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STEM East expands reach, grows network  
of business and education partners in NC

Sustainable 
and scalable



On the surface, business and education appear to be distinctly different 

entities. They are often pitted against each other in political waters where 

tax dollars can determine who sinks and who swims. 

But peel back a few layers on each group and striking similarities 

begin to appear. Strong leadership, quality materials, and a focus on the 

customer must be in place to succeed in either sector. Put representatives 

from business and education together at the meeting table with the goal 

of properly preparing the future workforce, and suddenly everyone is 

singing the same tune – in perfect harmony. Whether in North Carolina or 

Texas, the melody is a beautiful rendition of “Bring On the STEM.”

In this issue of Leaders, we explore recent developments in two hotbeds 

where STEM education could be defined as development of the local 

workforce. Officials in the eastern region of North Carolina and a small 

community south of San Antonio, TX – Somerset – aren’t concerned about 

the differences between business and education. They only care about 

similarities and common ground. Get the details in the following articles:

Eastern North Carolina
• Sustainable and scalable: North Carolina’s STEM East Network 

expands its reach (pages 3-4)

• Duke Energy awards $500,000 grant (page 5)

• Duplin County, NC, officials travel to the White House to share views 

on STEM (pages 6-8)

• Teacher Paul Casey encourages students to learn from their  

failures (page 9)

Somerset, TX
• Teaching to the career: Module labs expose students to 

opportunities (pages 10-12)

• Toyota “pulls” for a better workforce, supports local education (page 13)

• Superintendent Saul Hinojosa leads comprehensive STEM 

implementation (pages 14-15)
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GREENVILLE, NC – Modeling the growth and development 
it expects of middle level students who fill STEM Centers across 
eastern North Carolina, the STEM East Network is cultivating a 
better-trained and ready workforce across the region.

STEM East Executive Director Dr. Steve Hill has announced 
the formation of the Eastern North Carolina Employers and 
Superintendents Council composed of 10 school district 
superintendents and 11 representatives from private business and 
industry. Creation of the council represents an expansion of STEM 
East, which through its first four years has helped establish 60 STEM 
Centers in middle schools across the eastern region.

“The council’s function is twofold – one, superintendents will 
band together to make STEM East sustainable through a unified 
voice and administrative services,” Hill said. “The other side of the 
house, the private partners, will leverage programs, equipment, and 
grants and guide the work at a regional level.”

Perhaps most significantly, the 

burgeoning and more unified STEM East 

Network stands to benefit even more from 

the acquisition of funding such as the 

$500,000 Duke Energy grant awarded in 

mid-May 2015. The money will be used to 

implement STEM programs in six counties 

and expand efforts in five others.

“Duke is a primary energy supplier, and they were interested 

in our work,” Hill said. “They came down and toured a few of our 

school sites, and they liked what we were doing at the regional level. 

They could see a long-term engagement as far as what’s happening 

at the school level, so they decided that’s where they want to put 

their money.” (See related article for further information about the 

Duke Energy grant.)

North Carolina’s STEM East Network expands its reach with new council

Sustainable and scalable

Steve Hill, STEM East 
Executive Director 
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Duke Energy Foundation and other philanthropic 

entities have recognized STEM East’s work to bring 

education and business/industry to the same table 

with a goal of introducing students to STEM careers 

at the middle level so they will have a better idea of 

which career path to pursue in high school. Eventually, 

more than 90 percent of all middle school students in 

the eastern region will have exposure to STEM before 

entering high school. This improves the chances they 

will acquire the skills desired by newer or retooled 

businesses and industries across the state. 

“Today, you can graduate with a college degree and 

not be guaranteed anything because it might be the 

wrong degree or the wrong skills,” Hill said. “We can no 

longer afford to let our kids randomly graduate without 

guidance. We have to help them and direct them into 

the right fields, into the right careers, and into the right 

education pathways. And it starts at middle school.”

In many school districts where STEM Centers 

have been established, local business and industry 

representatives – through STEM East’s facilitation – have 

worked with school officials to select Pitsco Education 

Module lab curriculum. Among the Module topics 

students experience in a hands-on, real-world manner 

are Alternative Energy, CADD, CNC Manufacturing, 3-D 

Printing, Robotics, Applied Physics, and Flight Technology.

