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MATHMATHMATH

Solving algebra. Sounds simple when you say it, but 

getting students to solve algebra is a real challenge today in 

education. Statistics support the fact that students continue 

to struggle in overcoming this critical milestone in obtaining 

a high school diploma. Signature Math solves the algebra 

problem by combining 181 computer-based lessons and 

35 hands-on, small-group activities to build mastery of 

pre-algebra and Algebra I concepts.

Core Courses for Algebra 
Readiness and Algebra I

Call 800-828-5787 for details.



Closing the readiness gap. The phrase has re-emerged among 

educators, legislators, activists, and leaders in business and 

industry.  All involved have a vested interest in the quality of the 

end product emerging from America’s high schools. Initiatives 

such as the Forum for Youth Investment, the Ready by 21 National 

Partnership, and, more recently, President Obama’s Skills for 

America’s Future have refocused the discussion about how to 

better prepare students for college and the workforce.

Colleges and universities are eager to see the readiness gap 

close, considering that only 23 percent of high school graduates 

who took the ACT in 2009 scored as college-ready in all four 

core subject areas. Business and industry want to shrink the 

gap as well because students who opt to pursue technical and 

vocational training in lieu of a college degree are proving to 

be equally unprepared for the workforce. In addition to lacking 

sufficient training in science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics (STEM), students are not armed with soft skills such 

as communication, critical thinking, and problem solving that 

America’s businesses and manufacturers seek in new hires.

To address these deficiencies, educators are forging 

relationships with local business and industry leaders as well 

as community organizations that share the same goal: to 

have students receive an education that makes them college 

and workforce ready. Educators are also turning to innovative 

classroom instructional models and curriculum designed to teach 

critical core content as well as soft skills that offer students real-

world career opportunities aligned closely with the needs of local 

business and industry.

In this issue of Leaders in Education, you’ll be introduced 

to a Brownwood, Texas, superintendent who has established key 

relationships with the local Chamber of Commerce and major 

employers such as 3M and Kohler. A guest column from activist 

and actor John Ratzenberger leads off this issue as he shares 

a viewpoint squarely in line with the need to close the readiness 

gap and prepare students for postsecondary education and 

the workforce. Are you looking for ways to close that gap too? If 

so, read on.

‘Closing the readiness gap’ ‘Closing the readiness gap’ 
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By John Ratzenberger

Everything we do – 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year – depends on the ability of 

someone somewhere to put a nut and bolt together. There was a time in the not-too-distant past 

when as children we learned skills that enabled us to put a nut on a bolt, to drive a nail, to twist a 

wire, to handle a wrench, to turn a screw – all in the course of playing. Our parents would not allow 

us to be indoors, especially on a Saturday, as we were instructed to “go outside and play.” Play 

never involved the organizing input of adults, so we were left on our own to climb trees, build tree 

houses, find other kids to start up a baseball game, or jump on our bikes in search of unknown 

adventure. No cell phones, no GPS, no cable TV, no Internet. The only rule was to be home before 

the street lights came on.

Without knowing it, we were learning hands-on skills that made us comfortable with the 

universal laws of the physical world to which we were subject, regardless of our station in life. We 

could be five or even 10 miles from home when the chain broke on our bike, and it was up to us 

to figure out the repair. We could push the bike home, hoping to get there before the street lights 

shone, or we could fix it. We usually found a gas station and, depending on the mood or inclination 

of the mechanic, we honed our negotiating skills and got use of whatever tools we needed to get 

back on the road. I remember many grease-covered, chest-popping moments of accomplishment 

as I walked in the back door feeling pretty good about myself. It was a time when self-esteem was 

not bestowed on you for just showing up. You had to do something. 

A child who can actually make something with his or her own hands could become the next da 

Vinci or Edison. Neither was a pure theorist, and as doers they embraced their mistakes as lessons. 

Every industry on Earth started with one person inventing one thing. And most of those inventors 

were tinkerers during childhood. Taking things apart and feeding the curiosity of how it all works 

is the bedrock of civilization. When we build something, math concepts, geometry, and physics 

suddenly seem to make sense, and as a bonus we are given the gift of common sense. While it is 

wonderful that a child can play the violin, we have to remember that first someone had to build 

one. If a child can do both, then we have the beginnings of a true educational renaissance. Only 

through hands-on learning in the context of career and technical education is all of this possible.

