
edu
LEADERS

profiles  in  educat ion

edu

LeadersE
D

U

PROFILES IN EDUCATION

LeadersE
D

U
PROFILES IN EDUCATION

Leaders
IN EDUCATION

Leaders
CHANGING EDUCATION

Engineering
Success in 
Greenville
South Carolina’s State Superintendent 
of the Year turns teamwork and 
relationships into student success.

Dr. Phinnize Fisher
Superintendent of Schools  
Greenville County School District, Greenville, S.C.

Cover photo by Goodman Photography

Rigor. Relevance. Real World.
Making algebra meaningful and 
relevant to boost performance.

Pages 10-11

Different teaching style required.
Algebra program enables teachers 
to step outside the box. 

Pages 14-15

A math teacher at heart.
Assistant principal enjoys seeing 
algebra students so engaged.

Pages 12-13

Solving Algebra in Greenville



2    Leaders In Education



This is hwo many stuednts look at albegra. It mihgt as well be wrttien in Greek. 
For soem, albegra is the fisrt cuosre in scoohl wehre tehy enconuter abtsratc 
cnopcets, and most of tehm stugrgle to see hwo ablerga reltaes to the rael wolrd.

It’s interesting that we can look at a series of letters scrambled 

together and still comprehend their meaning.  It’s intuitive for us. 

We’ve been conditioned to understand. We speak the language.

But when it comes to understanding algebra, an alarming 

number of students simply can’t make the connection. The 

abstract nature of algebra seems to elude even the best and 

brightest students who, upon leaving primary school with a string 

of good grades in mathematics, encounter this new and strange 

language called algebra.

I struggled in algebra. I loathed algebra. I never believed it 

was necessary because I could not see how it applied to me or 

when I would ever have occasion to use it beyond the walls of the 

classroom. It was simply something I had to get through. Years 

later, I would see my own daughter struggle with algebra, with 

too many homework sessions ending in tears of desperation.

One could make the case that traditional methods  

of teaching algebra are not solving the problem for a significant 

percentage of students. And today, more than ever before, 

administrators are willing to explore alternative solutions in order 

to raise student-achievement levels in The Gateway Course.

Such is the case in Greenville, South Carolina, where students at 

Carolina High School & Academy have been given an opportunity 

to learn algebra in a nontraditional way – a way that lets students 

see algebra, hear algebra, and speak algebra. A unique combination 

of hands-on activities, cooperative learning environment, and a 

student-centered instructional model provides these students with 

an answer to the question, “Why do I need to know algebra?”

In this issue of Leaders, you will meet a principal, a vice principal, 

and a teacher who think they’ve found a better way to teach the 

language of algebra.  

Hear no, See no, 
Speak no Algebra

By Bryan Sheeley
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The dedication of the 
community-based A.J. 
Whittenberg Elementary 
School of Engineering is 
a testament to Dr. Fisher's 
leadership style based  
upon inclusion and 
relationship building.
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Visionary. Progressive. Passionate. Three words required 
in any definition of Dr. Phinnize Fisher, superintendent of schools 
for the Greenville County School District in South Carolina. It is 
the largest school district in the state, with nearly 70,000 students, 
and during Dr. Fisher’s six years at the helm, it has become arguably 
one of the most progressive school districts in the country. And 
if you look only at the most recent results and accolades bestowed 
upon Greenville County Schools (GCS) and its students, you’d be 
missing the big picture about how successful this native Virginian 
has been since embarking on a career focused on connecting 
children to the purpose of learning.

Engineering Success 
in Greenville
State Superintendent of the Year says teamwork 
and relationships are keys to improving education
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By Bryan Sheeley

Leaders In Education    5



“I believe the Whittenberg 
facility is uniquely  

poised to have a  
tremendous effect on its 

surrounding neighborhood 
and on the broader 

Greenville community.” 
– Dr. Phinnize Fisher
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“When I came to Greenville County Schools, it was clear to 

me that this district needed to change its culture into one that 

emphasized teamwork and the important role of all GCS personnel 

in the learning process. The district also needed clear, overriding 

goals that could remain consistent despite changes in programs 

and personnel,” Dr. Fisher said. “In order to build a sense of team, 

I poured much of my energy into morale building, particularly 

among classified personnel. I communicated to everyone the 

importance of every district position and how every job impacts 

learning. As a result, I truly believe that today every Greenville 

County Schools employee recognizes the important role he or 

she plays in student achievement.”

