




Dr. Joe Adams

Merit Network

Vice President of Research 
and Cyber Security



Merit Network

Merit, a member-based 
K-20 network, connects all 56 
school districts in the state on 
its network. 

As a result, it has an 
established relationship 
with these organizations 
and was able to canvas the 
entire state and recruit 
participants quickly. 

Recruiting was paramount!
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The Challenge

The Governor’s High School 
Cyber Challenge was initiated 
in 2016 by Michigan 
Governor Rick Snyder in 
order to engage and 
stimulate interest among 
high schools in cyber security 
as a profession.



Why Cyber Challenge

Cyber workforce talent gap 
requires innovative thinking and 
advanced preparation to make 
high school students aware that 
cyber is a profession.

82% of students report that 
their guidance counselors do 
not mention it at all.





Why Cyber Challenge

Stimulate interest in cyber 
as a career option

Prevent talent drain

Prepare key industries

Provide open access 
to underserved schools 
and students

Add to the ecosystem of 
competitions



Differentiators
COMPLTELY NO-COST TO ALL 
PARTICIPANTS

The goal with the Governor’s 
High School Cyber Challenge is 
to include schools and students 
who are left out of other 
competitions by the cost of 
entry.

STUDENT DRIVEN 

No requirement for teachers to 
provide after school or in class 
time (although many do)



Creation
The State (SoM) asked Merit 
to create a high school cyber 
challenge that would involve 
schools and students from 
across the state.

SoM funded the launch and 
provided enough to bring the 
top ten teams to Detroit for a 
face to face round held at 
the North American 
International Cyber Summit



Challenge Format
Round 0 – Unscored challenges 
in a variety of topical areas.

A challenge every month from 
February to September

Round 1 – Scored and timed 
challenges

Networking, Scripting, 
Operating systems, Hardware

One topic per day (Mon – Thu); 
Winners announced on Fri





Year One
Late Start

Concept:

Round 1: Topic Challenges

Round 2: Capture the Flag

94 teams from across the state

282 students

Winner: Clinton High School

Top 10 Teams at NAICS



Lessons Learned
Created quickly, but used 
Merit’s membership to get the 
word out.

Communities are very 
passionate about high schools

Make the rules simple and 
clear- the judges’ decisions 
are final!

More- students want more 
contests, more time to practice 
(led to Round 0)



Year Two
Controlled Launch

Concept:

Round 0: Online, Unscored challenges

Round 1: Topic Challenges

Round 2: Capture the Flag

188 teams from across the state

564 students

Winner: Okemos High School

Top 10 Teams at NAICS



Lessons Learned
Over 1,000 students 
participated in Round 0 –
Students want more (perhaps 
projects) in Round 0

Teachers report that students 
are challenged by the breadth 
and depth of the challenges 

Improved communications 
between participants and 
MCR before, during, and 
after the competition



Testimonials
One of my students and never been to Detroit before, he 
was so excited about the opportunity to spend the 
entire day walking around the city.

Brad Lange, Gull Lake HS

After this competition I have since requested more 
computer courses & programs for the school, and this 
exposure will show the board what my students are 
capable of.

Sandeep Jain, Okemos HS