Renaissance hinges 
on hands-on experience
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Q: Leaders In Education

A: Dr. Reece Blincoe

Q: Why did you decide to put in a Pitsco Education lab in 
Brownwood?
A: “When I got to Brownwood, I knew immediately we were going to 

do this. It took us a little while to get all the pieces in place, but in the 

meantime I started working with the Chamber of Commerce. (Chamber 

Board Chairperson) Ann Jones wanted to put together this committee 

where the businesses and schools would work together. The committee 

is still going right now. We would forge this relationship where it made a 

better education system, and it provided the workers for the workforce.”

Q: How does the eighth-grade Pitsco careers lab fit into 
your master plan for career and technical education?
A: “We were determined to turn out a product that our community wanted 

– that was going to be workforce ready and college and career ready. The big 

driving force was workforce. We started looking at those skills and let that 

Chamber workforce committee help us pick out the Modules for the eighth-

grade system. I wanted their input on that. I wanted them to have buy-in.”

Q: What academic benefits are expected from the Pitsco 
careers lab?
A: “The only parameters I put on it was we wanted it to be math and science 

based. Businesses are big on that, too. Kohler and 3M, a lot of our industries, 

they’ll all tell you those kids have to have a math and science background. 

When we were putting in Modules, not only were they interesting for the 

students and tied to occupations within the community, they had to have 

a math and science tie as well.”

Brownwood superintendent is all business
Preparing a trained workforce is Blincoe’s top priority and careers lab gets ball rolling

QA&

Introduction: Now in his third year as 

superintendent at Brownwood (Texas) ISD, 

Reece Blincoe began his career by serving 

10 years as an agriculture science teacher. At 

Leander he moved into administration, where 

he became an even stronger proponent of 

hands-on education, working his way up to 

Career and Technical Education director. In his 

second stint as a CTE director, in Del Valle, he 

was introduced to Pitsco Education middle-

level CTE labs. “Each lab had one or two things 

that fed into our career pathways at the high 

school level. It worked beautifully and totally 

revived the program.” 

Dr. Reece Blincoe 
Superintendent • Brownwood ISD 
Brownwood, Texas
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Q: Would you add more Pitsco curriculum, if possible?
A: “We already know we’re going to put in another one. We just 

need to find the room. We want to focus on robotics. We’re going 

to go back and put in robotics.”

Q: Was it difficult initially for business people to 
understand the Pitsco program?
A: “I don’t even think as we were selecting Modules that they fully 

understood exactly what a Module looked like. I can remember after 

it was all set up and we brought everyone in to show them, that’s 

when the ‘aha moment’ really hit them. They said, ‘Oh my goodness.’ 

Until you see it in action, it’s hard for it to register because it’s so 

different from anything you’ve ever seen. It’s different because it’s 

one of the few classes that really ties technology and hands-on 

learning together. Sometimes, you’ll see one and, sometimes, you’ll 

see the other. It really ties those together well.”

Q: How important is it to teach teamwork like that 
used in a Pitsco lab?
A: “The team aspect ties things together. You’ve got to be able to 

work in teams. You can’t work out there unless you can work together 

with people. The skills and jobs they do, they do together. There’s no 

other program that I’m aware of that does it quite like Pitsco’s.”

Q: How can businesses help the district financially?
A: “We want to go back and do some sponsorship. Any sponsorship 

we do from this point forward, we’ll apply to buying our robotics 

lab or something like that. We’ll even pick up sponsorships for 

our current Modules. I think we could easily have four or five 

sponsored, easily. We’re ready to roll with that. Any revenues we 

generate with that we’ll use to purchase our next Modules.”

Q: Middle-level students are just finding their way in 
life and need to latch on to something. How does the 
careers lab aid in that process?
A: “We have people tell us, ‘You shouldn’t make a kid decide what 

they’re going to do in junior high.’ Let me tell you something. In 

today’s world, you better be thinking about it. I tell my own kids 

that. I have a daughter in eighth grade right now and she’s going 

through the lab. I have a daughter in 10th grade. I tell them every 

day, ‘You better be thinking about what you want to do. You don’t 

have to decide, but you need to be thinking about it.’”

