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We’ve got what you need! Don’t know what you need?  
We can help you design your summer camp!

Learn more at Pitsco.com/GettingStarted.

See related story on page 8.
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You teach in public schools and private schools and charter schools. You teach electives 
and core courses and after-school programs. You teach the gifted, the at-risk, and the 
average. The teaching life offers endless varieties of situations and challenges. 

Despite this, there is one thing I know for certain about you. You are engaged in 
preparing students for the future.

The contrast between this shared purpose and these wildly differing situations suggests 
an obvious problem. How do we develop tools flexible enough to serve a vastly diverse 
student population in a vastly diverse set of institutions and learning situations?

In this issue of The Pitsco Network, you’ll read about ways Pitsco and teachers have 
worked together to do just this.

• Makerspaces are more than just rooms and equipment – they are a state of mind. 
Take it from teachers in Fitz Creek, Alaska, and Plano, Texas.

• At Dothan Middle School, the STEM lab and STEM after-school program seek to 
elevate the entire school experience.

• A Pittsburg, Kansas, teacher appreciates how Expeditions have enabled his students 
to approach math with a different mind-set than they have in the past. And as a 
Pitsco curriculum writer explains, the Math Expeditions offer new ways for teachers 
to approach their classroom as well.

• New STREAM Missions for the elementary level offer many enhanced features.

• This year’s Teacher Advisory Group presents Pitsco with an interesting cross-section 
of the education community. 

• Dave the Science Guy extols the virtues of flexible ability groups. 

• How exciting are Math Expeditions? According to a student in Davidson County, 
North Carolina, they are better than video games. Now that is an endorsement! 

Volume 18, No. 5 | April-May 2017

NETWORKTH
E 

PI
TS

CO

NETWORKTH
E 

PI
TS

CO
TH

E 
PI

TS
CO

Pitsco’s vision: Leading education  
that positively affects learners

CEO:

Harvey Dean, hdean@pitsco.com

President:

Lisa Paterni, lpaterni@pitsco.com

Vice President, Sales:

Robin White-Mussa, rwhite@pitsco.com

Vice President, Education &  

Executive Editor:

Matt Frankenbery, mfrankenbery@pitsco.com

Communications Manager & Editor:

Tom Farmer, tfarmer@pitsco.com

Customer Service:

Jeff Schooley, jschooley@pitsco.com

Lead Graphic Artist & Layout:

Jodie Sutton, jsutton@pitsco.com

The Pitsco Network is published by  

Pitsco, Inc., five times each year (bimonthly, 

except June-July). Information and articles are 

geared to Pitsco Education facilitators and 

administrators.

Article submissions and story ideas: Story 

ideas, suggestions, and full-text submissions 

are welcome. Please send them to Editor Tom 

Farmer at tfarmer@pitsco.com or P.O. Box 1708, 

Pittsburg, KS 66762.

Change of address: To report a change  

of address or name of recipient, contact 

Editor Tom Farmer at tfarmer@pitsco.com or 

P.O. Box 1708, Pittsburg, KS 66762.

© 2017 Pitsco, Inc., 

P.O. Box 1708, 

Pittsburg, KS 66762

Universal solutions 

From the Executive Editor

Matt Frankenbery
Vice President, Education & Executive Editor

for diverse populations

mailto:hdean%40pitsco.com?subject=
mailto:lpaterni%40pitsco.com?subject=
mailto:rwhite%40pitsco.com?subject=
mailto:mfrankenbery%40pitsco.com?subject=
mailto:tfarmer%40pitsco.com?subject=
mailto:jschooley%40pitsco.com?subject=
mailto:jsutton%40pitsco.com?subject=
mailto:tfarmer%40pitsco.com?subject=
mailto:tfarmer%40pitsco.com?subject=


If you’ve been around long enough, you remember that from 

the late 1980s throughout the 1990s there was a big push to stop 

putting students into ability groups and to cease using tracking 

to decide the type of curriculum students would use. This push 

came after several studies that revealed the detrimental effects of 

these approaches. They marginalized some students, and in the 

worst cases some students were slotted and destined for limited 

opportunities for a lifetime.

Most of this was the result of tracking in middle schools 

and high schools throughout the nation. But tracking was a 

natural outcropping of the ability groups that formed as early as 

kindergarten. However, recently there has been a renewal of the 

idea to ability group at the elementary and middle school levels 

as well as some at the high school level. Short-term studies have 

shown promising results. 

The watchword that has been added, though, is flexible ability 

groups. This describes the dynamic nature of the ability groups 

in these classrooms and the intentional pairing of students with 

different ability levels when both students would benefit. So, by now 

you’re probably wondering, “What does this have to do with me?” 

Imagine grouping students in your Pitsco lab of Modules, 

Expeditions, Missions, or any other Pitsco curriculum. You have 

already been dividing students into pairs and groups, and with 

a little more thought, these groupings could easily model the 

successful grouping strategies found elsewhere in education. There 

are three keys to success: flexibility, intentionality, and tenacity.

Flexibility should be foremost in mind when putting students 

into groups. Evaluate the groups and be purposeful in tweaking 

them. Maybe you need students on the same reading level to work 

together so that you can spend more time on a session. Maybe 

you need to ensure that the groups have individuals with varied 
math skills so that each group has someone who can peer tutor on 
difficult math concepts. Whatever the need, each time you form 
new groups, be flexible with the pairings to give students various 
experiences in the Pitsco lab.

Intentionality is the next consideration. With Synergy ITC®, it is 
easiest to let the computer pair or group students, and many times 
that might be the best approach. But, when you find your students 
struggling and you need to try something else, evaluate the 
groups and make adjustments based on students’ abilities. Being 
intentional with every aspect of the lab, including the groupings 
of your students, can be the difference between success and 
incredible success. It can also help to reduce your load by making 
the groups more independent. And you can better focus your 
efforts where they are needed most, perhaps with a group that is 
struggling with a prerequisite skill and needs just a little extra help 
from you.

Tenacity is the ability to hold on for all your worth and fight 
for something. Most of the teachers I’ve met during my 21 years in 
education will tell you that making a difference for any student is 
worth the effort it takes. If at first the groupings you try don’t work 
out, try again. Remember, even when we fail we learn at least one 
thing – what doesn’t work. However, we usually learn a lot about 
what might have worked. We all remember when Jim and John 
worked together and we didn’t know they had a blood feud. Boy, 
that was a rough rotation. But then you saw how John relied on 
his friend Bill to help him get some makeup work done when Jim 
wasn’t willing to work with him. You can use those experiences to 
create groups in the future that will almost certainly succeed.

Remember, Pitsco labs are among the most flexible education 
settings. Use the nature of your lab to help you succeed as a 
teacher and your students succeed as individuals. I encourage you 
to remind yourself the next time you create a rotation schedule 
for your Pitsco lab to be flexible, intentional, and tenacious when 
evaluating those groups and create an environment that enables 
everyone in your lab to succeed. 

David Meador
Curriculum Specialist | dmeador@pitsco.com

DAVE THE SCIENCE GUY

Ability 
groups: 

Should we or 
shouldn’t we?
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Illinois science teacher receives full funding for classroom project from DonorsChoose

Matt Olson is no stranger to finding funds for his classroom. From 

2005 to 2016, the Illinois middle school science teacher wrote – and 

received – 20 grants to support various STEM projects at both Hinckley-

Big Rock Middle School and his current school, Rockdale Elementary.

“STEM education has been part of teaching for my entire career,” 

said Olson, and his classroom projects reflect that. “I have been lucky to 

fund many science projects by obtaining grants, including solar panels 

and a wind turbine at both schools and labs where students build and 

test solar cars and wind turbines.”

Olson is passionate about ensuring his students have engaging, 

hands-on projects from which to learn. “I strongly believe in hands-on 

learning and applying the concepts from the books,” he explained. 

“It has greatly changed the students’ attitudes toward science and, I 

believe, school as well.”

A NEW PROJECT – A NEW CHALLENGE
Olson’s latest project involves students using Pitsco’s Earthquake 

Towers – Getting Started Package, which includes the EQs Tremor Table, to 

design, build, and test various structures. “I have had this idea for a couple 

years,” said Olson. “It fits right into an earthquake unit that we do. . . . I had 

been looking into building my own tremor table but couldn’t find a way 

to measure the movement. When I came across Pitsco’s, it was a perfect 

match and I decided to try to find a way to fund it.”

Olson has worked hard to implement STEM at Rockdale Elementary, 

and he knew the earthquake project would be a great STEM activity. 

“The project is perfect for our movement to more STEM because it 

has it all,” he explained. “Students need to research and learn about 
building considerations in earthquake zones or towers in general. Then 
they have to design their tower, build it, test it, and draw conclusions 
from their results. It also opens the door to exposing students to more 
engineering experiences that we did not have.”

For funding, Olson first tried what he knew best: grants. But he had 
difficulty finding a grant to fund this particular project. Undaunted, he went 
with a colleague’s suggestion and set up a DonorsChoose page. “I had 
never used DonorsChoose before and decided to give it a try,” he said.

DONORSCHOOSE: A WISE CHOICE
Olson posted his project, titled “If They Build It, Learning Will 

Come,” in early October 2016. By January 24, 2017, the project was fully 
funded and his Pitsco products were on their way to his classroom.

“DonorsChoose is very easy to use and I would recommend it 
for any teacher that has a good idea,” Olson said. “It is great that a 
company has been created to help fund classrooms and for people to 
help out. I would use it again.”

AND SO IT BEGINS
Now armed with the necessary tools, Olson’s students are eagerly 

delving into the earthquake project. “Students have already done their 
research and made their designs,” said Olson. Construction and testing 
of the towers will soon follow.

“I am excited for this opportunity,” said Olson. “I really think the 
students are going to get a lot out of it. I hope that it will inspire some 
students to go into STEM-related classes in high school and beyond.” 

Shaking things up with Pitsco
earthquake packs and DonorsChoose

By Patty Cooke, Communications Assistant • pcooke@pitsco.com

After doing research, Olson’s students have moved on to designing and creating 
earthquake-safe buildings.

Olson encourages all educators to follow their 
instincts and not to shy away from funding opportunities. 

“My advice to others is, there is always a way. If you think 
you have a good idea, find a way to make it happen 
because one good idea can snowball into many and really 
change a classroom, school, or even a community.”

For more information on DonorsChoose, visit 
www.donorschoose.org. 

To find various grant opportunities, visit Pitsco’s 
Grant Opportunities page at Pitsco.com/Grants. 

Fund your 
STEM projects
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The beat goes on through ESSA

Throughout history, people have pursued education improvement 
from ancients such as Aristotle to our John Dewey, Albert Einstein, 
Presidents Johnson and Obama, and even the ever-wise Dr. Seuss. 

