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TRAC & RIDES EDUCATIONAL  
OUTREACH PROGRAMS  

NEWSLETTER
FEBRUARY 2017

By Linda Clifton, TRAC & RIDES Manager

South Dakota DOT Launches  
TRAC Educational Outreach Program
Article and photos compliments of West Region Transportation Workforce Center.

The American Association of State Highway Transportation Officials (AASHTO) ini-
tiated the TRAC™ (Transportation and Civil Engineering) program as a mechanism 
to provide State Departments of Transportation (DOTs) across the United States 
with a standards-based educational outreach program designed to integrate 
hands-on transportation experience into middle and high school STEM class-
rooms. The program relies on partnerships between transportation professionals 
and teachers to bolster pre-college students’ exposure to transportation careers 
and their interest in math and science by demonstrating “real world” applications. 
The AASHTO TRAC program provides eight TRAC modules to participating state 
departments of transportation and partner schools, which include a variety of 
hands-on activities, teachers’ guides, equipment, software, and supplies. TRAC 
module topics include: bridge builder; highway development and the envi-
ronment; highway safety; magnetic levitation; traffic technology; motion and the 
transportation engineer; roadway design and construction; and city planning. The program also provides training for 
participating professionals and teachers, and provides guidance to teachers on how to adapt the TRAC resources to 
their existing curriculum

The South Dakota Department of Transportation (SDDOT), concerned about the need to fill transportation positions 
as an increasing number of professionals reach retirement age, decided to launch a TRAC pilot program in the state in 
2015. The pilot program was led by an oversight committee comprised of representatives from SDDOT, the Associated 
General Contractors, the Engineering Society, and Pierre Riggs High School. The pilot resulted in the implementation 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Student enthusiasm on  
display during TRAC activity.
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of three TRAC modules in physics and environmental science 
classes at the high school. Based on positive feedback from 
teachers, professionals, and students participating in the pilot 
program, the TRAC program will now be expanded to additional 
school districts in the coming school years.

The AASHTO TRAC™ program provides state DOTs concerned 
about attracting and recruiting new talent to their agencies 
with an avenue for partnering with education providers to 
heighten the awareness of teachers and students about the 
diverse opportunities in civil engineering and transportation 
professions and to spark enthusiasm among more young peo-
ple about pursuing transportation careers.

For more information about the SDDOT TRAC program, visit: http://trac.sddot.com/program

The SDDOT website includes a video overview about the program, which provides great perspectives  
from actual participants.

 
 
 

   

   

 
 
 

 
 
 Professional engineers volunteer to assist  
with classroom bridge building activity.

Students get real-world exposure to road project with SDDOT staff.
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Santa Fe Indian School Hosts  
New Mexico DOT Engineering  
Outreach Training
By David Hadwiger, NMDOT

Eighteen teachers from high schools across New Mexico 
joined New Mexico Department of Transportation 
(NMDOT) personnel at Santa Fe Indian School on 
November 19, 2016, for a training on the AASHTO 
Transportation and Civil Engineering (TRAC) outreach 
program. 

The AASHTO trainer demonstrated how to build bridges, 
design rudimentary maglev vehicles, and use roadway 
design and construction concepts to explore principals of 
math and physics. As part of the training, participants were 
assigned to two-person teams to design and build bridges 
using Model Smart 3D software and balsa wood. The 
strongest bridge held 46 pounds. The most efficient bridge 
held 1.2 pounds per gram of bridge weight.

The first TRAC training in New Mexico was held at the ACE 
(Architecture, Construction, and Engineering) Leadership 
High School in Albuquerque.

In the 2016–2017 school year, 22 New Mexico schools have 
agreed to participate in the TRAC program; two schools 
will field teams in the AASHTO national bridge building 
competition. Twelve NMDOT engineers have been trained 
to help bring TRAC into the classroom. The engineers help 
the students design and build bridges, maglev vehicles, 
etc., and serve as in-class resources for students, who are 
considering transportation careers.

 
 
 

   

   

 
 
 

   

   

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Top: Teachers design bridges with ModelSmart 3D.

Middle: NMDOT Engineer Jeremy Maestas and Aldo 
Leopold Charter School teacher Allison Heneghan 
prepare to load test bridge.

Bottom: NMDOT engineers Marticia Holiday, Ernest 
Armijo, and Patrick Romero building bridge.
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PARTNERSHIPS KEY TO TRAC AND RIDES GROWTH IN CALIFORNIA

TRAC & RIDES in California
By Chelsea Merrill 
External Affairs Director, PECG

Building a Program—From 2015 to Now

California’s involvement with the TRAC & 
RIDES program began in May 2015, with a 
RIDES training for approximately 35 elemen-
tary school teachers, predominately from 
disadvantaged schools, in the Sacramento 
area. The curriculum and training costs were 
funded entirely by the Professional Engineers 
in California Government (PECG), which pro-
vided more than $50,000 worth of AASHTO’s 
STEM curriculum and instructional supplies 
to participating teachers. The response from 
those teachers was overwhelmingly positive, 
and we estimate the program has reached ap-
proximately 1,500 elementary school students 
so far. Our next RIDES training is scheduled 
for March 9–10 and will be funded entirely 
through a California Career Technical Incentive 
Grant (CTIG) by the Sacramento County Office of Education (SCOE). 

