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Research Collaboration
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Who Benefits
 Marginalized youth across Illinois
 Learners from rural and underserved urban 

communities 

Project Impact
 Comparative outcomes across regions
 Scalable model for statewide implementation
 Equity-driven innovation

Why It Matters
 Builds a diverse, future-ready STEM workforce
 Promotes inclusive economic development
 Advances sustainability through circular economy 

principles

Key Learning Areas
 Circular economy & life-cycle thinking
 Human-centered design
 Sustainable business models
 AI as a thought partner

Lead Researchers: Hei-Chi 
Chan, Neetu Singh, Anne-Marie 
Hanson, Christie Miller

Project Purpose
Empowering youth entrepreneurship 
through immersive technologies (AR, 
VR, AI) to build sustainable, inclusive 
businesses in Illinois.



What skill or mindset should every student or new 
graduate develop to thrive in a circular economy?
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WHY THIS MATTERS

Circular economy is reshaping industries 
and redefining how we create and 
consume. 

AR, VR, and AI are transforming 
how we learn, explore, and solve real-
world problems. 

Too many youth still lack access to STEM 
and entrepreneurship pathways that 
prepare them for the future.

We aim to bridge these gaps — creating inclusive, future-ready opportunities for 
Illinois youth to lead in sustainability, innovation, and tech.



Leadership Strategy With Artificial Intelligence (AI)

Questions to Ask

What’s your AI 
strategy?

Where will you 
start?

How will you 
invest in skills?

3 Pillars of Process Reinvention 
Through AI

Rethink 
processes

Leverage 
disruptive tech

Align with 
mission & values

Generate Significant Value 
for Organizations

Automate 
Complex 
Processes 

Non-
Technical 

Employees

Modest 
Training



If you had unlimited resources, which circular innovation would 
you prioritize to prepare the next generation (students and new 
grads) for the future of work?
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PROGRAM OVERVIEW

4-week immersive training 

Hands-on startup simulation 

Focus on circular economy, life-cycle thinking, 
and human-centered design 

Delivered in Springfield and Chicago



LEARNING EXPERIENCE: KEY PROGRAM FEATURES

• Inspire youth to think across the full life cycle — from design to 
reuse — while exploring careers in sustainability, innovation, and 
social impact.

 Circular Economy Focus

• Guide students through a startup-style experience to design real 
solutions and build confidence, business, and teamwork skills. Entrepreneurial Journey

• AR/VR simulations bring entrepreneurship to life – letting learners 
prototype, test, and refine ideas in immersive, interactive 
environments.

 Immersive Technologies 
(AR & VR)

• Learners collaborate with GenAI tools to tackle real problems with 
human-centered, ethical, and inclusive innovation. AI as a Thought Partner

• Students connect virtually across IL sites, share ideas, and engage 
with local circular-economy businesses in a culminating showcase 
event.

 Community Building & 
Celebration



High school-aged students 
from underserved urban and rural communities

Free access, transportation, and meals



WHO WE ARE



OUR BROADER PROGRAMS 

Unveiling AI bias through a multidisciplinary lens: Navigating AI's 
impact on diversity, communication, and equity



AI 4 INCLUSIVE 
SUSTAINABILITY  

Looking Ahead

• How can AI design reflect the lived realities of 
climate-vulnerable communities and in disaster-
prone areas?

• Can advanced platforms be adapted for less-
connected regions?

• Our SRI 2025 session opened the door to critical 
dialogue and shared solutions.



IMPACT GOALS

Build confidence and skills in sustainability and entrepreneurship 

Foster collaboration across communities 

Evaluate scalability and effectiveness 

Strengthen ties with local industries



FUTURE VISION

Annual program expansion 

Integration into university and workforce training 

Partnerships with audience like you, schools, businesses, and 
tech innovators 

A sustainable, inclusive innovation ecosystem



Where do you see the greatest potential for 
emerging tech (AI, AR, VR) to support 
circularity?
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If You Could Add One Wild, 
Brilliant, Or Unexpected Feature To 
This Program—what Would It Be?

 A Vr Tour Of Illinois’ Green Businesses?

 A Mentorship Network Powered By AI?

 A Student-led Sustainability Challenge?

And What Would You Love To 
See In A Partnership With Us?

Let’s Co-create The Next Chapter Of 
Circular Innovation In Illinois.



Call To Action!

Let’s talk!  How can we partner with you? 
What questions do you have?  What modules 
can we link with your work?  

Together, we can empower the next 
generation of innovators to build a more 
equitable and sustainable Illinois.



https://share.google/images/K2MDhd3JfuGn3j2Tb


	Circular Economy Startup Simulator�Advancing Sustainable Youth Entrepreneurship In Illinois Through Emerging Tech
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Why This Matters
	Leadership Strategy With Artificial Intelligence (AI)
	Slide Number 7
	Program Overview
	Learning Experience: Key Program Features
	Slide Number 10
	WHO WE ARE
	OUR BROADER PROGRAMS 
	AI 4 Inclusive Sustainability  
	Impact Goals
	Future Vision
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Call To Action!�
	Slide Number 19