When Hill and others with STEM East applied for the 

Duke Energy grant, they pointed out that the Module 

labs impart a cross section of skills and concepts 

employers seek when assembling their workforce. For 

example, the CNC Manufacturing Module involves 

reading for information, applied mathematics, and 

the ability to locate information. All of these skills are 

necessary for machine operators, maintenance leaders, 

and manufacturing machine technicians. 

In the end, a primary goal is to begin preparing 

students for careers that might not even exist today and 

that certainly are a far cry from the jobs their parents 

and grandparents held.

“Parents in rural eastern North Carolina don’t have the 

background or the knowledge to talk with their children 

about modern advanced manufacturing, modern 

aerospace, modern health care,” Hill said. “When they 

were working, it might have been in a dirty factory. 

Today, they’re fully automated, fully air conditioned, 

clean environments with robotics. Our network is 

helping by supplying children with the information they 

need to make the right career choices.” 

Duplin County, NC, middle school students experience STEM activities every school 
day. Sixty Pitsco Module labs have been implemented across the STEM East region 
since the STEM East Network was formed.
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Even the best-laid plans are not enough to bring about change 
in education. The necessity of funding is the deciding factor, and 
officials with the Duke Energy Foundation have chosen to support the 
plans of the STEM East Network through a $500,000 grant.

Mike Hughes, Duke Energy vice president of community relations, 
announced the grant in May during an event put on by the NCEast 
Alliance, a partner and supporter of the STEM East Network that covers 
a 26-county region in North Carolina.

“Now more than ever before, we need to ensure our students are 
equipped with knowledge and background in science, technology, 
engineering, and math,” Hughes said in a news release. “STEM East 
is providing real-world learning to more students throughout the 
region. Duke Energy is grateful for the work STEM East is doing 
to address the current regional skills gaps, expand economic 
opportunities, and improve workforce development.”

During its first four years of existence, STEM East has established 
more than 60 STEM Centers in middle schools across the region. The 
grant will be used to set up Pitsco Education STEM labs and other 
curriculum in six counties – Carteret, Craven, Greene, Lenoir, Onslow, 
and Wilson – and expand into high schools in five other counties – 
Beaufort, Duplin, Jones, Pitt, and Wayne.

STEM East develops networks among industries, organizations, 

and education institutions to improve student-learning pathways 

that eventually lead to employment. In reference to the STEM 

Centers planned for implementation, the grant application noted 

that the middle school level “is the pivotal point for enhancing 

student perceptions toward education prior to entering high school 

and developing permanent transcripts. Many studies indicate ninth 

grade as the spike year for student disengagement and dropouts. 

This project will provide real-world relevancy and engaging STEM 

classroom experiences for students prior to entering ninth grade that 

will influence their selection of STEM courses and career pathways.”

A growing STEM East Network appealed to Duke Energy, in part, 

because it brings employers, educators, and economic development 

partners together to contribute to curriculum development that fosters 

specific skills needed by employers in the eastern region. A statement in 

the grant application summed up the efforts: “The overall intention of this 

project is to create an articulated pipeline for students to flow from middle 

school to high school to post-secondary education and arrive in the local 

workforce as professionals ready to meet the skill needed.” 

Duke Energy awards 
to STEM East Network

$500,000
Duke Energy presented a $500,000 grant to STEM East during the 2015 State of the Region event hosted by the NCEast Alliance. Front row from left; 
Norwayne Middle School students Hallie Rouse, Lauren Cline, and Emily Thorne; Back row: Tanya Evans, Duke Energy; John D. Chaffee, NCEast Alliance; 
Steve Hill, STEM East; Mike Hughes, Duke Energy vice president of community relations; Millie Chalk, Duke Energy; and Jennifer Pittman, Duke Energy.
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Duplin County (NC) STEM Coordinator Nicole Murray, 
left, and Superintendent Austin Obasohan were 
invited to the White House National Week of Making 
summit in June 2015 to discuss their school district's 
efforts with STEM.
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DUPLIN COUNTY, NC – Kids hear it all the time. “Dream big.” 
“Pursue your dreams.” But how and where are they supposed to do 
it? That’s the missing link – guidance and opportunity.

