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Calhoun creates first batch of biotech-trained students

Some of the grads tonight have jobs at HudsonAlpha

The first crop of biotechnology students will graduate from Calhoun Community College tonight, and the industry eagerly awaits them.

Calhoun designed the two-year biotech associate degree for the Huntsville campus after the HudsonAlpha Institute for Biotechnology said it would build in Cummings Research Park. Several of the graduates have interned for some of the private companies at HudsonAlpha, and some have lined up full-time jobs.

"I hate to admit it, but I've gotten kind of emotional about them leaving," said Necia Nicholas, who coordinated Calhoun's curriculum with the help of HudsonAlpha's education and outreach director, Dr. Neil Lamb.

"It's like they're my children. But I know they're ready to leave the nest."

Nicholas said most of her pupils are older students returning to school. The instructor certainly understands that phenomenon. She was a Lawrence County high school dropout who didn't go to college until age 35.

When she did finally go to school, it was to Calhoun. Then she went to UAH, where she got a bachelor's degree in biology and then a master's.

Then she went to teach at her first alma mater. She's been asked to share her story at tonight's graduation on the Decatur campus.

"I do know it's never too late," Nicholas, 45, said. "And the older student brings a seriousness and maturity to the classroom that really benefits the program."

Nicholas said 15 students completed the biotech course requirements this month, but a handful still have some core classes, "like literature or history," to finish.

The second batch of students will enter their second year of study in the fall.

"We've got 17 in the next group, and that's the perfect number for lab space," Nicholas said. "It's a very hands-on curriculum, and small groups keep that manageable.

"Research scientists need trained minds and trained hands to come in and do this work for them, and that's what our students will provide."

Lamb said the Calhoun graduates will provide "an incredibly valuable" pool of qualified workers for the biotech companies at HudsonAlpha, "and the program becomes a great selling point when recruiting other companies to relocate here."

"It's a ready-made work force," Lamb said. "Biotech is in its infancy in Huntsville, but there are other biotech opportunities for the students in Birmingham and at Vanderbilt."

Lamb said the students are "quite prepared" in the basics of biotech, but each company will provide training for its own subset of skills.

HudsonAlpha has been open for only a year, and it's still in the growing phase. The institute has been "aggressively applying" for federal stimulus money, and Lamb said receiving that money would create more job opportunities on the campus.

Lamb said salaries for the graduates will vary, depending on the company, but "something between the upper 20s and low- to mid-30s" will be typical.

"There is a lattice they can move up," he said. "I don't like to call it a ladder, because that only moves in one direction. A lattice gives you lots of directions to grow. As their skills grow and they are given more responsibilities, there's no reason to think they couldn't become research technicians and more senior technicians."

Irina Vasenkova, a Russian research scientist with Thermo Fisher Scientific, which bought Huntsville-based Open Biosystems, said the three Calhoun interns who worked in her company did a great job.

"They exceeded my expectations," Vasenkova said. "At one instance, I had to leave my intern, Sue Whitehead, while I went into a meeting.

"It was a pretty big project, but when I came back, she found the solution all by herself."
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