world to
thrive. The idea was embraced immediately and has been accelerating ever
since.
The NAE Grand Challenges are having an especially powerful inspirational
impact on education. The Grand Challenges Scholars Program (GCSP) has been
adopted by dozens of colleges and universities across the country, and on March
25, 2015, President Obama announced a major initiative that is propelling it onto
well over 100 more campuses—including the Colorado School of Mines.
There are also numerous activities centered on the Grand Challenges at the K–12
level. For example, a high school in North Carolina frames its entire curriculum
on the NAE Grand Challenges, and another in the state of Washington has
incorporated them across its classes. The principal of the Washington school
said “they are the best educational motivator I have found in my career.” Other
K–12 schools around the country are actively exploring these models.
There has also been a series of large international events focused on the NAE
Grand Challenges. Global summits were held in London in 2013 and Beijing in
2015, and the next is planned for Washington, DC this July. Before these
international events were launched, participating universities organized two
national and six regional Grand Challenges summits to stimulate conversations
on the importance of engineering and science in maintaining and enhancing our
quality of life. A Business Week story about the first one summarizes the power
of the NAE Grand Challenges: “Students may resist geek studies. But they’ll
flock in for the opportunity to change the world.”
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