Perhaps Dr. Fisher's most impressive achievement is marked 

by the recent dedication of a community-based school, A.J. 

Whittenberg Elementary School of Engineering. The new facility 

represents an education model built around the idea of using 

school buildings as a centerpiece of a community and is the 

culmination of years of planning. A.J. Whittenberg is a testament 

to Dr. Fisher's leadership style based upon inclusion and 

relationship building, and nowhere is that more apparent than 

the partnerships she has established among Greenville County 

Schools, the Salvation Army, and Pitsco Education.

“The concept of community schools is really built around the 

idea of relationships and the important role a school and its 

facility can play in strengthening and supporting a neighborhood 

or community,” Dr. Fisher said. “As a result, it is only natural that 

the planning stages of A.J. Whittenberg required a number of 

successful relationships to be built and sustained.”

Other relationships were forged with the corporate community, 

the downtown citizenry, and local philanthropies and foundations. 

Dr. Fisher is quick to point out that every stakeholder involved in 

the A.J. Whittenberg project shared a common underlying goal: 

to educate children while also meeting the social, emotional, and 

economic needs of families. To that end, the Salvation Army's Kroc 

Center is a natural partner because it is committed to providing 

programs, services, and training to families. It is a relationship Dr. 

Fisher believes will have a positive impact on resolving root issues 

and concerns that stand in the way of learning.

“I believe the Whittenberg facility is uniquely poised to have a 

tremendous effect on its surrounding neighborhood and on the 

broader Greenville community. Its health and nutrition program 

is designed to combat childhood obesity and Type II diabetes. It 

is also designed to carry these lessons over into the homes and 

greater community,” Dr. Fisher said. “The Kroc Center will help 

meet the emotional, social, and environmental needs of the 

children. By supporting families and helping parents learn skills 

ranging from healthy cooking to résumé writing, the Kroc Center 

will be stabilizing the home environment of these children so that 

they can better concentrate on learning.” 

Pitsco Education began its relationship with the Greenville 

County School District after Dr. Fisher visited the Tiger Woods 

Learning Center (TWLC) in California in 2006. Pitsco Education 

and its partner, LEGO® Education, provide the TWLC with hands-

on, project-based STEM curriculum solutions in science and 

robotics, and it was an opportunity for Dr. Fisher to see firsthand 

how these curriculum solutions were having a positive impact on 

student learning. Since then, Pitsco Education has assisted in the 

development and implementation of programs in Greenville for 

dropout prevention, algebra intervention, robotics, and hands-on 

science labs for elementary and middle-level students.

“I walked into (the TWLC) and discovered children in those difficult 

middle ages – from about fourth grade through eighth or ninth – 

who were fully engaged and immersed in project-based learning. 

Their enthusiasm for and level of connection to learning was exactly 

what educators always strive to achieve,” Dr. Fisher said.

Pitsco Education has successfully supported Greenville 

education efforts to prepare students for lifelong learning. But 

it has been Dr. Fisher's vision that has provided a variety of 

educational opportunities for Greenville students. From magnet 

academies to charter schools to alternative programs, Dr. Fisher 

has not waivered in providing learning experiences designed to 

offer students focused educational and career themes where they 

can explore and develop special skills, gifts, and interests. Pitsco 

Education's involvement in the curriculum development for A.J. 

Whittenberg is a testament to Dr. Fisher's ongoing commitment 

to raising student achievement. Through collaboration and 

teamwork, the success of the A.J. Whittenberg project has become 

the latest reflection of her leadership ability and her approach to 

educating students that has garnered her numerous awards and 

recognition, most recently the 2010 Superintendent of the Year for 

the state of South Carolina.

Dr. Fisher notes, “I think Greenville County Schools and Pitsco 

Education have developed a relationship that is built on a shared 

passion for making a difference in the lives of children and our 

interest in delivering challenging yet relevant content.”