Superintendent Austin Obasohan is determined to create that link 

in Duplin County (NC) Schools by going beyond dreams and showing 
students what their future reality can be if they join the STEM and 

maker movement. He and two staff members went all the way to the 
White House to share their innovative ideas with a select group of 
STEM advocates as part of National Week of Making in June 2015.

“It is the students’ assignment to dream big dreams, and it’s 
our assignment as educators to make sure they have realized their 
dreams regardless of what those dreams are, and STEM is one way 
that allows that to happen,” Obasohan says. 

STEM efforts in Duplin County started in earnest two years 

ago with the addition of Pitsco Education labs in middle schools. 
Expansion into elementary schools will begin this fall. District STEM 
Coordinator Nicole Murray says the Pitsco labs and recent STEM 

Professional Development for elementary teachers go a long way in 
making the district a leader on the STEM and maker front.

“Everything fell into place with the STEM PD. I’ve been 
astounded by the creativity and the innovative ideas that our 

teachers have come up with in doing the design challenges that 
they’ve been given by the Pitsco facilitators,” Murray said. “The fact 
that the creativity lies within the teachers tells me that they have  
the capacity to bring the students to the same level by giving them 
the opportunities.”

As for the hands-on, collaborative curriculum students explore 
in the Pitsco labs, “What the students are doing as they go through 
those Modules, they are creating some things,” she said. “In Video 

Production, they’re making and creating with technology. The CNC 

Manufacturing Module where they’re using the CNC equipment to 
model something using the computer, that’s a creation. The Modules 

where they create cars and do robotics, it’s the same thing.”
Obasohan views the school district as ripe for the STEM shift as 

a natural and vital part of the school system’s ongoing dedication to 
district-wide early college. The rural community is rich in agriculture, 
and business and industry partners and eager to collaborate and 

latch onto ideas that will lead to new jobs. “We want to align our 
students’ interest with job availability,” he says. “Because we are 
an agricultural community, hands-on teaching and learning gives 
students the opportunity to create their own futures, to use their 

talents to create their own projects.”

Duplin County, NC, a national 
leader in STEM/maker movement
Superintendent Obasohan visits White House to share views, learn from peers
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The STEM labs deliver a sampling of various careers and enable 

students to make sense of the work they do in core classes such as 

math, science, and English language arts. 

“We give them opportunities to use their hands and create and 

think a little bit until they reach proficiency because everything 

is not about test scores anymore, how proficient a child is in the 

classroom. We have children who are Level 4, Level 5 dropping out 

of school. So we really need to build that connection. We need to 

show that relevance.”

A 30-year veteran of the public education system, Obasohan says he’s 

never been in a classroom where students feel as much a part of the work 

as they do in a Pitsco lab. “One student said, ‘Thank you so much. This lab 

saved my life.’ She said she would have dropped out. . . . When she had 

the chance to explore different Modules, she had renewed hope in her 

future. That’s what STEM does.”

Only through key partnerships can STEM be fully implemented 

in a school district. Duplin County’s partners include James Sprunt 

Community College, North Carolina New Schools, STEM East, Golden 

LEAF Foundation, Governor McCrory’s Office, and numerous local 

business and industry leaders. Obasohan says these partnerships are 

critical to aligning educational practices with global workforce needs.

As for the invitation to the White House, Obasohan and Murray 

said it came as a sudden surprise shortly after the school year 

ended, but they were honored and eager to share the story of how 

their STEM movement has been a community effort rooted in the 

goal of creating a climate for student and business success.

“Our community has come together, joined hands,” Obasohan 

said. “James Sprunt Community College and businesses have joined 

hands together with our staff to say, ‘Listen, we know what we 

need. We know we want you to help us with employability skills.’ 

. . . So now teachers are working better as a team. . . . It’s just an 

example of where the future is going, and we want to be ready for 

the future. We’re not afraid of taking that risk.” 

A broad spectrum of education officials from across the US attended the 
National Week of Making summit at the White House in June 2015, including 
Duplin County (NC) Schools Superintendent Austin Obasohan, right, who 
discussed strategies for implementing STEM across all grade levels.