Q: Nationally, CTE has been taking a hit as more 
emphasis has been put on the core academic courses. 
What does this mean for the future?
A: “It’s shortsighted if all you do is academics. It’s like a pendulum 

on a clock. I think from time to time you’ll see a swing toward 

academics and then you’ll see a swing back toward career 

tech. Then we swing back towards academics. The truth of the 

matter is we need to be right in the middle. You have to have 

strong academics, math and science, but you have to have the 

career programs. One of our key philosophies is we want to 

make education relevant. We talk about relevance, rigor, and 

relationships. The relevancy is critical. You have to help kids see 

their future because if they ever see it, you’ve got ‘em. It’s over.”

Q: What are the benefits of building momentum 
within the community?
A: “We’re drawing kids back to Brownwood. Every kid walking 

through our doors is $5,000 per year. We’ve drawn over 200 kids 

back to our district. That’s a million dollars we didn’t have. That’s 

a million dollars we’re able to spend on things like (the Pitsco 

lab) and on computers and on technology and programs and 

everything else.”

Q: What have you learned from the Chamber’s 
education committee?
A: “I’ve learned to be customer driven. I’ve picked up a lot about 

community and community loyalty. Brownwood is a very, very loyal 

community, so I knew we had to be partners with our community. 

Then there’s listening skills – listen to your people. I picked up that 

quite a bit because we had to listen to what our businesses wanted 

from our students, what they wanted that product to look like when 

they came through the door. That was important to us.”

Q: How does your district maintain attendance rates of 
95 percent and graduation rates of nearly 98 percent?
A: “You create an atmosphere where kids want to come to school. 

I have priority performance goals, and that’s what the school 

board judges me on. One of my priority performance goals is to 

create schools where kids can’t wait to get there and they don’t 

want to go home, where they’re just dying to get in that door.”

Q: What would you tell other superintendents to do 
to form better relationships with local businesses?
A: “They need to immediately go to the Chamber of Commerce. 

I think the Chamber is the best place to start. Most of your good 

businesses in any given town are going to be members of the 

Chamber of Commerce. That’s sometimes where superintendents 

lose sight. They think all they’re in is the school business. And 

they’re not just in the school business. They’re in the community 

business. They need to open their eyes, because when they do it’s 

going to be even better when they’re community minded."

. . .“The only parameters I put on it was we wanted it to 
be math and science based. Businesses are big on that, too. 

Kohler and 3M, a lot of our industries, they’ll all tell you those 
kids have to have a math and science background.
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By Tom Farmer

BROWNWOOD, Texas – “What do the businesses and 

industries in our community need from their future workforce?”

It’s a seemingly obvious question that school board members, 

superintendents, principals, and teachers should ask on a regular 

basis. Yet data indicates that perhaps not enough attention is 

being paid to career exposure and stimulation of specific career 

interest among middle and high school students.

Association of Career and Technical Education Executive 

Director Jan Bray cites the fact that more than two million jobs are 

unfilled in the U.S. – despite high unemployment rates – because 

of a lack of qualified skilled workers.

One superintendent who is keenly aware of this deficit and 

hasn’t overlooked the obvious questions is Dr. Reece Blincoe of 

Brownwood (Texas) ISD.

“What people lose sight of sometimes is schools are community 

driven. Your customer, in my opinion, is your community,” Blincoe 

said. “So what am I doing for my community? What kind of product 

am I turning out for my community? The best way to do that is go 

to the workforce and say, ‘What do you need?’”

Blincoe fi rst asked this question soon after stepping in as 

superintendent of Brownwood ISD three years ago. Business leaders 

gladly gave detailed answers, and the schools responded by gearing 

curriculum – from core content to career and technical education 

courses – to meet the needs of local business and industry.

After all, one way to ensure a viable future for a community is 

to prepare the future workforce with skills that employers desire. 