“The concept of community schools is really built around the idea of 
relationships and the important role a school and its facility can play 

in strengthening and supporting a neighborhood or community.”
 – Dr. Phinnize Fisher
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Greenville, S.C. – Students at A.J. Whittenberg Elementary School 

of Engineering might not realize how fortunate they are, but 

school administrators, teachers, and volunteer helpers know 

exactly how these youngsters will benefit from their unique 

educational experience.

A.J. Whittenberg opened in August 2010 to approximately 300 

children in four-year-old kindergarten through second grade. 

One grade will be added each of the next three years until 600 

students (pre-K through fifth grade) fill the well-equipped school. 

A hands-on engineering and STEM focus will give students a 

technological and critical-thinking advantage when they move 

on to middle school.

Curriculum Director Tom Roe painstakingly composed a 

comprehensive engineering-based academic plan that utilizes 

LEGO® Education sets and materials and hands-on Pitsco 

Education science units.

“We need to start reaching the children early,” Roe said. “We 

aim to give the children tools and experiences in as many areas of 

engineering as possible so that they will get a taste of all the areas 

and kind of formulate it as something they might be interested in 

doing as they further their education.”

When four-year-old kindergarteners come together in small 

groups and explore LEGO DUPLO® Story Starter sets, all they know 

is they’re having fun imagining, exploring, and building. But their 

teachers and the volunteer engineers who help with the activity 

see clearly the academic benefits of the exercise.

“If they can’t manipulate a piece the size of these DUPLOs, 

then they can’t hold a pencil,” said 4K Teacher Savannah Greene 

as she helped students during the building phase of a themed 

Story Starter activity. “This will help with coloring in the lines and 

cutting skills. Manipulating objects gets you to the writing stage.”

Opening a unique school
A.J. Whittenberg is unique among elementary schools due to 

its engineering focus, but Superintendent Phinnize Fisher had a 

clear vision for it even before the new school was approved as 

part of a large bond issue for construction and renovation in 

Greenville County Schools. Fisher handpicked Principal Margaret 

Thomason to assemble teachers and staff and bring the dream to 

reality. There were many predictable hurdles to overcome.

“People thought it might be an all-boys school because of the 

engineering focus, and there were concerns from minorities that the 

curriculum would be too rigorous,” Thomason said. “We’re dead in the 

inner city, and some of the feeder school test scores might not have 

been as strong as in the outlying areas. Our philosophy is if you’re willing 

to work, we’ve got this whole community of people who are willing to 

work hard for you and with you, so you’re going to be successful.”

Roe says having Thomason and her nearly 30 years of experience 

as a principal at the helm has helped get the school started in a 

positive direction. “She has a way of nurturing and creating that sense 

of team,” Roe said. “Another strength is she has a way of determining 

whether you are the right fit for the team. When we’ve gone out to 

recruit teachers, she has an uncanny knack. I’ve learned a lot from her.”

Thomason and Roe interviewed several hundred candidates 

for the 15 teaching positions at A.J. Whittenberg, but getting the 

most important piece of the education puzzle (teachers) firmly in 

place was worth all of the extra time and effort.

A.J. Whittenberg Elementary School of Engineering gives students an edge

A school unlike any other
By Tom Farmer
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Thomason is quick to deflect praise back to Roe and to Program 

Director Ansel Sanders for taking care of many school start-up 

issues, which has enabled her to focus on leadership and ensuring 

that the school is functioning at a high level. 

Part of Sanders’ responsibility has been to cultivate community 

relationships such as with the neighboring Kroc Center that is under 

construction and with engineers who volunteer to visit and work with 

students. Sanders said the school was built with a focus on green 

education. The building has even achieved LEED certification. Green 

features include a rooftop organic garden of succulent plants, solar 

panels, lots of natural lighting, and high-efficiency lighting systems.

“The idea of using the building as a learning tool is very 

important to us,” Sanders said. “The vision of team learning, of a 

lot of light, of a lot of public awareness visually of what is going on 

were really driving forces in the design of the building.”

Ample storage space also was incorporated for the STEM rooms 

where LEGO Education and Pitsco Science solutions are implemented. 

Each learning unit requires hands-on materials, which must be stored 

when not in use. Storage closets with rows and columns of shelving 

are as large as classrooms in some older schools.