The latest pursuit is being directed by the Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA). ESSA has been credited with a demonstrated lowering of 
dropout rates and an increase in the number of students attending 
college. Aristotle would readily agree as he once said, “The roots of 
education are bitter, but the fruit is sweet.”

Coupled with these thoughts is a thrust to protect high-need 
students guaranteeing equal opportunity for all. An example of the 
economic direction of ESSA is the Student Support and Academic 
Enrichment Grants (SSAEG), which are authorized at $1.65 billion for 
2017. Special emphasis is placed on STEM, arts, civics, and counseling. 
Einstein would be well satisfied with the strides toward science and 
arts as he counseled, “The most beautiful thing we can experience is 
the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science.” 

Following are a few funding sources you may peruse as you 
seek to meet ESSA requirements.

•  Delta Air Lines Foundation (public.conxport.com/delta/

donation/Home.aspx) agrees by making available grants for 

students focused on science.

•  Ezra Jack Keats Foundation (www.ezra-jack-keats.org) shows 

interest in art and literacy. 

•  The Harry Chapin Foundation (harrychapinfoundation.

org/focus_focusandguidelines.php) concurs and funds arts in 
education programs throughout the country. This is in keeping with 
observations by Dr. Seuss, who stated, “The more you read, the more 
things you will know. The more you learn, the more places you’ll go.” 

•  Meanwhile, Northrop Grumman Foundation  
(www.northropgrumman.com) stresses initiatives that 
promote science and math. The thrust for science education, 
mathematical science, and technology are foremost on the 
minds of many foundations. ESSA, Dewey might say, “instigates 
to invention and it shocks us out of sheep-like passivity.”

•  Emphasis is also placed on the long-ranging aspects of the 
education act as the Lemelson Foundation (www.lemelson.org) 
seeks to stimulate students “by inspiring and enabling the next 
generation of inventors.” This challenges those who pass from one 
level of education to the next to utilize the learning available as 
they eventually go on to higher levels of schooling.

•  Inventors will avail themselves by perhaps enjoying hands-on 
projects supported by Captain Planet Foundation (www.captain 
planetfoundation.org/grants). This foundation is fond of solution-
based programs that embrace STEM learning, lending credence to 
Einstein’s admonition that “creativity is intelligence having fun.”

•  The technology side of the coin is addressed by foundations such 
as Digital Wish (www.digitalwish.com/dw/digitalwish/about), 
who promotes a technology-rich educational experience. 

The Every Student Succeeds Act is the driving force on the latest 
path of education direction in the US, and we shall enter eagerly 
into whatever latest improvements are chosen and thereby stay the 
course to progress. 

GRANT APPLICATION DEADLINES25

Funding Opportunities

May
25  National Cancer Institute, National 

Institutes of Health
Support science and STEM programs for 
underrepresented populations.
grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PAR-17-059.html 

31  SPIE: International Society for Optics and 
Photonics
Support education projects, including STEM, 
related to optics and photonics.
spie.org/education/education-outreach-resources/
education-outreach-grants 

June
1  InterConnection Computer Grants

Provide used desktops and laptops for education 
and job training to underserved populations.
interconnection.org/computergrants.php 

15  Littler Youth Fund Teacher Mini-Grant 
Program
Support school and community service projects.
app.smarterselect.com/programs/37678-The-Com-
munity-Foundation-Serving-Gree-
ley-And-Weld-County

July
15  Ausherman Family Foundation Capacity 

Building Grant
Provide to libraries and organizations continuing 
and supplemental education.
www.aushermanfamilyfoundation.org/
grant-opportunities/capacity-building 

20  Blackford County Community Foundation 
Education Grants
Help improve the quality of life for area families.
www.blackfordcofoundation.org

 
Pat Forbes
Education Liaison | patforbes@pitsco.com
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Dothan, AL

‘They forget it’s school!’
STEM labs help transform low-performing middle schools in Dothan, AL

DOTHAN, AL – Can the addition of a STEM lab alter a school’s 

trajectory? Are the real-world experiences and the framework of 

collaborative learning powerful enough to resonate throughout the 

building? Can they change not only the attitudes of teachers and 

students but also the perceptions of parents and community members?

Principal Jeff Torrence is quick to answer. “When you walk in that 

STEM lab and you see those students in there working hands on, and you 

walk into some of our regular, normal classrooms, I mean, the scale is very 

unbalanced. It’s night and day. It’s night and day because that Pitsco STEM 

lab gives our students the opportunity to work hands on and to move 

around and to work with a teammate to accomplish a goal. And I think our 

kids are excited about that. I think they’re excited about doing something 

with their hands instead of sitting there with just pencil and paper.

“If I could have a STEM lab for every classroom in our school, this 

probably would be the best school in the United States because I see how 

our students are engaged in our Pitsco lab, and I just 

wish I had that engagement in every classroom in 

our school.”

Exactly how engaged are Honeysuckle students 

in their STEM learning? Consider that the Title I 

school averages about 75 to 100 discipline referrals 

per week. But during the half-semester that STEM Lab Facilitator Alvin 

Wiggins rotated all 600 students in the school through the lab, he issued 

only two referrals.

“They forget it’s school. They really do,” Wiggins said of students 

working in the lab. “I had roughly 30 percent participation at the 

beginning of the school year. Now, I am actually averaging somewhere 

around 80 percent participation. It is a very high number.”

Explained Torrence: “I credit that to the students being so engaged 

in that classroom that they don’t have time to act out. They don’t have 

time for horseplay or anything like that because they’re so engaged.”

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com | Photos by Jodie Sutton, Graphic Designer • jsutton@pitsco.com

Jeff Torrence  
Principal, 

Honeysuckle 
Middle School
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Dothan, AL

Pitsco STEM labs with Flex furniture were set up prior to the start of 
the 2016-17 school year at Honeysuckle and Girard, the two lowest-
performing middle schools in the Dothan City Schools district. As part 
of their science classes, all students at both schools rotate through 
the labs completing Pitsco STEM Units such as Air Rockets and Green 
Future, Expeditions such as Bio Research and Electric Tech, TETRIX® 
Robotics, building kits, and 3-D printing with curriculum.

The district’s Director of Federal Programs and School Instructional 
Specialist Lee Jacobs followed Superintendent Chuck Ledbetter’s 
directive to add these STEM resources with big goals in mind.

“We needed our teachers to understand the mind-set that the book 
is not the bible anymore. Strategies are your bible; standards are your 
bible,” Jacobs said. “Project-based learning, hands-on material, that is 
how we teach – experiences, how does it connect to the real world.”

A BOOST TO SCIENCE SCORES
The STEM labs are utilized by science teachers at both schools. 

Accordingly, and much to the delight of administrators and teachers, 
scores on the science portion of interim ACT Aspire testing jumped 
9 percentage points over a three-month period (November 2016 to 
February 2017) at Girard. The percentage of students in all three grades, 
6-8, scoring proficient and above in science went from 42 to 51. For sixth 
graders, the increase was 14 percentage points (jumping from 42 to 56).

“I believe that the hands-on activities along with the rigorous 
assessments have played a role in our gains,” said Girard Principal Darius 

McKay, who closely tracks data and has even set up a data room where 
every student’s progress in each subject can be found somewhere on 
the colorful walls denoting three categories of progress: ready (at grade 
level), close to being ready, or in need of support. “If they’re doing STEM 
through Pitsco all year, at the end of the year when they take the ACT 
high-stakes exam, they’ll be highly prepared. Everything is aligned.”

Honeysuckle eighth-grade physical science teacher James Hill, 
a 24-year teaching veteran, was all smiles when explaining how he 
expands on students’ STEM lab experiences in his regular classroom 
or vice versa. The way students have naturally taken to team-based 
problem solving on robotics projects also has been fun to watch. 

“Some of the teams would collaborate and work together, and 
some would use division of labor. You do this, you do this,” Hill said. 
“I left it up to them to decide. And I thought it was interesting how 
different groups went about solving the problems in two different 
ways. . . . I think this is the way to go with students.”

REASON FOR HOPE
Ranked in the recent past among the lowest-performing 

middle schools in the state of Alabama, Girard and Honeysuckle are 
experiencing a rebound, and STEM has been a springboard. Students 
in low socioeconomic schools sometimes don’t receive the latest 
curricular solutions enjoyed by their counterparts in more affluent 
areas, which is why Dothan officials felt the need to add STEM in hopes 
of breaking the cycle of low performance.

Honeysuckle Middle School sixth grader Zoie was like many of her 
peers in Dothan, AL, before the 2016-17 school year began – she had a 
negative impression of the school and would have preferred to attend 
one of the district’s other middle schools, Beverlye Magnet.

A couple of rotations through the Pitsco STEM lab as part of her 
science class and Zoie began to have second thoughts about her school 
preference. Learning about and then building a maglev car, studying 
urban wind farms, and watching eighth graders build remote-control 
robots using the TETRIX® building system opened her eyes to a new 
way of learning about science and careers.

“I was pretty surprised when I came here and I saw all the cool stuff 
because science has always been one of my favorite subjects, that and 
math,” said Zoie. “I wanted to go to Beverlye because I thought it’d be 
stuff like this here, and then I come here and they’ve got more stuff like 
that than (Beverlye). . . . I wouldn’t transfer now.”

Aiming to follow in 
her mother’s footsteps as 
a medical assistant, Zoie 
is gaining confidence as 
she and her teammates 
complete STEM projects 
that enable them to exercise 
their imaginations while 
learning core science and math 
concepts. “You know that certain 
people don’t like to get shots and stuff like 
that? I was trying to figure out a different way to inject stuff into people 
when I’m giving them a shot, maybe a scan or something like that.”

Maybe one day . . . Anything is possible – even at a non-magnet 
middle school. 

Sixth grader changes her 
mind about magnet school

(continued page 8) 

April-May 2017  |  7



Dothan, AL

Dothan, AL, principal expects to see student gains from summer camp

Darius McKay is passionate. The Girard Middle School principal is 
on a mission not only to remove his school from the “failing” list in 
Alabama – accomplished during his first year at the helm – but also to 
give his students opportunities and experiences that help them gain an 
academic edge over their peers.

Even during the summer, while most 
students will be on summer break, McKay 
expects a large number of Girard students to 
attend a new STEM summer camp, which will be held 
from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. each weekday in June. Getting students to choose 

No summer loss

STEM after school 

“We are really working hard to change the reputation 
that we have in our community,” Torrence said. “We can’t 
do it overnight, but the STEM program has really helped 
because when I get parents that want to visit and take a 
look, that’s the first place that I take them.”

