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Daniil Popov wasn't sure what he'd do after hlgh school. A Vancouver lntemshlp experience that attracted attention from federal
officials convinced him to go to college for engineering.

Vancouver teen dazzles
D.C. officials with work experience

Internship atlocal Frito-Lay plant inspires him
to attend college, pursue engineering career

ByJACQUES VONLUNEN
Columbian staff writer

Daniil Popov had the federal
administrators in stitches.
Sitting in a conference room
in the shadow of the White
House last month, th:: 19-year-
old described his first day at
Vancouver’s Frito-Lay plant to
comedic effect.
Popov talked about slowly
" wandering through the plant
that day last summer, in awe of
the complex machinery around
him. His supervisor, who was
moving at a more-efficient clip,
had to remind the intern a few
. times that he wasn't here for a
leisurely tour of the premises.
Popov soon not only ramped
up his own speed, but contrib-
uted to speeding up the manu-
facturing process and eliminat-
ing waste.
And he found motivation to

go to college and pursue a ca-
reer in engineering, which is
why four dozen adults in the na-
tion's capitol wanted to hear his
story last month,

Popov went to Washington,
D.C., with several representa-
tives of a Vancouver program
that seeks to encourage low-
income high school students to
go into science or engineering
fields. He was one of four stu-
dents from around the country
who shared their career devel-
opment experience with offi-
cials from the federal labor and
education departments.

Bridging the gap

The career program is run

by nConnect, a nonprofit that
received money from the
Southwest Washington Work-

force Development Council to

connect students with Clark
County employers.

NConnect started in 2005 to
bridge the gap between what
teens were learning in math
and science classes and what
engineering firms needed, said
Manlio Castillo,.a STEM coach
for the nonprofit. STEM stands
for science, technology, engi-
neering and math, the skills
most needed in today’s — and
tomorrow’s — economy, ac-
cording to experts.

Castillo, a mechanical en-
gineer, started as a volunteer
mentor in 2008, going into
classrooms to tell students
what it's really like to work in
his field.

“(Buty I didn’t feel like I

" was adding a lot more than a

{(school) counselor,” Castillo
said. “Practical experience is
invaluable.”

Then the regional worlforce
council became a partner in the
Opportunity Internship Pro-
gram, a statewide effort to get

students started on in-demand
careers. Rep, Tim Probst, D-
Vancouver, was a driving force
behind the program, Greg
Kulander, nConnect’s execu-
tive director, said.

90-hour internships

The 90-hour internships
at companies such as Frito-
Lay, SEH America, iQ Credit
Union or Reliance Investing
get low-income students think-
ing about “different kinds of
jobs that they don't see around
them,” said Jeanne Bennett, ex-
ecutive director of the regional
workforce council. “Many have
no idea what an engineer does.”

The local program has
served about 180 teens, Castillo
said. About 25 of them were
offered jobs at the end of their
internships. And about two-
thirds of the most recent group
of high school graduates who
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had gone through the program ei-
ther enrolled in college or planned
to go within one year.

Changed outlook

Popov is no stranger to work. -

When he was 4, his family immi-
grated to the U.S. from Uzbeki-
stan, a former Soviet republic that
borders Afghanistan. Popov’s fa-
ther is a tile setter, and the son has
helped out in the father’s business
often. _

" The teen has long been inter-
ested in math and machines, but
when he graduated from Fort Van-
couver High School last year, he
wasn't sure if he wanted to go to
college.

“l didn't want my parents to
have to pay,” he said. “I didn't
know what I was going to get into.”

A counselor at school suggest-
ed he speak with Castillo, who in
turn encouraged him to apply for
the internship. First-day jitters
aside, the experience changed
Popov’s outlook on his future.

He and other student interns
collected data about Frito-Lay's
equipment performance. They
recorded optimal equipment
settings that created the least
amount of waste, said Jason Stud-
er, a packaging specialist for the
company.

“They would verify the ma-
chine was running a minimal

amount of waste, record the set-
tings, transfer to a spreadsheet
and post for future reference,”
Studer said. '

The company later told nCon-
nect that the students’ efforts
saved Frito-Lay some $400,000,
by minimizing wasted bags, Cas-
tillo said.

And Popov realized that given
the proper education and training,
he could be doing this kind of ana-
Iytical work for the rest of his life

instead of breaking his back for
much less money.

“I thought, ‘If this is what col-
lege gives you, I should go,” Pop-
ov said,

Frito-Lay engineers encour-
aged him, too.

“They said, “You should go —
you'll be good at this,'” he said,

He’s now taking classes at Clark
College and plans to study engi-
neering at a four-year university

“after he gets his associate’s de-
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Daniil Popov, a Clark College student, tells federal officials in Washington, D.C., about his experience as an
intern at Vancouver's Frito-Lay plant.

gree.
“Tt's weird what 90 hours can
do,” Popov said.

‘A really good thing’

This year, nConnect sent out
an email to alumni of the intern-
ship program. The White House
was looking to learn more about
what works in summer programs
geared to connect students with
careers. NConnect had been in-

vited to D.C. and told to bring a
student. 27 .

Some teens might have been
intimated by the prospect. Not
Popov.

“I thought, ‘This sounds awe-
some,” he said. “I've never been
to D.C. and I get to meet some big
people —it's a good idea.”

In late May; after some minimal
sightseeing and a visit with Sen.
Patty Murray, Popov and three

‘other students sat at a table facing

46 government officials, business
executives and nonprofit admin-
istrators. They asked the teens
questions about the guidance they
received and how they had bene-
fited from the programs, said Ben-
nett, the director of the workforce
council. She and Castillo went
with Popov.

“Daniil handled himself beauti-
fully,” Bennett said.

Several business representa-
tives handed Popov their business
cards and said to call when he gets
his degree, he said. He was im-
pressed that so many people spent
time, energy and money to help
youth, he said.

“I just hope that I got the story
out that this is a really good thing
to do,” he said.

And while he was flattered by
the attention and potential job pros-
pects from East Coast companies,
he’s not sure he’ll be calling them.

“I really want to stay in Wash-
ington,” Popov said.

Jacques Von LUNEN: 360-735-
4515; hitp://twitter.com/col_schools;
jacquesvonlunen@columbian.com.