“One student said, ‘Thank you so much. 
This lab saved my life.’ She said she 

would have dropped out. . . . When she 
had the chance to explore different 

Modules, she had renewed hope in her 
future. That’s what STEM does.”
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Success will soon follow in a hands-on lab, 
even at the national level

FREMONT, NC – Paul Casey is doing something right by allowing 

his students to do something wrong. Admittedly, Casey does not 

subscribe to a particular teaching philosophy, but he does believe in the 

trial-and-error process inherent in hands-on learning.

“I guess the one thing that I stick to is letting students fail and then 

help them discover success,” says Casey, the Pitsco STEM Center facilitator 

and Technology Student Association (TSA) advisor at Norwayne Middle 

School in Fremont, NC. “I like to remind them that engineers fail all the 

time, and it is what paves the path to a successful product or idea.”

Whether they succeed or fail in their early attempts, Casey’s students 

eventually end up being successful, as evidenced by 21 of the approximately 

90 members of his TSA club qualifying to compete at the state conference last 

March and eight of them capturing first place, some in multiple events. From 

there, six team members went on to finish in the top 10 at TSA nationals, and 

two of them are in the process of seeking a patent for their “Inventions and 

Innovations” creation, the Plaque Attacker toothbrush. Not surprisingly, Casey 

was named North Carolina TSA Middle School Advisor of the Year for 2014.

If the teacher is the difference maker in the classroom, then Casey 

is a model for his peers to emulate. “I love hands-on learning. These 

students never forget what they do in my class.”

The Pitsco Modules play an integral role in his students’ TSA 

competition success. “Most of my TSA members have already worked in 

the Modules before they participate on TSA projects,” Casey explained. 

“Others may already be working on projects by the 

time they get to my class, so I can assign them to 

Modules that relate to what they are working on.”

For example, Casey assigned the students 

who invented the Plaque Attacker, Hallie Rouse 

and Emily Thorne, to the Plastics & Polymers 

Module so they could further their knowledge of those materials 

and how they are formed. Likewise, the CADD Module has benefited 

students on the TSA Structural Engineering and Construction Challenge 

teams. Other Modules – Energy, Power & Mechanics; Electricity; Robotics; 

Video Production; and Alternative Energy – have been the perfect entry 

points for students getting started in various other TSA activities.

But even if students don’t opt to join Casey’s TSA club, they still 

achieve a new level of understanding about the real world during their 

time in the Pitsco STEM Center.

“The best thing about the Modules is how they affect the average 

student who is not necessarily involved in TSA,” Casey said. “Many of my 

students have no idea that they have what it takes to be an engineer, 

electrician, or CNC milling operator. They come into my class only 

concerned with the school lunch menu or what sporting event is going 

on today. These same students are the ones who end up saying things 

like, ‘I had no idea that I could understand programming the robotic 

arm to do all this. I’m pretty good at it, too.’ 

“Teaching every day is not always fun or easy, but hearing a student say 

something like that reminds me why I got into this in the first place.” 

Resist the urge – 
let your students fail!

Paul Casey, Facilitator

Earning first place at the 
Eastern NC Entrepreneurship 
Summit in mid-November 
were, from left, Lauren Cline, 
Hallie Rouse, and Emily Thorne. 
Below is their invention, the 
Plaque Attacker.
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SOMERSET, TX – The heads of Rackspace, University Hospital-San 
Antonio, and Toyota Motor Manufacturing Texas might not recognize 
the name Angela Dominguez, but they do owe her a big “Thank you!”

The principal at Somerset High School south of San Antonio, 
Dominguez is doing everything in her power to make these and other 
regional businesses and industries more successful by providing a pool 
of competent, well-trained prospective employees.

How is she doing it, you wonder? Following the lead of her 
superintendent, Saul Hinojosa, she takes STEM seriously. A former math 
and science coordinator for the district, Dominguez is making the most of 
her position at the high school’s helm to vertically align STEM curriculum 
in order to educate students for employment or further study in high-tech, 
high-demand fields. Pitsco Education curriculum labs and hands-on kits are 
key pieces in the overall STEM picture in Somerset.