Some parents have noticed their children’s 
renewed interest in education and even taken the time 
to thank Wiggins in person. “I had a parent come to me 
the other day, and he was like, ‘Hey, are you Mr. Wiggins? 
I want to thank you.’ He said, ‘My child has never been a straight-A student. 
He has never been fired up for school. . . . I wanted to let you know that 
this year he’s a straight-A student. He loves coming to school, and he talks 
about you all the time, and you really made an impression.’”

Girard STEM lead teacher Anna Tew is excited about the possible long-
term effects of offering STEM at the middle level and eventually adding it at 
the elementary and high school levels, a plan that is in the works. Exposure 
to real-world careers and the opportunity to use professional equipment 
and software can be life altering for students with limited life experiences.

“We have kids here who are bright or even brighter than some of 
the kids over at the magnet schools, and they deserve just as much if 
not more opportunities than those students,” Tew said. “Statistics have 
shown that our kids, a lot of them don’t get to go to college. A lot of 
them drop out at the high school level because they don’t see a future 
for themselves, and if we can reach them with this even earlier on at 
lower grades, think of the endless opportunities out there for them. 
They’ll be exposed to those things and they’ll have hope.” 

Anna Tew  
Girard STEM 
Lead Teacher 

At left, Honeysuckle Middle School Principal Jeff Torrence listens to sixth graders explain how they are building a wind turbine. At right, eighth graders in 
Kelley Fleming’s science class brainstorm designs for their mousetrap missile launcher.

and in the summer 
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Dothan, AL

After-school program in line with district goals

The after-school programs at Girard and Honeysuckle Middle 
Schools will never be confused with glorified day care. The highly 
structured, engaging, and interactive programs provide four half-hour 
experiences every day in STEM, math, social studies, and physical 
activity that are preceded by a nourishing midafternoon meal to ensure 
students have the fuel needed to make it through an extra two hours of 
academic and physical enrichment.

Dothan City Schools’ Director of Federal Programs and School 
Instructional Specialist Lee Jacobs helped set up the popular (about 

80 students each day at each school) after-school programs by 
securing a Twenty-First Century Grant for Girard and cobbling 

together other funds to establish the program at Honeysuckle. 
Girard and Honeysuckle were targeted to receive the after-

school programs because of their Title I status and as part of 
the district’s MORE Dothan initiative. “That stands for Multiply 
Opportunities, Resources, and Experiences,” Jacobs explained. 

“We need to give our children more opportunities to succeed, 
more resources so they can succeed, and more experiences so 

they can get prepared to eventually go out into the workforce. 
We’re doing good things, but we’re not doing enough.”
The after-school programs are a big step in the right direction. 

Anna Tew is a sixth-grade science and STEM teacher at Girard who also 
facilitates in the after-school program. “They’re getting that extra bit of 
information that may not have been explained very thoroughly in the 

classroom, 
and they’re 
getting a double 
dose of it in here and 
branching out a little bit 
more and diving deeper into it,” she said.

For example, a snap circuit activity using a hands-on board is an 
extension to the Urban Wind Farm and Electric Tech Pitsco Expeditions. 
“This carries on what we’ve done with wind turbines, with voltage, with 
closed circuits, and parallel circuits,” Tew said. “They’re asking more 
probing questions, more detailed questions. . . . They’re rubbing off on 
the other kids in the classroom.”

Such after-school opportunities would not be possible without 
community support in the form of the Bright Key program, the Wiregrass 
Foundation, and sponsorship from local businesses such as the Alfred 
Saliba Corporation and Berkshire Hathaway Showcase Properties. 

MORE Dothan

another half day of school for part of their summer 
shouldn’t be difficult if Girard’s voluntary after-school 
program that includes STEM (see related story) is a 
good barometer.

“We’ll probably have about 100 this summer,” 
McKay says of camp attendees. “If it’s any indication 
of how it will work out, our current after-school 
program is going well, so we’re hoping to carry on 
that same success.”

A comprehensive summer camp is being planned 
– plenty of hands-on STEM activities that utilize 
materials in the Pitsco Education STEM labs, as well as 
weekly field trips and physical activities such as dance 
and boxing. “The academics are important, but they 
also need to be kids. They need balance, so we’re 
going to provide that as well,” said McKay.

Ultimately, the second-year principal hopes that 
an emphasis on coding, computer programming, 

and robotics will enable students to avoid the 
well-documented summer loss that can occur 
when students receive little to no academic 
enrichment during the summer months. 
And he hopes a low-key approach helps 
students overcome fears tied to regular 
school courses in which they receive 
grades (not the case in summer camp).

“That’s another positive aspect of 
the summer program. You’re no longer 
experiencing summer loss, but you’re 
actually experiencing gains,” he said. “We 
have to create an environment that’s not 
judgmental, where we make it comfortable 
for them to make mistakes. We will constantly 
tell our students, ‘Hey, we want you to 
fail. That’s OK. We want you to 
experiment.’” 
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Dothan, AL

Lee Jacobs
Director of Federal Programs and School 
Instructional Specialist, Dothan, AL

STEM gives struggling schools a needed boost
Administrators’ Corner

Dothan City Schools is a district that serves more than 9,000 students and has four middle schools, two of which are magnet programs. Girard and Honeysuckle 
Middle Schools, the non-magnets, were outfitted with STEM labs and curriculum and activities from Pitsco Education in summer 2016. All students in each school, Grades 
6-8, regularly rotate through the STEM labs, experiencing STEM Units, STEM Expeditions®, robotics, and more. While many district officials, including Superintendent Chuck 
Ledbetter, have played roles in setting up and facilitating the STEM labs at the two schools, Girard Middle School Principal Darius McKay and Director of Federal Programs 
and School Instructional Specialist Lee Jacobs have been immersed in the process. Following are excerpts from recent interviews with McKay and Jacobs.

How did you handle the logistics of getting the STEM labs set 
up quickly and correctly? 
We worked all last year figuring how we’re going to get it here 
– financially, physically, the setup – which was time consuming. 
We started at the end of June, and we had it done with 
everything shipped, set up, and complete in 30 days. . . . We had 
our electrician here, our contractor here, everybody here – our 
maintenance people, our technology people.

Some educators say college or career, but you say college 
and career. Why? 
We have to change our mind-set to career and college ready, not 
or. STEM is going to get us there because students are going to 
learn academics as well as workforce development skills. They’re 
going to get both. We’re going to get them ready for work and 
we’re going to get them ready for college, no matter what they 
choose or if they choose both, whatever. After college, they’re 
going to go to work.

Explain how and why you are building relationships with 
local business leaders.
I want them to feel invested because we’re invested in them. 
I want them to see that this is what we’re doing for kids that 
is going to help their business. What can we do to help your 
business? What do you need them to have when they leave 
here? . . . Just come and help us with that, come and teach us. 
And I think when they start seeing that, and they see that we’re 
invested in them and we want that alignment straight to their 
business, they’re going to say, “What do you need me to help  
you with?” 

How important was it for you and your staff to receive 
professional development for the new STEM programs? 
It’s vital. The summer session was critical because it took all of 
our teachers through every activity that they would face, every 
Expedition the kids would be doing. It was vitally important.

How has your Pitsco educational program designer helped 
teachers throughout the school year? 
It’s been great. With her being here four or five times a year, that’s 
a huge thing. We’d never want to take on a project or take on a set 
of materials such as what we’ve taken on without the support of 
someone being here periodically. She’s already been here three 
times. She’s scheduled to be here again in the next couple of weeks. 
So, it’s vital. It’s been very helpful. Anytime I send a request, she 
responds immediately. I don’t have to wait around for a long time.

How is STEM going to help students improve on testing? 
With all the hands-on activities and real-world opportunities, 
I know for a fact that there are two areas where we hope to 
immediately have an effect, and that’s in our science and our math. 
Because math is so closely related to science, I think it’ll have an 
immediate impact because of the hands-on activities, the rigorous 

activities tied to the Pitsco 
assessments. There’s 
no question about that 
because the teachers come 
back and tell me, “Look, 
some of these assessments 
are really tough because 
it involves a lot of math.” 
So I say, “That’s perfect, 
because they have to 
struggle. We want them to 
struggle so they can learn.”

Darius McKay
Principal, Girard Middle School, Dothan, AL

ONLY ONLINE:  
Visit Pitsco.com/Network to read more  
of the interviews with Darius and Lee.
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Winning Suggestion

Dark cloud has 3-D printed silver lining
NEW BERN, NC – Hands-on projects can and often do go awry 

because students are naturally curious about everything, especially in 

middle school. This is the story of a teachable moment almost missed.

The first day students were being assigned to the new Pitsco 

STEM Lab, one student standing by the tripod with the video 

camera on it could not resist the urge to turn every knob or 

handle and the inevitable happened. Something broke. Of course, 

someone saw and had to tell on the other student. 

What broke? The handle for the height adjustment 

mechanism. This provided two teachable moments. The first: 

“Don’t play with something you know nothing about.” The second 

and more important moment: “how to use the engineering design 

process and reverse engineering to make something better and 

restore a student’s self-confidence.” 

After a short class discussion about experimenting on your own 

and the consequences, we moved into how to replace the broken 

item. We started with the engineering design process the first day 

by identifying the problem. We identified our constraints and criteria 

on the second day. Brainstorming was a bit rough, but we then used 

Autodesk’s program to 3-D model a new handle.

Luckily, I had a 3-D printer in the classroom, so we printed 

several samples. The students used a digital caliper to measure 

their sample to compare with the measurements they had used 

in their design. They found a very small shrink rate that did not 

affect the use of the part. We then tried each sample on the height 

adjustment mechanism to see if it worked properly. One was too 

long by a couple of inches; the other two were too tight in the 

attachment area. The students took it in stride and tried again.

After making adjustments to their design, we tried to print 
again, but a hot end failure on the printer prevented us from 
getting new samples. At this point I manually adjusted the sample 
that was the closest to fitting and we made do.

The next school year, a new Afinia 480 printer arrived and I started 
again with a new class. The previous files had been saved, so that 
gave the new students a good starting point. We used the STL files 
generated from the new designs to produce another set of samples. 
All the samples were within the range of the previous sample set. The 
only problem encountered was the gap between the two attachment 
tings. We had two handles that worked, so we stopped there.

This year, we received an Afinia 880 and decided to try again. 
Students in our Technology Student Association (TSA) chapter 
worked on the project too. After a couple more attempts, we had a 
handle that fit perfectly. 

The start of this project was an eye-opener for me. I approached 
this in a different way. Instead of blaming the student and calling 
parents and administration in, I turned it into a class project. The 
students learned that they could do more than they thought, that 
they were capable students, and that with a 3-D printer and some 
good software, they could create just about anything that they could 
imagine. I also learned that if you give the students a chance to correct 
a mistake, they will do everything they can to not let you down.