“I think that is one of the keys to the plans behind A.J. Whittenberg 

– how much storage we actually needed and how that process would 

work,” Sanders said. “In order to make sure we maximize the time 

we have during the school day and save as much instructional time 

as possible, we want to make it easy on the logistical side of things. 

The way Pitsco worked with us to help us figure out how this would 

actually work and what it would look like was incredibly helpful.”

Curriculum 

Roe spent many months researching and selecting the 

curriculum for A.J. Whittenberg, but he knew quickly after 

reviewing the LEGO Education and Pitsco Education materials that 

their hands-on, STEM-based design would be a perfect fit. Though 

the school is focused primarily on engineering, STEM is evident at 

every turn because the other subjects (science, technology, and 

math) are integral to engineering.

Curriculum has been matched up with state standards and 

specific engineering units such as automotive, energy, agriculture, 

and transportation. Even the youngest students, four-year-old 

kindergarteners, are exposed to engineering concepts through 

LEGO Story Starters.

“We read the story with them and brainstorm some ideas,” 

Greene said while working on a Halloween-themed activity. “How 

would we build a hospital? How do we build a monster? What are 

the features of a hospital?”

Early and continuous exposure to real-world applications of 

engineering and STEM concepts should help students when they 

go on to complete state standardized testing.

“The way in which we teach and assess standards is slightly 

different. You get a lot more hands-on type stuff going on here as 

exemplified by the (Pitsco) Missions,” Sanders said. “It’s necessary 

because we need to show students how knowledge is applied 

and how it looks in the real world. It’s the idea of getting students 

excited about knowledge at a young age.”

Cooperative learning
Perhaps even more important than the STEM and engineering 

content, students practice and learn cooperative-learning 

techniques, which will serve them well the rest of their years in 

school and when they enter the workforce. All LEGO and Pitsco 

curriculum is designed to be completed through teamwork.

GE Energy Engineer Ryan Ziegler volunteers to work with 

students at the school. “I think getting kids started early with 

teamwork can go a long way in helping prepare them for projects 

as they get older,” he said. “Like it or not, you have to work with 

people to get things done. That’s how it is at GE. That’s how it is 

everywhere that I’ve worked in my career.”

Teacher Kajal Patel says even her four-year-old students are 

expected to work and play cooperatively. “Engineering is all about 

working together in teams as well as independently,” she said. 

“We work all year on how to get along with friends, how to share, 

take turns, use your words wisely.”

When all facets of the school are taken into account – the 

design, the cultural and socioeconomic diversity of students, the 

focused curriculum, and the emphasis on hands-on cooperative 

learning – it’s obvious A.J. Whittenberg is not just another school.

“To know that you’re in the midst of a revolution, that’s what 

it feels like, to know that you’re changing the way children learn 

and the way teachers teach,” Thomason said as she watched 

students scurry through the halls one recent afternoon. “It’s 

working, and it’s working for all the children.”

Pitsco elementary curriculum 
is delivered at four-person 
Crew workstations in two 

STEM labs where team 
members work cooperatively 

to complete hands-on 
experiments in topics 

 such as Ecology, Energy  
and Work , Motion, Matter, 

Plants, Animal Adaptations, 
and Transportation.
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Rigor. Relevance. Real world.

F
or many students who walk the halls of Carolina 

High School & Academy in Greenville, South 

Carolina, the idea of going to Algebra class is 

less than appealing. They wish instead that their 

lunch hour could be extended and somehow 

allow them to avoid using the value of X and Y to calculate 

theoretical probability.

Yet that’s exactly what these students must do to 

successfully navigate their way to a high school diploma. Most 

of us can remember the first time we turned the pages of an 

Algebra textbook, and surely many of us have muttered the 

phrase, “Why do I need to know this?”

Twenty-one-year education veteran Anthony Holland is in 

his fourth year as principal at Carolina. To Holland and other 

school district officials, finding a way to solve their algebra 

problem required a different approach to teaching “the 

gateway course.” Some might say radically different.

“Our students do not ever have to ask, ‘When will I ever need 

this?’ or ‘Why do I have to learn this?’ because they see it every 

day,” says Holland, who describes himself as an educator who 

serves first and always as a teacher. Faced with five consecutive 

years of below-average end-of-course exam scores, Holland 

and school district officials turned to an innovative approach 

to teaching algebra.