 Freshmen may enroll in either or both Pitsco Module labs – STEM/
Robotics and Biotechnology – as introductory career courses, and all 
students might encounter project-based learning experiences in their 
traditional core math and science classes where Pitsco kits are being 
used in project-based learning activities.

“We have to go in this direction because that’s the job market for our 

students,” Dominguez said with an unmistakable air of conviction. “They’re 

going to have jobs that change multiple times, and the majority of those 

will have some deep connection to math, science, and technology.”

Specifically, Dominguez says, Toyota, which is located up the 

highway in south San Antonio, faces a shortage of engineers and skilled 

technicians (see related article). Rackspace, a cloud storage provider, is so 

desperate for programmers, technology troubleshooters, and audio/visual 

specialists that it buses people in from Austin each day to fill the gap. 

As for healthcare, there’s such a shortage of qualified professionals in all 

areas that the second Pitsco lab was given a specific biotechnology focus.

The needs of local businesses are being matched up with 

students’ interests. “If they’re interested in robotics, we have a robotics 

and engineering strand,” Dominguez said. “If they’re interested in 

mathematics, they can take up to six or seven different math courses. 

If they’re interested in health science, we have the biotech lab as their 

entry course. The state looks at health science as a public service area. I 

look at it as a STEM area.”

Teaching to the career
Somerset (TX) High School Module labs expose freshmen to various careers

Students in Beatrice Villarreal's 
Algebra 2 classroom at 
Somerset (TX) High School 
build and operate a T-Bot II to 
learn more about hydraulic 
power and mechanics.

10    Leaders In Education



Just as Dominguez effectively addresses the needs of local business 

and industry, she is equally adept at getting the right teachers to head the 

STEM programs. She and CTE Coordinator Rosa Garses put technology- 

and career-savvy facilitators in the Pitsco labs. Sierra Alcoser, a Somerset 

High School graduate, earned a bachelor’s degree in biology and forwent 

pursuit of a medical degree to work with students and share her passion 

for the sciences. Likewise, STEM lab facilitator Jonathan Boykin migrated 

to the teaching field after working in the business world for several years.

Near the end of the 2014-15 school year, Alcoser leveraged the 

knowledge students had gained at the biotech Modules by taking a group 

of 20 freshmen on a field trip to University Hospital-San Antonio to see up 

close how nurses, doctors, surgeons, and others perform their duties. 

“I received so many compliments from the people showing us the 

hospital,” Alcoser said. “They were amazed that our freshmen behaved on 

such an outstanding level and asked questions and made those connections.”

Destiny, a student on the field trip, said the visit solidified her interest 

in the healthcare field. “Throughout the rest of high school, I just want to 

study this topic, learn more and more about it. They were talking about 

the respiratory system with the babies and stuff. I took different Modules 

here like Body Systems where I learned about the respiratory system.”

Boykins says his STEM course is a perfect introduction for students 

curious about engineering and robotics in particular. “When you’re 

a kid, and you think you want to be an engineer because you think 

it’s X when it’s really Y, and then you get to college in an engineering 

program and it’s hard. . . .” he said. “If you decide a year into it that’s 

not what you want to do, you’ve lost a couple semesters of college. It’s 

better to figure that out now.”

As for hands-on Pitsco kits in core math and science classrooms, 

Algebra 2 teacher Beatrice Villarreal says they help students better 

understand previously perplexing concepts. For example, Villarreal had 

students spend several days building and operating the T-Bot® II, a 

hands-on robotics project that illustrates hydraulic power and mechanics.

“Because we’re getting ready to do higher-level polynomials, which 

is factoring and cubes, and since T-Bot shows volume and pressure, I 

thought it would be a good tie-in,” Villarreal said. “And then there’s the 

Cartesian coordinate system.”

Dominguez says the Pitsco labs and materials have been great for 

helping freshmen discern the career tracks they want to pursue the 

remaining years in high school and beyond. “Number one, it’s super 

engaging. It hooks the kids from the onset,” she said. “The second reason 

is the career exploration in each one of the Modules and the value in that 

in terms of helping students at that age make good decisions.” 