(Note: HJ MacDonald Middle School is the largest of five middle 
schools in our county with a poverty rate of more than 70%. Last 
school year, the TSA chapter received the Chapter Excellence Award 
for North Carolina and won 10 trophies at the state competitions. 
Thirteen students traveled to Nashville to compete at the national 
level – the first for any middle school in the county.) 

By Michael Haynes, STEM Lab Facilitator, HJ MacDonald Middle School, New Bern, NC

When the handle on a video camera tripod broke, teacher Michael Haynes made the most of the situation. "Instead of blaming the student and calling 
parents and administration in, I turned it into a class project." Students designed a new handle, 3-D printed several, and eventually fixed the tripod.

Submit your Winning Suggestion to Editor Tom Farmer 
at tfarmer@pitsco.com and you could win a $50 gift 
certificate and a T-shirt!
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Expeditions for your math toolbox
Algebra I and Standards for Mathematical Practice woven into new curriculum

E
ver heard the adage that a butter knife and some duct tape 
can be used to fix any problem? For some math teachers, a 
textbook and a projector are their knife and tape. However, 
other teachers fill their toolboxes with as many tools as 
they feel can help students learn challenging topics or dig 

deeper into concepts. 

Whether it is a manipulative that connects the concrete to the 

abstract or a real-world example that connects the application of a 

concept for the student, great teachers find the right tools to use with 

each of their students.

Pitsco offers several tools for math teachers: Math Expeditions, 

Math Connections, and Individualized Prescriptive Lessons™ (IPLs™). 

The newest of these, Math Expeditions, was developed for teachers 

who want a flexible and effective tool for their classroom. 

Each hands-on Math Expedition was built around national standards 

for Algebra I and incorporates the Standards for Mathematical Practice. 

Depending on the needs of the teacher, these tools can be used to 

design a hands-on learning experience for the students that enables 

them to see how concepts are used in real-world situations.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
Math Expeditions begin with an open-ended 

Essential Question designed for the students 

to frame their journey through the 

curriculum. Students will not feel 

the need to ask when they 

will ever use the math or why 

they should learn it because 

each Math Expedition contains a 

story rooted in real-world scenarios. 

The duration of each Expedition is at 

least four 45-minute class periods. 

Expeditions include suggestions for 

extension activities that can be used to 

further the learning and incorporate cross-

curricular connections. If a teacher is working 

in a project-based learning environment, Math 

Expeditions can be used as a base for broader 

study. Or if an interdisciplinary approach is desired, 

By Terry Carter, Curriculum Specialist • tcarter@pitsco.com
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most Math Expeditions incorporate science, history, English, 
and art standards.

FLEXIBILITY
Flexible is a word often used to describe Math Expeditions. 

From the furniture that outfits the lab to the method of 
implementation, Math Expeditions are flexible. 

Pitsco offers a Flex line of furniture that enables teachers 
to quickly arrange students from single seating up to 
hexagonal groups of six. Teachers can lead the class through 
an Expedition as a group or let students work rotationally with 
each pair experiencing a different Expedition. 

The student logbook is the main instrument used for proof 
of learning by incorporating questions that require greater depth 
of knowledge to answer. A pretest and posttest are available, but 
teachers have the flexibility to create other assessments that can 
be incorporated throughout the Expedition.

Just as a butter knife can be used in many ways from an 
actual spreader of butter to a screwdriver, Pitsco math solutions 
can be used where and how they are needed. Math Expeditions 
can be used for the core of instruction along with other pieces 
(see related article) that complement and supplement learning. 

Or they can be used in a supplementary role to deepen 
or connect previous learning for students. At Pitsco, a team 
of program designers is available for teachers who wish to 
explore their options and create a personalized math learning 
experience for their students.  

CONNECTIONS
Math Connections cover a variety 
of concepts that can be used with 
a whole class or in small groups. 
These are a good tool for reinforcing 
concepts in a nontraditional, hands-on 
way. Each Math Connection includes 
a presentation that reviews a concept, 
a teacher guide, an assessment, 
materials, and manipulatives. 

Other 
Pitsco 
math 
solutions

MusicLaboratory

2
PracticeRoom

3
ConcertHall

4

MusicLibrary

1
Tuned into ExponentsIn Tuned into Exponents students learn how expressions with rational 

exponents can be used in the real world. Properties of Exponents are 

discussed, practiced and applied. Although different real world uses will 

be mentioned, the focus for this Expedition is the use of rational 

exponents to calculate frequency of musical notes. Students take an 

expedition into the lab of an instrument designer/inventor. The assistant 

works with the students to learn, practice and apply Properties of 

Exponents using a basic musical instrument.

IPLS™
IPLs™ were developed using a mastery 
learning model. Students begin each 
title with a diagnostic test to determine 
their level of knowledge. Content is 
delivered through the cloud, targets each 
student to build mastery, and provides 
opportunities for the teacher to intervene 
one on one. Each title includes interactive 
checkpoints, clickable vocabulary, 
remediation, and mastery tests.  

Math Expeditions
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Top scores on EOC not enough; engagement was missing at YLA

PICKENS, SC – Most administrators, when their students score 
exceptionally well on end-of-course testing, would adopt a hands-off 
approach and secretly hope and pray for the same 
results the following year. But even with 15 of 24 
students notching perfect scores on the Algebra I 
EOC in 2016, Youth Leadership Academy Director 
Patsy Smith knew something was missing.

She learned through interviews with students 
that they didn’t enjoy math, even though they had 
mastered most of the requisite content and formulas. 

“They got it; they just didn’t like it. So, when 
we were talking, I decided I wanted to work on making it more fun and 
making it more hands on. And that was about the time that this whole 
opportunity was opening up with the (Pitsco Math) Expeditions,” Smith 
said. “So, we had (math coach) Julie Summey to preview it since she 
had several years underneath her belt. She said, ‘This is phenomenal. 
The ones that I looked at are just awesome, and this is the missing link. 
This is what we need.’”

As a Math Expeditions pilot site in 2016-17, YLA has had a group 
of 24 students not only continue to score well on tests but also come 

to enjoy Algebra I and understand better how it applies to real-world 
situations through engaging hands-on activities.

Sarah, an eighth grader, recognizes a stark contrast between 
traditional math instruction and Pitsco Math Expeditions. “You had 
to sit there and take notes and do worksheets, and it was really 
boring,” she said of regular math class. “But in (Expeditions), it’s more 
interesting. It kind of brings life to it. . . . It’s more than just math. You 
have a reason, and you’re doing it for a reason. And it gives real-world 
examples of how you can use it in real life.”

Second-year math teacher Jennifer Whitworth is alternating 
between traditional math instruction and the applied Pitsco Math 
Expeditions, which has proven an effective balance of engagement and 
understanding versus drilling and memorizing concepts and equations.

“I think it’s been great so far,” Whitworth said. “They’ve been really 
engaged in it. They’re asking, ‘Is it Expeditions week? Is it Expeditions 
week?’ I mean, they love doing it. They ask me for it.”

Smith says that adding Expeditions to the algebra classroom 
appears to be delivering the desired effect. “I would like to see them 
do as well as they have in the past here on the EOC, but I want them 
to leave saying, ‘Man, math was fun. I enjoyed that. I might consider 

Math Expeditions help 
solve the algebra challenge 

Patsy Smith  
YLA Director

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com | Photos by Jodie Sutton, Graphic Designer • jsutton@pitsco.com
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a career in math.’ The students who left here last year would never 

have said that.”

TEST SCORES
When students enjoy what they’re doing 

in the classroom, a domino effect can occur. Of 

course, the first domino – student engagement 

– is critical, otherwise the subsequent 

dominoes won’t fall. The Math Expeditions 

engage YLA students, leading to deeper 

understanding (domino No. 2) and above-

average test scores (domino No. 3).

“I think they’re concept-wise understanding more,” Whitworth 

said of her students who are experiencing Expeditions this year. “I’ve 

been able to move at a faster pace (with lessons) than last year to be 

able to get to the Expeditions. . . . So, this year, I definitely feel like 

it’s been better. And I feel like they’ve grown more. They’ve gained 

more. They’re ahead of my class last year.”

Math MAP test results bear out Whitworth’s claims. Seventy-five 

percent of Expeditions students experienced gains from their Winter 

2015-16 MAP testing to their Winter 2016-17 MAP testing (see chart). 

Whitworth speculated that the gains, at least in part, are attributable 

to the team-based, real-world context of Expeditions. 

“I think Expeditions relate the math to real life more. They’re 

doing it. They’re working,” she said. “I think it goes back to that 

teamwork, working with someone else on something, having to 

agree on how to do this the best, how to analyze this, how to come 

up with a conclusion together, bouncing ideas off of each other, 

which is just a life skill. It’s just awesome.”

ENGAGING ACTIVITIES
The starting point of each Expedition is an Essential Question and 

story that gives students purpose and context when working through 

the content, which usually lasts about five regular class periods. 

Whitworth, Smith, and Principal Sandee Blankenship all pointed to the 

Graphic Racing Expedition as a prime example of 

how students are quickly and fully engaged.  

The Essential Question in Graphic Racing is 

“How can the motion of a vehicle be predicted?” 

“When they were doing the race cars, the 

culminating activity was not whose car was 

fastest wins. It was who can estimate – who can 

hypothesize the time it will take their car to finish 

and get closest,” said Smith, who was surprised 

that students were more excited about their 

predictions than winning the race. “They had to know their car. They 

had to know what made it slow or fast. That’s much more real world 

than who can build the fastest car – much deeper. That tells me that 

they’re using thinking skills, that it is true problem solving, and there’s a 

twist, so it requires them to get out of their box.”

When YLA was opened five years ago, it adopted a three-pronged 

identity – STEM, leadership, and health and wellness. The Expeditions 

naturally fit squarely into the STEM mold and even shine on the leadership 

front, according to Blankenship, because students take turns leading in the 

team-based activities, depending on their strengths and interests. 

“When they built their cars, we had a couple of kids who were really 

good at that, and they helped everybody,” Blankenship said. “But in the 

next Expedition, they were putting together circuits, and the same kids 

did not shine. Other kids did. I think they’re learning to help each other.”

GETTING USED TO NEW PROGRAM
Whitworth admits she is more comfortable teaching math in a 

traditional manner, so mixing in regular rotations of the hands-on 

Expeditions was a challenge. Going through Pitsco’s formal training was 

beneficial, but there was no substitute for taking the time to experience 

each Expedition as if she were a student.