A first step in preparing students for careers is to expose them to 

a variety of options and real-world experiences so they can figure 

Pitsco Curriculum...
Meeting the needs of business!
Career Portals lab gets eighth graders thinking about careers within their community
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Pitsco Education's middle 
and secondary-level 
curriculum engages 
students in rigorous 
and relevant learning 
experiences. Each unit 
of instruction provides 
real-world opportunities 
to examine and apply 
the science, technology, 
engineering, and 
mathematics concepts 
during daily hands-on 
learning activities.

out possible career paths. Towards that end, a Career Portals lab 

of Pitsco Education learning units was implemented for eighth 

graders at Brownwood Middle School two years ago. 

“We want to equip students, even at middle school, with the 

knowledge that I can choose a career, I can choose a skill and 

a field I want to go into,” said District Community Relations 

Coordinator Emily Crawford. “Even if students don’t go on to 

higher education, at least they will have been exposed to other 

types of trades and skills that they can pursue.” 

Business leaders understand the benefits of focusing on 

careers at an early age. “The willingness and ability and the desire 

to adapt to what is really needed in the community is huge,” said 

Brownwood Chamber of Commerce Board Member Chance Barr. 

“If they can start learning in middle school and high school to get 

prepared for the job market, it means so much.” 

Following are examples of how the Career Portals lab connects 

directly to business/industry in Brownwood, effectively taking the 

first step toward development of the future workforce.

Career Portals Lab Overall
Individual learning units in the Pitsco lab are geared to meet 

the needs of specific businesses; for example, Plastics & Polymers 

teaches concepts key to production at the local 3M plant. However, 

all 14 of the Module workstations help students to develop 

common skills necessary for any job: communication, cooperative 

learning, problem solving, and math/science.

“We tell the schools to push as much math on them as they can,” 

said 3M Human Resources Manager Gregg Rice. “Math is a great 

tool for teaching kids to problem solve, and that’s what we’re 

looking for in our future workforce.”

Added middle school Principal Bryan Allen, “The lab is really 

built and designed to hit science and math and not just doing it 

with a few numbers, really applying it to careers.”

Process Engineer Matt Fowler says the top skills he utilizes on a 

daily basis at 3M are communication and critical thinking, which were 

in evidence when he visited the Pitsco lab at the middle school. He 

watched students work in pairs at the workstations and discuss 

solutions to problems they had to resolve. “Probably the biggest skill 

somebody in a fi eld like this needs to learn is communication,” he said.

Clay Benton, the vice president of operations for Barr 

Fabrication, a locally owned business, honed in on the Module 

lab’s framework for delivery as being effective, particularly the 

way pairs of students are randomly grouped by the scheduling 

program and required to work together.

“Jack and Jill don’t get along and they’re forced to work together, 

which is a work environment scenario that happens every day,” 
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said Benton. “We have to get things accomplished whether we  

like each other or not, whether we have the same hobbies or things 

outside of work. Everybody has to learn to work together as a team.”

Primary Module connections:
Light & Lasers, Plastics & Polymers, CNC Manufacturing

An American multinational conglomerate corporation, 3M 

has operated a plant in Brownwood for 46 years. Currently, 

the plant employs more than 580 workers, from engineers to 

production and maintenance staff. Fowler visited the Pitsco lab 

and observed students at the Light & Lasers workstation complete 

activities involving mirrors and a laser. The exercise helps students 

understand what 3M employees do with the reflective paint and 

tape that they produce.

“They set the test stand up in a certain way and basically ran an 

experiment to see how it would work. If it failed to work, they’d try 

a different angle,” Fowler said. “On a small scale, it’s very similar to 

what we do here as engineers and technical staff, trying to repeat 

and modify and improve to get the desired result in the end.”

Admitting that the pedagogy available to Pitsco students today 

makes him a bit envious, Fowler enjoyed witnessing the problem-

solving and critical-thinking skills of 13-year-olds firsthand. “It was 

neat to watch once they got everything situated that the light 

clicked on for them. They understood what was going on and 

how the math related to the physics. It was pretty neat. You could 

see them make that connection in their heads.”

Rice, whose son is a student in the lab, said the importance of 

problem-solving skills cannot be overstated. “What we need from 

kids out of school is to be able to problem solve for us. We expect 

people to problem solve. They run a project, they solve a problem, 

and they present it to the management team.”