“If they’re interested in robotics, we have a robotics and engineering 
strand,” . . . If they’re interested in health science, we have the  

biotech lab as their entry course. The state looks at health science as  
a public service area. I look at it as a STEM area.” 

Robotics were the focus of Somerset (TX) ISD's STEM Extravaganza in May 2015, left. High school students get their hands on a Straw Rocket Launcher in the STEM 
lab, middle, and a body systems model in the Biotechnology lab, right.
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Somerset (TX) ISD students built and demonstrated 
their robots, including those built with Pitsco’s 
TETRIX® Building System, during the district’s STEM 
Extravaganza in May 2015.
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SOMERSET, TX – Somerset ISD was looking to expand the reach 

of its district-wide STEM push, and Toyota Motor Manufacturing 

Texas (TMMTX) was seeking to support local school districts from 

which its future workforce would emerge.

The perfect match.

Saul Hinojosa, Somerset Superintendent, and Mario Lozoya, TMMTX 

Director of Government Relations and External Affairs, were two men of 

one mind – improve STEM education in the south San Antonio region.

As it turns out, Lozoya is to education what skilled technicians 

are to an assembly line and industrial robots. He is a repairman on 

a mission, but instead of troubleshooting faulty sensors, stripped 

gears, and blown fuses, Lozoya aims to fix an education system 

disconnected from the needs of business and industry.

“In my opinion, for too long the education system has been in push 

mode where they’re producing students the industry doesn’t need, 

so we have to retrain them, which is costly,” said Lozoya. “We in the 

industry feel that in order for education to get connected, they need 

to start considering the pull system versus the push system.”

Lozoya likens the situation to a doughnut shop where a push 

system is in play – customers choose from what has been made and 

put on display in the glass case. On the pull side is a burger joint 

where customers ask for exactly what they want – hold the pickles 

and add extra mustard – and they get it, just in time. 

If school districts in Toyota’s backyard subscribed to the pull 

system, Lozoya would not have to work overtime at the state capitol 

in Austin to change career and technical education. Toyota and other 

major employers have been facing a shortage of skilled technicians, 

the folks who fix the robots, conveyor belts, electrical panels, and 

fluid power systems integral to turning out a brand-new Toyota 

Tundra pickup truck every 61 seconds.

“The south side of San Antonio is working on a workforce pipeline 

for high-tech jobs,” Lozoya said. “We call our maintenance skilled 

technicians generalists because they have multiple skills. There’s 

a shortage of people with those skill sets. As of today, we have 20 

openings (out of 256 such positions) that we can’t fill.”

Toyota Texas is proactively addressing the 
issue that has been around since the plant 
opened 10 years ago. In addition to lobbying 
the governor and state legislature to pass House 
Bill 5, which effectively gives superintendents 
discretion to work with local business and 
industry to determine which skills students 
need to go straight into the workforce, Toyota 
Texas also supports several local school districts 
through the donation of vehicles, grant money, and other resources.

Somerset ISD, which is located in a small, mostly rural area south 
of San Antonio, recently received a $40,000 Toyota grant to purchase 
a second Pitsco Education Missions lab for its intermediate school. 
Targeting students early – in the fifth and sixth grades – is necessary, 
according to Lozoya. 

“When you start talking to a high school senior or junior, you can’t 
redirect them. They’re already on a certain credit path. You already 
missed them,” he said. “So we need to start down in the middle 
school layer and sometimes even further down.”

The Pitsco Missions labs, just like the Module labs and hands-on 
STEM kits and materials used at the middle and high school levels in 
Somerset, introduce students to topics such as robotics, circuits, and 
energy via hands-on experiences in a team-based environment.

Lozoya joined Hinojosa on a visit to the Pitsco STEM and biotech 
labs at Somerset High School before Toyota made the donation for 
the Missions lab. “There are different STEM activities from biotech to 
robotics to aerodynamics,” Lozoya said. “I briefly went through all of 
them. To see the kids’ level of engagement was very good.”

That engagement generates stronger interest and higher 
enrollment in STEM-related courses the following year, a trend that 
should eventually translate into a better-trained workforce not only for 
Toyota but also for other businesses and industries in San Antonio.