Sandee 
Blankenship  

Principal

Jennifer 
Whitworth  

Facilitator

Youth Leadership Academy MAP Math Testing 
Results, Winter 2015-16 to Winter 2016-17

STUDENT 7TH GRADE  
WINTER 2015-16

8TH GRADE (ALGEBRA 1*) 
WINTER 2016-17

OVERALL 
GAIN/LOSS

1 245 245 0

2 257 272 15

3 228 230 2

4 244 253 9

5 247 255 8

6 249 263 14

7 246 261 15

8 253 249 -4

9 249 249 0

10 240 243 3

11 252 259 7

12 254 262 8

13 232 240 8

14 240 255 15

15 268 271 3

16 232 238 6

17 237 237 0

18 226 236 10

19 234 235 1

20 232 249 17

21 228 234 6

22 234 247 13

23 232 230 -2

24 237 234 -3

Average gain = 6.3 points

*Pitsco Education Math Expeditions program for Algebra I implemented in  
2016-17 school year
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Math Expeditions

Completing the math teacher equation
Hands-on algebra Expeditions complement skills of a strong teacher

PICKENS, SC – Many math teachers lack adequate preparation for 
perhaps the most important aspect of their job – applying math so 
their students understand why they need to learn it. This deficiency is 
especially evident in the most critical math course, also known as the 
gateway course – algebra.

At the South Carolina Youth Leadership Academy (YLA) in Pickens, 
SC, the algebra application gap has been filled by Pitsco Education’s new 
Math Expeditions. A whole-class, hands-on applied learning 
solution that complements the skills of traditional math 
teachers, Expeditions have been a perfect fit this school year, 
according to the teacher, the principal, the math coach – and 
early test results (see main article). The program replaced the 
Pitsco algebra Modules, which also had been successful at the 
award-winning charter school.

YLA math coach Julie Summey says second-year math 
teacher Jennifer Whitworth came to the school lacking 
what she eventually found in the Expeditions. “Last year, as a 
first-year teacher, I saw what she was so good at was being a facilitator, 
an organizer, a manager – so strong in those areas,” Summey said of 
Whitworth, who admitted struggling to make her subject engaging 
through real-life applications.

“How do you take this content and find a real-world application when 
you’re from a math ed background instead of just a pure math background 
or an applied math background? That’s hard,” Summey said. “That’s what’s 
been so helpful with these Expeditions because (Whitworth) is able to do 

what she’s so good at and excels at, and then this has really helped her as 
far as the application. The engaging part is there now.”

Summey knows of what she speaks – and not just because she has 
the title of math coach. In addition to holding a bachelor’s degree in 
Math, a master’s in Math Teaching, and an education doctorate in Math 
Curriculum and Instruction, she is nearing completion of a doctorate in 
Applied Health Research and Evaluation at nearby Clemson University. 

In addition, she spent a year facilitating the rotational Pitsco 
Modules algebra lab at YLA prior to Whitworth’s arrival, so she 
can objectively compare the two programs.

“There are two major benefits that I’ve seen for the 
Expeditions over the Modules. One, all the students are doing 
the same Expedition at the same time, which allows the teacher 
to do a warm-up activity in the class if she’s seeing a consistent 
problem a lot of students are making,” Summey said. “Then I feel 
like these Expeditions align better with our state standards than 

the Modules.”
Additionally, the program’s design calls for each Expedition to 

begin with a story that provides appropriate context for how the 
upcoming algebraic concepts are used in the real world. “It’s just totally 
flipping the picture, and I love that,” Summey said of starting with a 
story instead of beginning with a step-by-step explanation for how 
to solve an equation. “It makes it so much more concrete, much more 
conceptualized. And I think we all learn through stories, and so I really 
appreciate the way the Expeditions capitalize on that.”  

Julie Summey  
YLA Math Coach

“I preview the Expedition before the kids do it. I go through the 
whole thing,” Whitworth said. “I can get all my ducks in a row before we 
get into Day 1. I kinda know ahead of time where I think they’ll struggle 
with the math. And so, if I need to, we can take a break and say, ‘OK, let 
me show you this before you move on.’”

Likewise, students had a period of adjustment to the types of 
information and how it’s delivered. “It took about two days, and then 
after that they were fine to log in. They know their login; they go right 
on,” she said. “The first Expedition took 10 days, and then the next two 
took about five days.”

COLLEGE AND CAREER PREP
The Expeditions selected by YLA officials align well with South 

Carolina math standards, but equally as important, they expose 
students to dozens of possible careers while also enabling them to 
complete tasks performed in actual work settings.

Most YLA students matriculate to Pickens County’s four high 

schools, which share a career center. “That was another reason we 

wanted to focus on STEM – get them ready for that awesome STEM 

career center so that they’re ready to go and make something of 

themselves,” Blankenship said. “There are all these STEM careers that  

are developing and are out there, but kids aren’t prepared to go into 

those careers.”

Going one step further, YLA invites officials from nearby Boeing 

Company to come to the school and talk with students about career 

opportunities, and then students later visit Boeing to see how some of 

their Math Expeditions experiences translate to the workplace. 

“The hands-on things, if you’re doing it that way, they’re 

truly learning, and they’re not just learning facts; they’re learning 

applications,” Blankenship said. “When that happens, you don’t have to 

teach to the test because they get it. They know it.”  
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Project-based Math Expeditions, YVRCA 
renew student’s interest in education

LEXINGTON, NC – Baden was a typical middle schooler. He 

came home after school, turned on his game console, and pretty 

much tuned out everything else. He was a B or C student at best.

“I’d just be getting classwork done to get it done, go home, and not 

do anything else but play video games,” Baden said of his typical daily 

routine from sixth through eighth grade.

But instead of moving on to a traditional high 

school in the Davidson County (NC) school 

district, Baden opted for a slot at Yadkin Valley 

Regional Career Academy, an innovative high 

school where project-based, cooperative 

learning within career contexts is the norm.

Now, Baden sings a different tune – and 

plays a lot less. “Here, it’s more engaging, so 

instead of going home, I’d rather stay at school 

and learn things. On weekends, I tell my parents I wish I were at school 

because I’m bored right now.”

One of Baden’s most engaging classes is the Pitsco Education Math 

Expeditions course where he recently was learning Algebra I concepts 

not in the traditional format but in the context of package delivery. The 

Expedition topic is right in line with one of the academy’s career tracks – 

global logistics, a career field that has been consuming Baden’s thoughts.

“When we did the packaging, we had to figure out how much glue 

it would take to glue one side down and how much it would cost to 

make it,” Baden recalled. “I thought that was pretty interesting. There’s 

a lot of different components I didn’t know about. . . . You have to 
figure out how much can be held in the box, what’s the volume of the 
box, and things like that.”

Volume had been a concept Baden struggled to understand previously, 
but the Pitsco Math Expeditions helped him visualize how volume is 
determined by multiplying a box’s height by its width by its depth.

Revelations such as this one have Baden thinking differently now 
when he ships a box. He carefully considers all the steps involved and 
how numerous workers are affected throughout the process. “Some of 
this stuff does tie into logistics such as, say, a box truck. You’re trying 
to figure out how many packages you can fit on there. You know the 
volume of the truck, and you can figure out if the size of the box will fit 
in there and how you can get more stuff to more people in less time.”

The hands-on Pitsco class goes well beyond teaching just math. 
Baden said he was learning many other subjects simultaneously in the 
lab including reading, science, history, and geography. But best of all, 
he’s more engaged in his education at YVRCA and less interested in 
video games at home.

“I get bored playing those now,” he said. “It used to be that’s what 
I’d look forward to. Every day I’d get my homework done as fast as  
I could when I got home, and now I don’t want to finish my classwork 
at school. I almost don’t want to do it so I’ll have something to do when 
I get home.”  

More fun 
than video 
games
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Math Expeditions

By Cody White, Communications Assistant • cwhite@pitsco.com

PITTSBURG, KS – The bell rings. One or two at a time, students 
emerge from the throng in the hall and take their seats in Mr. Elliott’s 
Algebra I class in Pittsburg (KS) High School. A few splashes of personality 
adorn the room, such as the dozen or so superhero posters lining the 
board. But as the students settle in, nothing obviously distinguishes this 
class from any standard high school math class in the country. 

Mr. Elliott’s class is, in many ways, typical: students are a mix of 
ages – mostly freshmen and a few sophomores – and a mix of ability 
levels. But when class starts and the students pair off and the laptops 
are opened, things start to look a little less conventional. 

Mr. Elliott and his Algebra I students are experiencing a new math 
curriculum from Pitsco. The class is testing the newly developed Math 
Expeditions, helping Pitsco refine the curriculum. And as students are 
finding out, the Math Expeditions are anything but business as usual.

HANDS-ON MATH
“An Expedition is like a mountain,” begins Antonio, a student in 

Mr. Elliott’s class. “Your goal is at the top, what you really want to 
accomplish for the Expedition. You go through steps to get there. Each 
little step is another jagged edge on the mountain.”

Expeditions pair math instruction with hands-on projects that 
highlight the relevancy of the math. By the end of the school year, 

Mr. Elliott’s students will have experienced Inventor’s Workshop, Pulley 

Power, Running Well Thief, Coaster Motion, Tuned in to Exponents, Big City 

Growth, Tractor Pull, and Rocket Explorer.
Antonio described the culminating goal of the most recent 

Expedition he and his partner undertook – “to create our own rocket, 
taking into consideration all the factors displayed in previous steps. At 
the end, you have a rocket you can shoot into the air.”

It is in the mental effort to consolidate the information from those 
steps that deeper comprehension takes place. Creativity is about more 
than just imagination. It is about problem solving.

One recent day, Mr. Elliott’s students were working in the Tuned in 

to Exponents Expedition. 
“In some of the cases they are not being told specifically what to do,” 

says Mr. Elliott. “The students have to use their creativity to solve it. Like 
in this Expedition, they have to create their own scale, so they had to 
come up with the fractions.”

FLEXIBLE IMPLEMENTATION
Of course, math will never be entirely project-based learning. 

Abstract concepts and procedures are at the heart of the discipline. 
Mr. Elliott’s students learn about the abstract math concepts three 

ways: through teacher lecture, through videos in the Expeditions, and 

Expeditions give 
math education a facelift
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Math Expeditions

through the included IPLs™ (Individualized Prescriptive Lessons™). 

Expeditions are designed to offer maximum flexibility to teachers. 

For example, when students were having trouble understanding 

slope-intercept form during Running Well Thief, Mr. Elliott assigned the 

relevant IPLs to help students with the concept. At other times, he has 

worked through thorny concepts using class lecture. 

Because all students are working through the same Expeditions 

at the same time, this is not 

wasted time for any students. 

Yet, because students spend 

most of their time working 

through the content on their 

own, Mr. Elliott spends much 

of his day clarifying concepts 

with individual students. 

SYNTHESIS
By pairing abstract knowledge with the hands-on projects, the 

curriculum aims not just for competency, but for true understanding. 

Admittedly, this can take a bit more time. 