As for the workforce of the future, Rice added, “We realize we 

need to develop the workforce because that workforce we’re 

going to need in the future is not there.”

Primary Module connections:
CNC Manufacturing, Weights & Measures

Barr Fabrication is a main cog in the cutting-edge field of wind 

energy, supplying metal components for wind turbines, and also 

creating parts used in oil fields. Arriving on the scene just 10 years 

ago, Barr has 80 employees and is doing whatever it can to ensure 

a solid workforce in the future.

“We hope to be around for a long time, and we’d like to see more 

people learning skills they can use,” said Benton, who oversees 

45,000 square feet of manufacturing space in Brownwood’s 

industrial park. “Obviously, not everyone can be a computer 

programmer and have a service industry mentality. The blue collar 

scenario in Brownwood is kind of interesting because in the whole 

state of Texas there’s more jobs per capita here than anywhere else.”

Benton hopes that key topics such as CNC Manufacturing 

explored in the middle school lab will spark an interest in young 

people. “We would love to hire people right out of high school 

that have had some CNC programming, who might know how to 

run a computer-automated plasma table or has some exposure to 

it. We just don’t see that coming out of high school.”

The Weights & Measures Module also instills necessary skills. “If 

I was to hand you a blueprint and say, ‘Lay this out,’ if you can’t 

understand how fractions and inches convert to millimeters, you 

can’t even fit it on the table,” Benton said.

Learning such basic skills is a must at the middle level of 

education. Instilling a solid work ethic and sparking desire are 

equally important, according to Barr Operations Manager Miguel 

Cabrera. “I think it’s that desire people have to have in their heart 

to become someone because you’re not necessarily having to 

go through college or university to be someone. You can be 

someone if you have the desire to make it happen.” 

Primary Module connections:
Microbiology, Genetics, Forensic Science

Brownwood Regional Medical Center CEO Matt Maxfield knew 

he faced an education dilemma when he took over the top spot 

at the hospital six years ago. Of the 225 nurses employed at the 

hospital, none were trained in Brownwood.

“That’s one of the first things I began to focus on: how do we 

begin to put together opportunities at the middle school level, 

the high school level, to introduce health careers and get kids 

interested in that?” Maxfield said.

Pitsco Modules Microbiology, Genetics, and Forensic Science 

certainly help spark interest, which can be deepened through a 

new high school program that has 170 students involved this year 

in “rotations.” 

“I think it’s key to introduce to these young students what their 

career options are so that not when they finish high school, but 

when they get to high school, they’re thinking: ‘OK, these are the 

things I need to be preparing for in order to go take that next 

step,’” Maxfield explained. “It’s the students who don’t have that in 

mind that have less a chance of succeeding. The (Pitsco) program 

offers an opportunity for these kids to see, hands on, ‘OK, these 

are career options for me.’”

. . . all 14 of the Module workstations help students to  

develop common skills necessary for any job: communication, 

cooperative learning, problem solving, and math/science.
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Career Connections by Module
 Students are exposed to a wide variety of careers in Brownwood Middle School Career Portals lab.