“It’s not just about continuous improvement of our company, 
it’s continuous improvement of the communities in which we live,” 
Lozoya said of the “Toyota way.” “We want all companies together to 
work for a comprehensive workforce pipeline for all to share.” 

High need, high demand, high tech
Toyota “pulls” for a better workforce, supports Somerset ISD’s STEM initiative

Mario Lozoya, Director of 
Government Relations and 
External Affairs, TMMTX 
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Saul Hinojosa
Superintendent • Somerset (TX) ISD

Introduction: The parents of Saul Hinojosa, superintendent of 
Somerset (TX) ISD, were educators who encouraged him not to 
go into the field because he could provide better for his family in 
a different occupation. However, “I saw the impact educators had 
on the community and students, which was extremely powerful. 
I knew that’s what I wanted to do,” he said. Hinojosa 
has served as the Somerset ISD superintendent 
for the past six years and has spent 22 years 
in education, all but two in the San Antonio, 
Texas, area. Somerset has implemented a 
variety of Pitsco Education STEM solutions 
during the past year, including Module labs at 
the junior high and high school levels, Science 
Missions at the intermediate level, K-8 
robotics, Getting Started Packs, and 
STEM professional development.

QA&
Somerset (TX) ISD superintendent fills students’ hands with STEM curriculum

Q: Why is STEM education good for all students?
A:  The great thing about STEM is that it touches all learners. In today’s society, 

we hear about the 21st-century learner. Technology is a big component 
of student learning. Students multitask. K-8 robotics and integrated STEM 
kits offer a differentiated method of learning. So, for students who are in 
special education programs or ELL students, kids who come in all shapes 
and sizes, STEM is able to assist them to learn in a manner contemporary 
by today’s standards as opposed to the traditional “sit in your desk, we’re 
going to sit in rows, and here is the teacher.”

Q: How does STEM build a student’s confidence?
A:  When students enter a STEM classroom, there’s no right or wrong 

answer. They are able to get to explore, they touch, and they’re able to 
build things. Because of that, the teacher assumes the role of facilitator. 
Students build confidence because there’s no one telling them, “You 
didn’t do that correctly” or “You’re wrong.” They’re able to modify 
their learning through an inquiry-and-discovery approach, and if 
initially they did not get the desired result, they’re able to find out why 
through a systematic trial-and-error approach.

Q: Why did Somerset decide to implement STEM?
A:  Our board of trustees and district staff implemented district goals that 

were going to challenge our students by exposing them to 21st-
century learning methodologies. As a result, we began to investigate 
curricula that would be scientifically proven to captivate students 
and help improve their academic achievement. This process involved 
having members of our staff, board, and community visit neighboring 
campuses to identify possible options to consider for our students. After 
deliberating, it was obvious that Pitsco STEM labs met our standard of 
an engaging curriculum exposing our students to various career fields 
illustrated in our mission to ensure Somerset ISD provides exemplary 
preparation for higher education and life.

Q: How did students respond to the STEM labs in their first semester?

A:  Students were engaged, students were learning, and they wanted to be 

there. As a result, now there is a waiting line of students wanting to get 

into our STEM classes at the high school because students are telling 

their peers how fun it is and how interactive learning can be. . . . We have 

to teach in ways that pique their interest. They love video games, they 

love technology, and they love hands-on learning. That’s what’s fun for 

students. We as administrators and teachers need to find ways that are 

going to captivate our students to have them produce quality work that 

prepares them for college or the workforce.

Q: How have you funded the STEM initiative?

A:  We have a school board that’s really passionate about serving our 

students. School board members are volunteers who are elected by 

their constituents. The board wants to make sure our students have the 

resources they need in order to be successful. They’re really passionate 

about that. When I came forward and informed them what we were 

trying to do to purchase STEM labs, they automatically were on board 

because they knew that it would have a positive impact on our students’ 

performance and expose them to a variety of career fields. 

Q: Has STEM impacted students’ academic performance?