As Expeditions writer Terry Carter explains, “Direct instruction is 

still effective for teaching abstract knowledge. Expeditions, however, 

have been developed to highlight relevancy. . . . Students could 

work through a section in a textbook in two days, but would they 

have comprehension? Just because a kid knows how to solve a math 
problem, that doesn’t mean they understand it.”

Another reason that relevancy promotes comprehension is simply 
that showing students the connection between their classwork and 
their future careers motivates them to work harder to understand. 

According to Mr. Elliott, “Not all standards that are taught will be 
applied to every student’s life, but if you can show them as many ways 
as possible that the material can be used in job or life situations, the 

more buy-in you will get 
from students.”

Mr. Elliott appreciates 
how the Expeditions have 
enabled his students to 
approach math with a 
different mind-set than they 
have in the past. 

“As math teachers, we 
always hear that students don’t want us to lecture for information, 
but that is what they are used to. Getting students to work through 
material on their own and work from a different type of instruction has 
been very interesting to observe.”

It is a timeless fact that if 2 + x = 3, then x = 1. But the practices 
of math education themselves are subject to change over time. Pitsco 
thanks Mr. Elliott and his students for their spirit of adventure in 
helping us rethink the math classroom. 

Pitsco Math Expeditions give teacher Trevor Elliott, above, the 
opportunity to show students in a hands-on way how abstract 
math concepts are used in career and real-life situations.

“As math teachers, we always hear that students 
don’t want us to lecture for information, but 
that is what they are used to. Getting students 
to work through material on their own and 
work from a different type of instruction has 
been very interesting to observe.”
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(Editor’s Note: Pitsco TAG member Sheryl Sotelo shares some of her 

insights about makerspaces in this piece adapted from a blog post she 

authored originally for NSTA Blog.)

FITZ CREEK, AK – All students can benefit from the maker mind-
set, which encourages them to believe they can learn to do anything. 
As you likely already know, the maker movement is a resurgence of 
creating and making things by people of all ages and backgrounds. 
Learning through making can happen across a range of contexts and 
curricular areas and can be leveraged for inspiration and powerful 
student engagement.

I have been a special services teacher and a regular classroom 
teacher for 31 years. I worked as an Einstein fellow in Washington, 
D.C., at the National Science Foundation in 2013-2014 and became 
very involved with the maker movement at that time. I now work as a 
STEM outreach specialist and help students and teachers doing STEM 
activities with a maker emphasis, sharing all I learned in my fellowship 
as well as in my classroom practice. I work mainly in Alaska, traveling to 
villages and rural schools. 

Getting back to making, it can happen in a variety of places that 
often are labeled makerspaces, such as libraries, classrooms, museums, 
homes, and garages. But it doesn’t have to be a labeled space. 

Innovation and creating 

can happen on a table 

in a classroom. Some 

makerspaces might have 

the newest technological 

toys such as a 3-D printer 

or laser cutter, but this is also 

not necessary. The focus in this 

design learning is not on the tools 

but instead on the process.

This approach is related to the constructivist 

and constructionist design work that focuses on engaging 

participants in learning content and process. This work provides 

students the opportunity to experience the hands-on intersection of 

critical thinking, engineering, computer science, circuitry, art, math, 

technology, and innovation. 

In my experiences, I have witnessed reluctant students engaged 

and as successful as any other learners. They often have unique and 

innovative perspectives and solutions to the design task at hand. 

Classroom teachers are excited to see their students’ involvement 

and investment in this learning as well and comment on how these 

activities develop problem-solving and collaborative skills. 

Students appear to think of themselves as capable thinkers and 

makers. In working with the teachers and students, I offer ideas and 

resource lists for teachers to follow up with and also give students 

sources where they can get materials for continued making. It is 

amazing how contagious learning through making can be for everyone! 

Sheryl Sotelo, TAG member
STEM Outreach Specialist & Alaskan Educator 
sherylsotelo@gmail.com

Makerspaces: 
Alaskan educator says, ‘Go for it’

Nothing is more beautiful to a 
makerspace facilitator than a table 
strewn with disparate materials. 
Creations are limited only by the 
bounds of a student's imagination.
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Makerspace is a buzzword in education, and buzzwords can 

come and go. Not in this case! Regardless of what label you put on 

makerspaces, the educational objectives behind this concept are sure 

to be imbued with timeless enthusiasm. 

Three years ago, our administration said, “Let’s take our massive 

space of a library and transform it from a hushed vault of books into 

a creative environment that fosters collaboration, critical thinking, 

and communication.” We wanted our library to be the bedrock of 

knowledge and energy for our building.

I would love to tell you that it was inexpensive and easy and produced 

immediate success, but we all know that change takes time. For us, we 

started slow. At first glance, you wouldn’t think we started slow because 

we immediately transformed the physical space, but understanding 

from teachers and participation and training took time. Teachers have to 

understand the benefit of something and how it will be a valuable extension 

of their classroom that fully engages students in the learning process.

A makerspace can be very intimidating for many teachers, so to help 

them conquer those fears, we hosted several teacher tech shops to remove 

any hesitation and help train them on all the fun gadgets and gizmos. We 

began with the concept of structured vs unstructured making. 

The learning curve was dependent on the comfort levels and risks the 
teachers were willing to take. Some teachers jumped right in and used 
the structured model where they acted as facilitator, and the makerspace 
became an extension of their classroom. They modeled failure and learned 
alongside their students. Others were more hesitant and were more 
comfortable using the unstructured model where they let their students 
roam around to exploration stations that had cards we had created. There 
was nothing wrong with either model as they both accomplish the goal at 
hand: get kids to think and make those process skills come alive!

To sustain the biggest impact and really show teachers the benefit 
of this new space, we added a STEM facilitator in the second year. Our 
facilitator leads lessons that are directly tied to curriculum. We wanted 
to make the makerspace a place where students could apply what they 
were learning in the classroom in a real-world way without bogging the 
teachers down with additional work or planning. 

I know this approach might not work for everyone, but it seemed 
to elevate our readiness for cross-functional learning and elevate 
our students in so many ways. This gave teachers the opportunity to 
experience what lessons could look like and aid in each teacher’s ability 
to integrate their current lessons. 

The creative problem solving and critical thinking that has ensued 
since the birth of our makerspace has been very effective for the teachers 
and students alike. Our makerspace is constantly evolving and changing 
depending on our campus and learners’ needs. I hope that you can help 
take your school to the next level with your own makerspace, or whatever 
buzzword you decided to call it.  

A game plan for setting up a makerspace
Jessica Malloy, TAG member
Christie Elementary, Plano, TX 
jessica.malloy@pisd.edu

There are many ways to 

do this in a low-tech, low-

budget environment, with 

an easy-access on-ramp to 

making. Two books I would 

highly recommend to get 

you started are:

•  Invent to Learn: Making, 

Tinkering, and Engineering in the 

Classroom by Sylvia Libow Martinez 

and Gary Stager, PhD

• The Art of Tinkering by Karen Wilkinson and Mike Petrich

I have also used some Pitsco products that lend themselves to the 

iterative design and engineering process. One of the students’ favorite 

projects is the Straw Rocket Launcher; students redesign their rockets 

over and over trying to improve the performance. It works well for a 

classroom lesson or a special maker event station. 

The AP Bottle Racer and launcher is a longer project but also 
very engaging to students. By adding parameters such as weight 
requirements, students work hard to engineer the best design they 
can. Pitsco also carries a timing gate, so students can quantify the 
results of their bottle racer and redesign based on numerical data 

and then carry out related calculations. 
Both of these systems are reusable and portable, so I am able to 

take them with me on my travels. I have teachers save 
bottles ahead of time, although empty bottles, 
axles, wheels, and other building materials are 
all available from Pitsco.

Maker education is a fantastic way 
to ignite learning in our classrooms and 
beyond. The intellectual development 
that happens through design thinking and 
direct hands-on experience with creating 
and tinkering is empowering and something 
we should offer all students!  
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W
hen it comes to robotics, whether you’re a novice 
or a natural, chances are you’ve encountered 
challenges while building or programming – or both! 
Engineering inherently involves problem solving, and 
robotics is nothing if not hands-on engineering.

When roboticists encounter a problem, they, like all good 
engineers, look for ways to solve it. Sometimes, that means accessing 
help from other sources. Fortunately for TETRIX® Robotics users, help is 
in abundant supply in the TETRIX video library. 

The TETRIX video library made its debut in March of 2014 and has 
now grown to include 168 videos covering topics from general TETRIX 
systems information to parts, instructional builds, competitions, and 
various programming tutorials.

“We decided to create a visual experience that helps with not only 
product information but also with tips and tricks to make the users’ 
experience as frustration free as possible,” explained Pitsco Robotics 
Application Specialist Tim Lankford.

A key component to the video library is the RoboBench video series 
featuring Lankford. Arguably the most popular section of the library, 
the RoboBench series, totaling 62 videos to date, covers helpful tips, 
how to build specific robot components, and more. “We wanted TETRIX 
Robotics to be something that people included in their daily routine,” 

explained Lankford. “We wanted to provide fresh and valuable content 

in a format that people are used to seeing, and the short videos seem 

to be the way to disseminate information.”

With the excitement surrounding the release of the TETRIX PRIZM™ 

Robotics Controller, the “PRIZM Programming Guide Tutorials” section 

has also become a favorite of robot enthusiasts. Other categories within 

the library include “About TETRIX Systems,” “Instructional Builds,” 

“Competitions,” and “Parts.”

And with more than 30,000 combined views on YouTube, it’s 

obvious the videos are hitting their mark. “We’ve had lots of teams at 

FIRST® Tech Challenge (FTC®) competitions saying they watch and use 

the videos,” said Lankford. Several FTC teams have also passed on the 

knowledge by retweeting and sharing links to helpful TETRIX videos.

While TETRIX videos can be found on the TETRIX YouTube page, the 

easiest way to find and access just the right video for your robot needs 

is by visiting video.tetrixrobotics.com. Happy viewing! 

TETRIX® video library and RoboBench  

Much more online:  
video.tetrixrobotics.com

series are great resources for schools, teams

By Patty Cooke, Communications Assistant • pcooke@pitsco.com
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I 
always try to focus this column on a topic that will apply to 
most readers. Inevitably, I almost always settle on Synergy ITC®. 
Sometimes, I think that I am just not being very creative, but then 
I remember that the goal of my writing is to help as many readers 
as possible. Missions, Modules, and Expeditions are all delivered 

through ITC, so that’s the topic again, friends!
Even though we go to considerable effort to create a quality Help 

file within Synergy ITC, if you are like me, it is not the first place you look 
for answers. I am sure many of you do look at the Help file first when 
you have questions, but just like the students you teach, each of us has a 
different style of learning. 