Climate & Biomes
• Climatologists 

• Meteorologists

• TV Weather Persons

• Oceanographers

• Ecologists

• Mathematicians

• Science Technicians

• Pilots

• Research Ship Captains and Crew

CNC Manufacturing
• Mechanical Engineers

• Computer-Aided Design 

Technicians

• Robotics Technicians

• Machinists and Tool Programmers

• Draftsmen

• Metalworking and Plastic-Working 

Machine Operators

• Engineering Technicians

Confi dent Consumer
• Purchasers and Buyers

• Family and Consumer 

Sciences Teachers

• Cost Estimators

• Restaurant and Food Service Managers

• Dietitians and Nutritionists

• Food and Beverage Service Workers

Dynamic Earth
• Geologists

• Volcanologists

• Geology and Geography Teachers

• Cartographers

• Meteorologists

• Oceanographers

• Structural Engineers

• Geological Engineers

Engineering Bridges
• Structural and 

Reinforcing Ironworkers

• Construction and Building Inspectors

• Concrete Masons and Terrazzo Workers

• Engineering Technicians

• Inspectors

• Welders

Forensic Science
• Criminal Investigators

• Chemists

• Biologists

• Chemical Engineers

• Fire Inspectors

• Emergency Medical Technicians

• General Practitioners

• Epidemiologists

• Insurance Investigators

• Claims Examiners

Genetics
• Physicians

• Chemists

• Clinical Laboratory Technologists

 and Technicians

• Science Technicians

• Computer Programmers

• Agricultural Scientists

• Biological Scientists

• Medical Scientists

Light & Lasers
• Opticians

• Physicists

• Astronomers

• Photographers

• Photographic Process Workers

Microbiology
• Science Technicians

• Secondary School 

Teachers

• Chemists

• Engineering Technicians

• Plant and Systems Operators

• Animal Caretakers

Music & Sound
• Musicians

• Music Teachers

• Broadcast Technicians

• Acoustics Engineers

• Composers

Package Design
• Designers

• Visual Artists

• Drafters

• Marketing Managers

• Advertising Managers

• Architects

Plastics & Polymers
• Chemists

• Chemical Engineers

• Materials Engineers

• Plastic-Working Machine 

Operators

• Science Teachers

• Technology Teachers

Video Production
• Video Editors

• Video Producers

• Video Directors

• Lighting Engineers

• Actors

• Videographers

• Makeup Artists

• Costume Designers

Weather
• Meteorologists

• Weather Forecasters

• Television Weather

Anchorpersons

• Educators

• Flight Controllers

Weights & Measures
• Science Technicians

• Secondary School Teachers

• Chemists

• Engineering Technicians

• Plant and Systems Operators

• Animal CaretakersEngineering BridgesEngineering BridgesEngineering Bridges
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Business and education entities in Brownwood, Texas, share the same aim: solid future workforce

Chamber facilitates strong relationship

Laura Terhune
CEO, Chamber of Commerce 
Brownwood, Texas
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Brownwood 
Chamber of 
Commerce CEO 
Laura Terhune 
helped form 
the Education 
Workforce 
Solutions 
Committee that 
brings education 
and business 
leaders together.

By Tom Farmer

E
schewing the usual empty rhetoric, educators 

and business leaders in Brownwood, 

Texas, have taken tangible steps toward 

preparation of the future workforce. And it 

all started when representatives from three 

distinct entities – education (Brownwood ISD Superintendent 

Reece Blincoe), business (3M Human Resources Manager 

Gregg Rice), and the Brownwood Chamber of Commerce 

(then-Board Chairperson Ann Jones and CEO Laura Terhune) 

– came together with a common goal.

“It used to feel we were operating in separate spheres 

that had some overlap,” Terhune said. “Now it feels like 

we’re all on the same page. It’s so cliché, yet it’s true. 

And it seems so obvious.”

What’s most apparent is that business and education 

entities anywhere must work together if they desire to 

ensure a prosperous future for their community through 

relevant training and education of students. Three years 

ago when Blincoe, Rice, and Jones came together and 

formed the Education Workforce Solutions Committee 

through the Chamber, they began a process that led to 

the implementation of a Pitsco Education Career Portals 

lab for eighth graders at Brownwood Middle School. That 

course leads into highly specific career pathways at the 

high school level.

“The community of Brownwood has really focused on 

the partnership between industry and education,” said 

Brownwood Regional Medical Center CEO Matt Maxfield. 

“I’ve lived in other small communities but never really saw a 

community come together in the way Brownwood has to 

really look at how we develop our workforce of the future 

together, between industry and education.”

The old way no more
Determined to make a real difference, members 

of the committee didn’t want to repeat the usual 

business-education alliance built mostly on ideology 

and rhetoric. “I’ve always felt that no matter where I’ve 

been, the school and businesses didn’t communicate 

very well together,” Rice said. “It’s nobody’s fault. The 

schools have their agenda. We’ve got ours. We never 

really talked with each other on what we need.”

On the education side, Blincoe, Middle School 

Principal Bryan Allen, and others desired a different, 

more productive relationship. “It used to be that we 

were school and they were business, and we didn’t have 

much of a relationship,” Allen said. “For us, it changed 

when we got this (Pitsco) lab probably. That was the 

main change we noticed. Dr. Blincoe is very visionary.”