A:  This is only the second time that we’ve been evaluated under 

this new STAAR accountability system. The first time, we weren’t 

as successful as we wanted to be, so we began the process of 

brainstorming ideas on what we could do to improve student 

performance. We concluded STEM directly benefits our students 

and helps us move toward our goal. When we received our results 

this year, there was euphoria across the district due to the rise 

in test scores. All of our campuses met academic standards, and 

improvements were seen on all campuses. 

We have to pique 
student interest
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Q: Do you plan to expand the STEM initiative?
A:  As we provide funding for each of our campuses, our desire is to 

expand our labs because we know the value of adding labs. Our 
goal is to purchase more Modules in the future, as we want to 
continue to expose our students to additional career fields with a 
hands-on approach to successful learning.

Q: Tell me about your son’s experience with robotics this summer.
A:  He came to the GT (gifted and talented) camp at Somerset, and 

every day he woke up really excited because he loves working with 
LEGOs and robots. There was excitement knowing about the next 
project and the problem-solving challenges he had to conquer. It 
was a joy riding home, with him informing me about the project 
and the techniques his team utilized to solve the task given to him.

Q: How important is skills development via hands-on curriculum?
A:  It’s that problem-solving approach that STEM brings to students. 

If you think about how video games are structured, it’s all about 
problem solving. How are they going to win? How are they going 
to beat the game? There’s a correlation there. 

Q: Why is professional development so high on your priority list?
A:  We focus on supporting our good teachers in becoming great 

teachers. Every week, we’re providing ongoing job-embedded 
professional development in order to help them become masters 
in their delivery of instruction. Our administrative team regularly 
disaggregates data, focusing on strategies that motivate students 
and how to get students to improve their performance. If we can 
have teachers master these important attributes of teaching, it’s 
going to help our district improve academic achievement. 

Q:  How does STEM prepare students for their postsecondary 
experience?

A:  When we talk about college, we’re not only talking about the UTs 
(University of Texas) and the A&Ms (Texas A&M). We’re also talking 

about technical colleges because there are many jobs in the 

industry, like Toyota, that are high paying but are encountering a 

shortage of employees due to the lack of skills needed to perform 

the jobs. . . . We need to be sure, as a community, that we take 

advantage of the jobs available instead of having them outsourced 

to surrounding cities. 

Q:  Tell me about the role that the University of Texas– 

San Antonio has played.

A:  Our partnership with UTSA has been paramount. For example, in 

science, UTSA brought a group of students who were studying to 

be engineers to our high school; they spent the entire day working 

with our students and the classroom teacher. During the lab, they 

were able to conduct experiments, providing all the tools needed 

to have them learn concepts with hands-on strategies. UTSA has 

been a tremendous partner of Somerset ISD, providing human 

capital, materials, and scholarships to help our diverse group of 

learners improve their academic performance and also mentor 

them about the possibility of pursuing a postsecondary education.

Q:  Has the local business and industry community responded 

to your STEM push?

A:  We know that Toyota is a big proponent. There is a big push in 

STEM education initiatives with funding and resources to help our 

students. In the last few years, Toyota has donated three vehicles 

to our school district in order to assist our automotive students. 

In addition, they have hired many of our students who have been 

through our Career and Technology Education program. If we can 

align some of these STEM courses to mimic jobs Toyota is unable 

to fill, it will provide a huge advantage for our students because 

they will possess the skills necessary for the positions available. 
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Pitsco Education’s comprehensive professional development includes classroom 
resources, STEM content, and instructional methods designed exclusively to 

provide the most positive and productive learning experience possible.

professional development for Grades K-10
Providing meaningful STEM

T

M

STEM Professional Development

E

S

What does our professional  
development look like?

• Seminars can span either a half or full day.

• Teachers are grouped by grade ranges and/or subjects taught.

• Seminar sessions are specific to grade ranges.

• Seminar sessions are 60-90 minutes in length.

• Seminar sessions are interactive and include hands-on activities.

• Simultaneous tracks are available to increase capacity.

As a teacher, what do  
I take away from the seminar?

• A better understanding of STEM

• A personalized definition of STEM

• Methods for making relevant STEM connections  

to classroom activities

• Group discussion with other teachers

• Practical applications that transfer directly to the classroom

• Product that is ready to use with students

Contact a Pitsco Education consultant 
for more information: 800-828-5787. 