To this day, my preferred method when I need help is to speak to a 
human being who knows more about the subject than I do. Only in the 
last few years have I embraced online chat when I personally need help 
with something. OK, enough about me. How does this example help you?

Well, we have created a new way to help educate you on ITC and 
how to handle particular situations you encounter in your classroom.

Trisha Hoffpauir, one of our customer service field representatives 
in Texas, has fielded many phone calls about ITC, not to mention all the 
time she’s spent in classrooms with teachers helping them with Synergy 

ITC challenges. Although Trisha is relatively new to Pitsco, she has a 
unique perspective on the classroom challenges that teachers face, 
considering she spent 10 years teaching in Texas prior to joining Pitsco.

Trisha has been tasked with creating informal, instructional videos 
on how to accomplish tasks within ITC and handle challenges you might 
encounter in grading, scheduling, or anything else. The topic of each 
video is decided by a group of us who interact with teachers daily. We 
know the challenges you are experiencing in your classroom.

This is a new process for us, so right now there are just a handful of 
these videos available. However, the plan is to release a new video each 
month (except June-August) on whatever the hot topic is at the time. In 
some situations, we might use this method to announce the release of 
new features. By the time you read this, a few more videos will have been 
added. For instance, the topic for March is the use of the Lock/Unlock 
class feature to control student access to content. 

I think you will find Trisha’s informal and fun presentation style to be 
a nice complement or an alternative to reading the manual. She is from 
Texas, so expect to hear a few “y’alls.”

These videos can be found by choosing Help at the Home screen in 
Synergy ITC and then clicking Synergy ITC Videos in the left navigation 
pane. As always, if you have any questions or input, please contact us at 
800-774-4552 or support@pitsco.com. 

By Joel Howard, Senior Customer Service Representative • jhoward@pitsco.com

ITC® help 

ONLY ONLINE:  
synergyitchelp.pitsco.com

videos deliver the 

Retiring teachers: 

If you are a current Pitsco lab teacher and have decided to 
retire from the profession at the end of this school year, we’d 
like to officially honor you.

In March, Pitsco contacted all our lab teachers via an online 
survey to begin collecting the names of those who are retiring. 
If you are an administrator who has a retiring Pitsco lab teacher, 
please ensure your teacher has completed the survey. Or, if 
you did not receive the teacher survey, please feel free to email 
support@pitsco.com with the following details: name, school 
name/location, preferred mailing address, and total years of 
teaching in the Pitsco lab. 

Don’t leave without 
saying goodbye!

answers you need

00:00 / 14:23
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The future can be difficult to predict. We finally have hover 
boards, but they’re not exactly like Marty McFly’s version. So, what 
can we expect from social media in the coming years? The experts 
have a few guesses based on where we are now. 

For one thing, it appears that Facebook is here to stay. We’ve 
long heard that the demise of Facebook is coming, but it remains 
a strong network. This might depend on your audience. Younger 
audiences tend to follow the hot new thing, thus avoiding where 
their parents are. As a teacher, your target audience might not be 
your students. If you’re using Facebook to reach parents, it looks 
like this will remain a good way.

On the other hand, it seems the days of Google Plus are limited. 
This social network did not catch on as well as expected. However, 
one place it did catch on fairly well was in the education realm. It will 
be interesting to see how this plays out in the next few years. 

As a teacher, you probably know how popular video is and 
you know that it’s a great way to engage students. That’s not 
new. However, I think we’ll see more live video. At the moment, 
people around the world are tuning in to a live viral feed of a 
giraffe getting ready to give birth at a New York zoo. It hasn’t 
happened yet, but I hope by the time this publishes that giraffe 
finally gives birth! Obviously, live video comes with caution for 

classrooms. You want to be careful about broadcasting 
or watching anything that you haven’t screened 

for students, and you don’t have that control 
over live video. But there are many instances, 

such as the giraffe, where a live feed can be 
educational and where you can broadcast 
a live educational feed that doesn’t feature 
students if that is a concern. You could 

make their projects the feature of a video. 
On the business side of things, social 

media is coming into the workplace with 
networks such as Slack and Facebook at Work 

and the Skype for Business application. At least in 
this arena, companies are realizing the potential for collaboration 
on networks and rather than blocking it, they’re embracing it 
in a way that brings out the value for employees. There have 
been similar networks for education, but they have been slow to 

catch on. Will education follow 

business and industry and let 

down some walls?

Another area 

that I’ve been 

hearing a lot 

about is social 

posts with 

virtual and 
augmented 
reality. 

This is not 

something 

we’ve 

traditionally seen, 

but something to 

look to in the future. 

If you’re into technology, 

what are the possibilities for your 

classroom? Maybe you see ways of integrating this.

Finally, we might see products such as Amazon Echo Dot 

and Amazon Alexa used more in the classroom. By connecting 

the device and asking Alexa questions, you can engage 

students. I found this list of ideas online at www.erintegration.

com/2016/12/26/amazon-echo-dot-and-alexa-in-the-classroom: 

• “Alexa, how do you spell . . .?”

•  “Alexa, what is the weather today?” Students can take turns 

being weather reporters. 

• “Alexa, pick a number between x and y . . .”

• “Alexa, roll the die.” This will generate a number between 1 and 6.

• “Alexa, pick a card.” This could be used for probability.

• “Alexa, set a timer for . . .”

You can find many more examples online. I imagine we’ll see 

more connected devices making their way into the classroom as 

this market grows. Only time will tell if these predictions turn into 

reality. For now, make sure you’re following Pitsco on its social 

media channels!  

Predicting the future 
of social media

By Stephanie Manes, Research Coordinator & Social Networking Junkie • smanes@pitsco.com

The Social Network
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Here at Pitsco, I oversee our operations, which involves wearing many 
hats. On an average day, I’m involved in inventory control, shipping, 
receiving, returns, purchasing, printed media, and our call center.

Last year, I was able to step back from the fray and see my industry 
from a different perspective when I attended Kansas International Trade 
Day, an event that brought several businesses together to collaborate 
and support export growth within the state. I had the chance to meet 
other leading suppliers and organizations who can help companies 
expand their trade outside of the United States. 

The day included several speakers, starting out with the secretary 
of Kansas commerce, followed by speakers on legal consideration for 
trade and distribution in foreign entities, such as China. One highlight 

for me was a company who shared their process for getting set up for 

business in Central and South America.

The event also doubled as an awards ceremony, with four companies in 

the final running for the 2016 Kansas Governor’s Exporter of the Year Award. 

I got a lot of great tips as these four companies shared their experiences in 

how they got started in international trade, what their hurdles were, and how 

they now maintain and expand their international footprint.

I know that many educators spend the summer soaking up professional 

development. This day was a similar experience for me. It was great to hear the 

many successes and challenges that other companies in Kansas are working 

through. I also had the opportunity to meet some key players in trade within 

the state and federal levels, and to bounce ideas off others who are managing 

international trade from both an import and an export perspective.

As another busy year starts up and I’m rushing to get it all done, 

I’m glad that I had the opportunity to slow down for a moment and 

focus on the bigger picture. If you haven’t scheduled professional 

development for 2017 yet, I encourage you to! 

BlogBlogThe Blog Log

Be sure to check out these other great posts as well!

In this post from Pitsco’s blog 
feed, Director of Operations Scott 
Rutledge reflects on the benefits 
he reaped from attending the 
Kansas International Trade Day. 
Be sure to check out some of our 
other blog posts at community.
pitsco.com/educationhighlights.

The Blog Log:  
A peek at Pitsco’s 
latest blog posts

Take time to focus on your trade from a distance

Scott Rutledge
Director of Operations 
srutledge@pitsco.com

“Global robotics event looking at new  
game in Costa Rica for 2017” – By PJ Graham
The World Robot Olympiad’s Advanced Robotics 
Challenge switches from Robot Bowling to 
TetraStack.

“Five-year self-reflection prompted  
switch from business to the teaching 
profession” – By Tom Farmer
After 10 years in the military and five years 
in business, Ben Lagueux says he’s found 
satisfaction as a middle school teacher.

“Can your tower withstand an 
earthquake?” – By Katlie Brynds
Marketing Intern Katlie Brynds takes on the 
Pitsco Tower Prototyping Kit.

“Being tech savvy improves classroom 
experience” – By Michael Clark, TAG Member, 
Southwestern Middle School
Learn about some new tech tools and how to 
incorporate them into your classroom.

ONLY ONLINE:  
Visit community.pitsco.com/blogs to read more!
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By Tammy Pankey, Elementary Curriculum Specialist • tpankey@pitsco.com

New STREAM Missions for elementary science
Consider upgrading your current Missions 
program to tap into all the new features

Pitsco Education’s new Missions are a STREAM (science, technology, 

reading, engineering, art, and math) interdisciplinary program for 

elementary school students. The new STREAM Missions evolved from the 

current Crew Missions to transform the student and teacher experience. 

One of the biggest changes is that the new program includes a 

new learning content management system (LCMS) with online content 

delivery and greater teacher resources and features. The key to new 

Missions is student collaborative teamwork and learning through 

structured and guided inquiry of hands-on activities.

WHERE IT FITS
There are now 45 STREAM Missions divided into three different 

sets. The differences among the three sets are reading level, amount 

of on-screen text, targeted standards addressed, and complexity of 

hands-on activities. These Missions can serve multiple grades in the 

elementary school and can complement existing science curriculum or 

stand alone as a science program. They can also be implemented as a 

STEM exploration course or part of a specials rotation.

STRUCTURE
The Missions cover content in life science, Earth science, and 

physical science while integrating literacy, arts, math, engineering, 

and technology. With the new STREAM Missions, students still work 

in teams of four with assigned roles. The instruction is still student led 

through five hands-on intervals. Students still learn about different 

careers and do guided inquiry. But the length of each Mission is 

extended because of deeper learning lessons and activities. 

The new STREAM Missions allow for flexible implementations 

into the classroom. Each interval is split into three different parts: 

Briefings, Readings, and Explorations. This enables the teacher 

to decide how much class time each component will take. The 

teacher can even make certain parts optional for the students. 

The teacher could implement a Mission with the whole 

class or as part of a multi-Mission rotational schedule.

THE CONTENT
The focus of the Briefings is science 

content, and the Readings are designed 

for literacy applications. The Explorations 

provide structured and guided inquiry into science content. This is done 
through engineering challenges, art activities, and math applications. 
Curriculum is linked to the current standards developed by national 
education organizations.

Throughout each Exploration, students apply what they’ve learned 
in the Briefings. Each Mission incorporates engineering challenges, 
math application, science experiments, and art activities. The 
engineering challenge in each Mission asks students to brainstorm 
ideas, design, build, test, and improve a design. 