Terhune also credits Blincoe and Jones for cultivating 

an environment of change including curriculum that 

corresponds with the needs of Brownwood employers. 

Instead of the usual cookie cutter approach that merely 

turns out high school graduates with the correct number 

of credits, Brownwood ISD became more focused on 

career prep and certification programs. 

“My relationship with school districts in previous positions 

was all about the PR,” Terhune said. “It was, ‘They’re doing 

some good things and the Chamber’s going to help get 

that word out.’ It was not linking them to business in a 

meaningful way, which is what we’re doing now.”

The Chamber connection
The Education Workforce Solutions Committee is a 

coalition of employers, educators, counselors, Chamber 

representatives, and even students. “It brings everybody 

together at the table,” said Chamber Board Member 

Chance Barr. “OK, what do you need? Here’s how we 

can help you get where you need to be. We want new 

employees to be work ready.”

Committee members coming together creates 

efficiency as well. “If we’re working by ourselves to try 

and figure things out and somebody else is working 

by themselves to try and figure things out, you’re 

duplicating information several times over,” Barr pointed 

out. “Bringing everybody together gets it all out there 

and saves you so much time.”

Jones said the committee is solutions oriented. “The 

thing that has been such a blessing is how someone 

throws out a problem and we’re able to quickly solve 

some of those problems by working together.”

Focus on the future
A community the size of Brownwood (population 18,800) 

has to remain vigilant about providing a solid workforce for 

major employers such as 3M and Kohler. “You never know 

when a company like that in a small town is going to up and 

move,” Jones said. “If they do not feel that a town embraces 

them and is trying to work with them, they could move out 

of here and be in China in eight months.”

Business representatives on the Workforce Solutions 

Committee were allowed to help select the learning 

units in the Pitsco lab to match up with the skills their 

employees need. Terhune regularly leads Chamber 

tours through the lab, and adults are fascinated at 

what they witness. “It is time and money well spent 

because you can actually see the children being offered 

opportunities, particularly since there’s so much math 

and science involved in the lab,” she said.

It’s all about providing an education that meets the 

needs of business. “The Modules at the middle school 

are a real visual example of the school district listening 

to what business wanted,” Terhune said. “Those Modules, 

to me, represent that we get it, we’re responding. 3M 

looks at that and says, ‘This shows the school district 

listened to our desires, our needs.’”
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The Light & Lasers and Plastics & Polymers units from Pitsco 

Education are shining examples of curriculum that explores 

concepts fundamental to a Brownwood, Texas, industry.

Reflection, refraction, and wavelength are explained and 

then experienced in hands-on activities, giving eighth graders 

at Brownwood Middle School insight into the mysteries of 

light. Officials from the local 3M plant, who observed students 

manipulate mirrors and a light source at the Light & Lasers 

workstation, said the activity would help the youngsters better 

understand their business, which is to create materials used in 

road signs that reflect back to drivers.

“What students are learning is how angles have an impact on 

how the light reflects back,” said 3M Human Resources Manager 

Gregg Rice, who as a member of the Brownwood Chamber of 

Commerce’s Education Workforce Solutions Committee helped 

select curriculum units for the Pitsco lab. “The refractory and 

reflective measurements they’re doing in the classroom are the 

same type of processes we do here.”

3M Process Engineer Matt Fowler said another learning unit, 

Plastics & Polymers, enables students to transform a raw material 

into a finished product. Such a lesson is invaluable for getting 

youngsters interested in careers within the community, which is 

a primary goal of the Education Workforce Solutions Committee.

“They were making a golf tee out of a resin, very similar to our 

process that we do to make reflective sheeting,” Fowler explained. 

“This helps students see how heat and pressure and a set die 

formed to the finished product are going to create something that 

is usable. That’s exactly the same way we do it.” 

careers refl ected 
in curriculum

Among the products produced at the 
local 3M plant are paints and refl ective 
materials used on road signs.

Among the products produced at the 
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Y
ovani Lopez is likely the exception to the rule. 

Attending a small rural Texas high school, he 

didn’t learn much about his career options, let 

alone receive hands-on experience in a variety 

of real-world jobs.