Since then, we have also conducted two TRAC trainings for approximately 50 middle and high school teachers, also 
from the Sacramento area. Since our first training in December 2015, we estimate that we have reached approximately 
1,200 middle and high school students. The first training was funded entirely by PECG, the second through SCOE’s 
CTIG Grant. We are planning to conduct at least two more TRAC trainings in Southern California in 2017, utilizing the 
same CTIG grant funding.

The key factor in our ability to significantly expand our program in a short period of time can best be described in 
one word, PARTNERSHIPS. First and foremost, the partnership between Caltrans and PECG has been essential to the 
development of our program. While TRAC & RIDES tends to be coordinated exclusively by state DOTs in other states, 
California’s program is implemented through a cooperative effort between Caltrans and PECG. This has allowed for 
the participation of the Caltrans Administration and their engineering employees as mentors and advisors, but also 
provided additional operational flexibility and financial and staff support from PECG.

We have also been fortunate to have a ton of support from our Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) Division office, 
whose employees have volunteered to mentor our participating students, judge our statewide bridge competition, 

exhibit at our career fair, and provide technical guidance on student projects. 

Our partnership with the county education office has provided funding, access  
to interested teachers, training facilities, and general guidance on curriculum 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Students test their bridge in Sacramento.
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development and instructional support and has also 
provided a model for us to begin reaching out to 
other California counties to offer future TRAC & RIDES 
training workshops to teachers.

California Bridge Building Competition 

On Saturday, January 28, we conducted the first 
annual California Bridge Building Competition at Cal-
ifornia State University, Sacramento. Open to partic-
ipating TRAC Students, three teams in two divisions 
(middle and high school) were invited to compete 
based on the scores of their pre-submitted design 
portfolios, as evaluated by PECG’s Promoting Readi-
ness for Engineering Professions (PREP) Committee. 

Our volunteer judges included Caltrans Chief Deputy 
Director Kome Ajise, Will McClure, and Sarah Skeen 

from FHWA, SCOE Engineering Career Pathways Coordinator John Agostinelli, and two engineers from the PECG PREP 
Committee, Cathrina Barros and Brian Simon.

Modeled after AASHTO’s National Bridge and Structure Competition, six 
teams of middle and high school students provided Power Point presen-
tations, answered on-the-spot questions from the judging panel, and 
strength-tested their bridges on stage for cash prizes, with the first place 
team in each of the two Divisions (middle and high school) taking home 
$1,500 from PECG, for their team.

Congressman Ami Bera (CA-7) stopped by to deliver a message of sup-
port and encouragement for the students, and exhibitors from FHWA, the 
California Air Resources Board, Sacramento State University, the NorCal 
STEM Education Foundation, and PECG provided information for interest-
ed students and competition attendees at our mini College & Career Fair.

The event also drew a significant amount of television media attention, 
with KCRA 3, Fox 40, and Univision 19 all sending cameras and conduct-
ing interviews at the event. The following Friday, February 3, a local CBS 
morning news program, Good Day Sacramento, also invited the winning 
middle school team to the news station to do a live bridge building and 
testing segment. The coverage has helped to generate a great deal of 
interest from other educational and industry organizations that hope 
to be involved next year and has given the hard working students some 
well-deserved recognition.

Conducting the statewide competition has provided the opportunity for 
students to gain practice and feedback in advance of their applying for  
AASHTO’s National Bridge and Structure competition. Since proposals for 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TRAC students featured on Good Day Sacramento.

 

 
 

Top: First Place Winners—High School  
Division Sacramento, California.

Bottom: First Place Winners—Middle School 
Division, Sacramento, California.
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TRAC Member States 

 

For more information, visit our website:    
trac.transportation.org

SAVE THE DATE!

AASHTO 2017 National  
Bridge Competition
The next AASHTO National Bridge Competion will be 
held in Portland, Maine in May 2017.

that competition aren’t due until February 15, even students who were not chosen as statewide finalists were able to 
hear from the proposal evaluation team and given recommendations for proposal enhancement. 

This year, AASHTO has received over 50 student applications from California teachers whose students plan to submit 
proposals to the national competition, a huge jump from one application that was submitted in 2016. While we can-
not speculate as to whether or not California teams will be invited to compete in the finals competition at the AASHTO 
Spring Meeting in Portland Maine in May, we anxiously await the announcement of finalists in early March!

Again, partnerships have and continue to make the difference in our ability to support and motivate our students  
to engineer California’s future. More information on this or any of PECG’s educational efforts, including links to the 
television news segments of the California Bridge Building Competition can be found on the Promoting Readiness  
for Engineering Professions (PREP) Foundation website at www.prepfoundation.org or by e-mailing  
cmerrill@pecg.org.

Students from LISD Tech Center, Adrian, Michigan, test their 
bridge during the AASHTO TRAC Bridge Competition.
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AASHTO TRAC & RIDES Educational Outreach Programs
444 North Capitol Street NW, Suite 249, Washington, DC 20001  Ph. 202-624-5800   trac.transportation.org

AASHTO  TRAC and RIDES Advisory Board  Meeting

To be held during the 

AASHTO 2017 Spring Meeting 
May 23–25, 2017

Holiday Inn By The Bay
Portland, Maine

Special Thanks to Our 2017 Sponsors!

Blue is PMS 294

STEEL :  PROVEN 100-YEARS STRONG