“Our goals and strategies generally include being aggressive 

in seeking out new programs and technology that will make our 

students successful,” Holland says, “and we are investing a lot of 

time and energy into developing our math teachers as well as 

providing current and relevant professional development.” 

In 2008, 42 students walked into Pre-Algebra and Algebra 

classrooms that looked more like a laboratory than a math class, 

and according to Holland, the program developed by Pitsco 

Education was implemented because it brought a kinesthetic, 

hands-on approach that introduced students to the relevancy 

of the mathematics they were learning.

“One of the best things about this program is that it not 

only prepares students for other math classes but for all of 

their courses,” Holland says. “There is so much cross-curricular 

South Carolina administrator turns to innovative, hands-on curriculum to make 
algebra meaningful and relevant to students and to boost performance.

By Tom Farmer
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material involved in these classes that the students really 

get an opportunity to see how classes relate to each other.” 

Holland says that the program has been successful in building 

a solid mathematics foundation for students.

“We have developed and established an Introduction to 

Algebra course for those students who are not yet prepared 

to enter the abstract world of Algebra I. We look at the test 

scores, grades, and previous-teacher recommendations for 

every freshman entering our school to make sure that they 

are properly placed into a class that will afford them the 

opportunity to be successful.”

Holland says the results have been promising for 

students enrolled in the Pitsco Education Algebra course,  

and engagement and performance have reached new heights. 

In 2010, 94 percent of students who completed the Pitsco 

Algebra solution passed the state end-of-course algebra  

exam. Other CHS&A students enrolled in traditional algebra 

classes passed the exam at just a 71 percent clip. As for 

engagement, 96 percent of Pitsco Algebra students passed  

the class, while only 55 percent of students in traditional 

algebra classes passed the course.

The Pitsco program utilizes hands-on learning activities 

to deliver real-world, relevant learning experiences that give 

students an opportunity to see how the abstract concepts 

they are learning apply to the world around them.

“The hands-on experience keeps students engaged in 

the learning process while the relevance of what they are 

learning helps them relate it to various situations,” Holland 

says, “and they have the ability to accomplish this all through a 

cooperative learning experience.”

Holland says educators from around the country have 

shown some interest in this innovative approach. 

“We have had some other administrators come and visit our 

school and our Pitsco lab to see what it is all about,” Holland 

says, “and we told them what it has done for us. The key is how 

this program models real-world experiences while meeting 

students where they are mathematically and then developing 

their skills and knowledge.”

Anthony Holland
Principal, Carolina High School & Academy 
Greenville, S.C.

“Our students do not ever have to 
ask, ‘When will I ever need this?’ 
or ‘Why do I have to learn this?’ 
because they see it every day,”

                                       – Anthony Holland
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Michael Delaney
Assistant Principal,  
Carolina High School & Academy 
Greenville, S.C.
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Assistant principal enjoys seeing 
Algebra students so engaged

Michael Delaney is an assistant principal. Instead of spending his days 

in a single classroom with 20 students at a time, he’s weaving his way 

throughout Carolina High School & Academy in Greenville, South Carolina, 

motivating staff, observing teachers, and handling discipline issues. 

When he walks into the Pitsco Education Algebra classroom, which 

he does at least a couple times every week, things slow down, and it’s 

like going back in time to when he was an algebra teacher at CHS&A. 

The hands-on, project-based curriculum that fully engages students 

and prompts them to have “math conversations” gets Delaney excited  

“It’s really showed students the relevance of math. In other 

words, it’s putting a lot more meaning into it,” he said. “They get 

to experience the concepts instead of just being told what the 

concepts are. That really makes a difference. That’s when they can 

make those connections, not only to math but to other courses.”

As an at-risk school, Carolina has more than its fair share of 

students whose test scores are well below basic. They struggle with 

the abstract concepts of algebra, which is why a multimedia, real-

world curriculum is so effective.

Scores on the state-mandated algebra end-of-course exam 

reflect the effectiveness of Pitsco Education’s solution. While 71 

percent of CHS&A students enrolled in traditional algebra courses 

during the 2009-2010 school year passed the EOC exam, 94 percent 

of Pitsco students passed.