PROOF OF LEARNING
Each STREAM Mission now has a complementary Mission Journal 

that serves as a student’s proof of learning. Students use their Mission 
Journals to record and analyze data from experiments, graph, draw 
conclusions, and justify their thinking. Previously, there were no Mission 
Journals and less emphasis on justifying conclusions. In using the 
Mission Journals, students have original thoughts and creativity in their 
conclusions and justifications.

DIGITAL DELIVERY
With the new digital delivery of the STREAM Missions, students 

get a more interactive experience throughout an entire Mission. They 
now have clickable vocabulary definitions and game-based review 
checkpoints in the Briefings. The Explorations include videos and 
images that provide instruction on how to complete the hands-on 
activities. Students may even complete their assessments online.

Teachers and students both use the Synergy ITC® LCMS, which 
replaces the Prism software used with earlier Missions. The teacher has 
access to a wealth of resources, including assessments, grading rubrics, 
and team scheduling, and may generate a multitude of reports. Synergy 
ITC may be accessed through a browser on any laptop, computer, or large 

tablet – at home and at school. The teacher also 
receives printed teacher’s guides, setup 

instructions, and global teacher resources.
If you have a Missions program, 

consider upgrading your lab to the new 
STREAM Missions program! 
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2017 TAG blends newbies and veterans
In January, Pitsco announced a new crop of members for their Teacher Advisory Group. The team this year mixes a few new faces in with some veterans, 

and they’re all enthusiastic about bringing STEM to students and teachers around the nation. Visit Pitsco.com/TAG to learn more about the individual team 
members and what kinds of activities they’ll do as a part of Pitsco’s vision to positively affect learners. Here is a brief look at the 2017 TAG team!

1. Roy Bartnick, currently a fifth-grade math, science, social studies, 
and robotics teacher in Oklahoma, entered teaching through the 
Troops to Teachers Program in 2006. It took only three years for him 
to be selected as the Oklahoma Teacher of the Year Rising Star, and 
now he serves on the Oklahoma Math and Science Leadership Team.

2. Paul Casey is a STEM teacher at Norwayne Middle School in 
Fremont, North Carolina. He is very active with the Norwayne 
Technology Student Association chapter and was even named the 
North Carolina State TSA Advisor of the Year in 2014.

3. Michael Clark works as a STEM teacher and assistant director for the 
career and technical education program in Volusia County, Florida. His 
passion for STEM education started right out of college when he worked 
for an engineering company and solved real-world problems daily.

4. Sharon Cutler has 38 years of teaching kindergarten through fifth 
grade under her belt. She has won numerous awards and is a quite 
successful grant writer; she has written grants totaling more than 
$100,000 for Florida schools!

5. Jackie Derr is the STEM lab instructor for the junior high level 
at her school in Perrysburg, Ohio. At the CareerTech VISION 
Conference in 2016, she presented a 3D Printing Across the 
Curriculum workshop using Pitsco products to about 100 people.

6. Elisabeth Fair lives by a spirit of optimism to give her K-8 students 
the opportunity to change the world as scientists, engineers, or 
mathematicians. Her classroom in the Nuview Union School District 
was the first in California to adopt the Pitsco Elementary Missions lab.

7. Joan Gillman has more than 30 years of experience as a teacher with 
the past nine years as a middle school science educator in New York 
City. She has given workshops at professional teacher conferences and 
written several articles including two published by STANYS and NSTA.

8. Art Hardin is a preengineering technology teacher at Edythe J. Hayes 
Middle School in Lexington, Kentucky, and has been there since 2010. 
He also coordinates the school’s Student Technology Leadership 
Program, which has won district-level and state-level competitions.

9. Michelle Hendrick taught for 15 years in the San Antonio, 
Texas, area until her short hiatus in 2015 when she helped start a 
nonprofit that offers job shadows and internships to high school 
students. She’s currently the engineering and robotics teacher 
and TSA sponsor at Schertz-Cibolo-Universal City ISD’s Samuel 
Clemens High School.

10. Carrie Herndon teaches at Metro East Montessori School in Granite 
City, Illinois, where she’s working with her students to develop a 
farm-based STEM program in which students design and build 
robots to assist with daily farm chores. She is also a successful grant 
writer, having secured more than $45,000 in funding.

11. Lilly Jensby serves as a math instructional coach for her elementary 
campus in Plano, Texas, and works with students and teachers alike. 
She cofounded Gadget Girls, an engineering initiative geared toward 
girls in Grades 3-5. One of her favorite projects she’s worked on is a 
district summer school course called STEMtastic Challenges.

12. Rob Jernigan has degrees in both Political Science and Computer 
Science/Programming after some time with ROTC and the US Army, 
and he now loves teaching hands-on curriculum to his middle 
school students at the Okaloosa STEMM Academy in Florida.

13. Mario Malabunga is a CTE-STEM teacher in Sandy Grove Middle 
School, Hoke County, North Carolina. He is very involved as a 
coach for robotics teams competing in events such as WRO™, FLL®, 
and Science Olympiad, and he even designs robotics games for 
hundreds of students.
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Customer Service
• Phone: 800-828-5787, 800-774-4552

• Fax: 620-231-2466

• Email: support@pitsco.com

• Contact us online: www.pitsco.com/support 

Websites
• Home page: www.pitsco.com

• Shop online: www.pitsco.com

• Curriculum: www.pitsco.com/curriculum 

• Network magazine (current issue and archive):  
www.pitsco.com/Network

• SySTEM Alert! for students (current issue and 
archive): www.pitsco.com/SySTEMalert 

• TETRIX® Robotics: www.TETRIXrobotics.com

Sales and Professional Development
• Main phone line: 800-828-5787

• Web: www.pitsco.com/curriculum 

• Professional Development:  
workshops.pitsco.com

• Contact us online: tinyurl.com/kffpnrj

Visit us on:

UPCOMING EVENTS

Pitsco’s family of companies will be represented at education 
shows and conferences across the country in the coming 
months. If you attend any of these events, stop by the Pitsco 
booth. Our representatives look forward to meeting you!

May
22-25 NI Week, Austin, TX

June
8-9  EduTECH International, Sydney, Australia

14-16  Texas Elementary Principals and Supervisors, 
Austin, TX

19-23  SkillsUSA, Louisville, KY

21-25  National TSA, Orlando, FL

25-28  American Society for Engineering Education, 
Columbus, OH

25-28  ISTE, San Antonio, TX

July
12-14 NSTA STEM Forum and Expo, Orlando, FL

23-27  North Carolina CTE, Greensboro, NC

25

QUICK CONTACT REFERENCE

14. Jessica Malloy is a STEM coach and the Learning Commons facilitator at Christie 

Elementary in Plano, Texas. She cofounded Gadget Girls and is a self-labeled 

makerspace ninja who pushes the educational limits.

15. Aaron Mauer is an instructional coach for Bettendorf Middle School in Iowa and has 

been in education for more than a decade. He has recently launched an engineering 

program called Young Engineers of Today and coaches three robotics teams.

16. Greg Reiva has taught science for more than 20 years at Streamwood High School in 

Streamwood, Illinois. He most recently earned his doctorate at Roosevelt University 

in Chicago, and he believes in the use of project-based models of learning to help 

students meet twenty-first-century challenges.

17. Deborah Rice is an instructional designer and trainer for school districts all around 

Texas and for e-learning for adults. She managed a $1.75 million grant for military-

connected students and students on Judson ISD campuses in San Antonio, Texas; 

currently, she is a K-12 STEM specialist at Judson ISD. 

18. Debra Rouse is the K-6 STEM specialist at the North Cedar Community School 

District in Lowden and Mechanicsville, Iowa. She is a coach for FIRST® LEGO® League 

teams and facilitates the Pitsco Missions and the Exploring Structures in Literature 

Elementary STEM Unit.

19. Michelle Smith facilitates the STEM Expeditions® lab and is the TSA advisor at Tucker 

Creek Middle School in Havelock, North Carolina. She has presented at the North 

Carolina Association for Middle Level Education Annual Conference and the NC 

Bridging the Gap STEM Conference.

20. Sheryl Sotelo has been teaching for 32 years, and more than half of those have 

been as a real-life version of Ms. Frizzle in rural Alaska. She’s worked on several citizen 

science and environmental projects including Bear in a Box, a traveling brown bear 

skeleton that can be reassembled.

21. Andrea Triner teaches fourth-grade math and science at Our Lady of Calvary School in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where she has been for 14 years. In the summer, she works 

at the National Aerospace Training and Research (NASTAR) Center, where last year she 

helped write curriculum for their STEM Camp Programs and served as lead instructor.

22. Dr. Mary Webb is a fourth-grade math teacher at North College Hill Elementary 

School in Cincinnati, Ohio, where her students are involved in various projects such as 

3-D printing and hatching chicks. She has coauthored two books and is interested in 

proving that math can be for everyone and is relevant to the lives of all students. 
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2017 TAG blends newbies and veterans (continued from page 27) 
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MODULES EXPEDITIONS
Hands-on learning

Cooperative learning

Discussion and inquiry

Questioning and conjectures

Justification of thinking

Writing for reflection and problem solving

Using a problem-solving approach

Integrating technology

Teaching as a facilitator

Utilizing assessment as part of instruction

Pitsco.com/STEMexpeditions

The New Era of Modules

Expeditions for Grades 7-9 are rooted in the engineering design 
process and incorporate all the 10 best practices for math and science.

Engineering Design Process

STEMExpeditions®

Stohlmann, Micah; Moore, Tamara J.; and Roehrig, Gillian H. (2012) “Considerations for Teaching Integrated STEM Education,” Journal of Pre-
College Engineering Education Research (J-PEER): Vol. 2: Iss. 1, Article 4.

– Chris Bailey, CTE Director at Craven 
County Schools in North Carolina

“The Pitsco Modules environment was 
valuable to our district, but now we need 
the increased rigor that comes with Pitsco 
Expeditions. Students explore STEM 
content through the engineering  
design process – solving problems  
and working in teams – which  
preps them for the future.” 
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CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

Pitsco is the STEM company!
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View back issues of The Pitsco Network at Pitsco.com/Network.

Visit Pitsco.com/ModulesUpdate to learn more.

After 25 years and lots of change in education, we are discontinuing Modules and 
launching Pitsco STEM Expeditions. 

What’s this mean for your Modules lab?

You’ve got some good options for the remainder of 2017. If you’d like to extend the 
life of your lab, you can either update your existing Modules or add titles to round out 
your classroom. Whether you do this or decide to move to Expeditions, you, your lab, 
and your students are important to us and we are here to fully support you.

We understand change takes time, and we are here to help you preserve and 
protect your Modules investment in the meantime.

Important information  
for our Modules customers!

http://www.pitsco.com/network