And class passing rates prove students are fully engaged. While 

just 55 percent of students passed their traditional Algebra I class, 96 

percent passed the Pitsco Algebra I class. Delaney points to several 

reasons for the difference in passing rates, but mainly, he says, it’s the 

Pitsco Algebra students working in pairs and at their own pace on 

real-world math scenarios that leads to superior performance.

“In the Pitsco lab, the responsibility and ownership for learning is 

put solely on the students so they do not have any opportunities to 

check out mentally,” Delaney explained. “That’s unlike in a traditional 

setting where the teacher takes on the responsibility by feeling as 

though they always have to be in front of the room illustrating 

examples and explaining content and concepts.”

Spoken like a true math teacher at heart.

A math 
teacher 
at heart

By Tom Farmer

Solving Algebra
Passing Algebra I class at Carolina High School & Academy 
largely depended upon whether or not students found the 
curriculum to be engaging. Just 55 percent of students passed 
their traditional Algebra I class compared to 96 percent of 
students enrolled in Pitsco Education's Algebra program.
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In Pitsco Education's Algebra 
program, students work 
in cooperative pairs and 

complete daily hands-on 
activities designed to provide 

real-world applications of 
the algebraic concepts being 

taught in each curriculum title.

Andrew Baker
Modules Facilitator,  

Carolina High School & 
Academy, Greenville, S.C.
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Different teaching 
style required

A 
Pitsco Education Algebra lab is enabling 

teachers at Carolina High School & 

Academy in Greenville, South Carolina, to 

step outside their “traditional teaching 

box” to help students succeed. In fact, 

they’re so busy moving around the classroom, there isn’t 

ever time to get back inside their box.

Pitsco Algebra is taught in a student-centered delivery 

system that does not involve traditional lecture and 

examples worked on the marker board every day. Because 

students work individually or in pairs, teachers enjoy more 

one-on-one and one-on-two time with students at their 

workstations: assessing their performance, answering 

questions, and ensuring they understand key concepts.

“Not all teachers could come in and teach this class,” said 

Carolina Principal Anthony Holland, who helped select 

Facilitator Andrew Baker, a December 2008 graduate of 

Clemson University. Not far removed from high school 

himself, Baker could relate well to the students, and his 

passion for teaching math made him willing to try a new 

approach that could possibly benefit more students.

“What really won me over is his love for the students,” 

Holland said. “He wants to see the students go from 

Point A to Point B. And his students believe in him 

too. He has great rapport with the kids. They know he  

believes in them, and they work for him.”

Baker’s college education courses and student teaching 

assignment didn’t prepare him specifically for the Pitsco 

lab experience. “My student teaching was traditional style. 

It did prepare me as far as the concepts, discipline, and 

those kinds of things.” As for his first teaching assignment 

being in a nontraditional setup, “I was excited about it, and 

I didn’t know what to expect. I’d never seen it before.”

Even with a couple days of one-on-one professional training 

to learn how to operate the lab, Baker still wasn’t completely 

comfortable in the spring semester. Not until he personally 

reviewed all 28 Modules this past summer and early fall did he 

feel fully prepared to teach Pitsco Algebra.

“You can go through all the slides under Teacher Tips, but I 

felt like even though I could go through quickly, I might miss 

things, so I did it as a student,” Baker said of the review.

Giving up approximately 80 hours of his free time to learn 

every screen of Module content was well worth it to Baker. 

“I feel like it’s a must just so you can be prepared to answer 

questions the students have so they can learn what they’re 

supposed to. If you don’t know, then how can you expect 

them to know how to do it?”  

By Tom Farmer

Computer-based, hands-on Algebra program enables 
teachers to step outside the box
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www.pitsco.com/algebra

Student Success

Algebra

58%
Traditional Algebra

94%
Pitsco
Algebra 
Academy

Project-based, hands-on curriculum from  
Pitsco Education leads to higher achievement in Algebra I.

To learn more about how Pitsco Education’s Algebra solution is raising more than just eyebrows in  

one South Carolina school district, visit www.pitsco.com/algebra and see how a failing high school went 

from a 58% to a 94% pass rate on the algebra state-mandated end-of-course exam in just three years.

Leaders  is a publication written and produced by Pitsco Education. For additional information about our solutions for education, visit us at www.pitsco.com. © 2010-2011 Pitsco Education. 800-828-5787