Many students in Lopez’ situation don’t depart high school 

on a clear path toward a career or occupation of choice. Instead, 

they take what they can get and hope for the best – some never 

finding a true calling that taps into their main interests.

Lopez was fortunate. He discovered drafting soon after he 

enrolled at Texas State Technical College in Brownwood. “As soon 

as I had the first class, I said, ‘Oh, wow, this is me right here.’ I’ve 

always liked math and drawing.”

After earning an associate’s degree in drafting, Lopez went to 

work as a draftsman at Barr Fabrication in Brownwood, creating 

blueprints for custom parts on wind turbines and devices used in 

oil fields. Now an invaluable member of the Barr team with 3-1/2 

years of experience, he couldn’t be happier as every day brings 

new challenges that he tackles through AutoCAD and Inventor 

drafting software programs.

He only wishes he had been exposed to such programs at a 

younger age, just as eighth graders at Brownwood Middle School 

are via the CNC Manufacturing learning unit in the Pitsco Education 

Career Portals lab.

“Maybe it wouldn’t have taken me so long to figure it out if I 

had seen it earlier,” Lopez said. “That would have really helped me 

if I had been exposed to it earlier.”

Chance Barr of Barr Fabrication is a strong proponent of the Pitsco 

lab and proactively seeks to cultivate a well-trained local workforce 

that can help his up-and-coming business continue to thrive. “I think 

exposing students to different processes they’ve never seen before 

gets them interested and maybe pointed in a direction,” Barr said of 

the Pitsco lab. “That’s the most important thing.”

Draftsman Yovani 
Lopez, right, plays 
an integral role at 
Barr Fabrication in 
Brownwood, Texas. 
Barr builds custom 
parts for wind tur-
bines and devices 
used in oil fields 
(below). Company 
leaders are eager 
for students to 
learn more about 
careers they offer.

Earlier exposure to career 
would have helped draftsman
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Getting their attention
By Tom Farmer

M
iddle school students can be difficult to 

understand, predict, teach, and raise – all of 

which makes getting them to think seriously 

about careers an even more difficult task.

What to do? . . . One approach is to make 

career exploration a personal, engaging, and relevant undertaking. 

Students at Brownwood (Texas) Middle School are typical in their need 

to be educated via different and ever-changing means. A career-focused, 

hands-on lab from Pitsco Education was implemented two years ago.

“It’s a difficult society nowadays,” said Principal Bryan Allen. “If 

you want to do it the old pencil-and-paper way all the time, it’s 

not going to work. They want to have their hands on those laptops, 

their hands on those Pitsco Modules. You can get so much more 

out of them when they’re doing that. That’s society now, and if 

anything it’s going to get more like that. There’s no turning back.”

Brownwood eighth graders are not looking back either. They’re 

looking ahead to career pathways in high school, and the Pitsco 

lab opens their eyes to numerous career opportunities through 

seven-day explorations into various topics. Lab Facilitator Carolyn 

Brandenburg said the effort to select the 15 Module topics based 

in part on connections with local business and industry, such as 

3M, Kohler, and the regional medical center, was a wise choice.

“The kids can see the connections,” Brandenburg said. “We have 

quite a few kids whose dads work at Kohler, and the Kohler people 

said the molding in Plastics & Polymers is related to what they do there.”

What exactly are Brownwood students discovering in the self-

paced, cooperative learning environment?

Maggie – “We get to take a little bit of time to think about what career 

we might have when we get older. You get to try one job at a time.”

Arliss – “I thought it was going to be really hard and we would 

have to do actual jobs. Then when we got into it, it got easier. I 

could understand what I had to do.”

Bayli – “We just don’t want to be bored out of our minds, staring at a 

book, falling asleep. We’d rather be doing it and actually learning how.”

Gavin – “Every single one of these (learning units) is a different 

career, and you get to see what you like and what you don’t like.”

In addition to the learning units, Brandenburg occasionally pulls 

students together for a whole-class activity such as résumé writing or 

career assessment. But she admits the STEM-enriched Pitsco curriculum 

engages students better than traditional methods of teaching.

“One day I had a student whose parents were here to pick him 

up for a dentist appointment or something,” Brandenburg said. 

“With his headphones on he didn’t realize how loud he was talking. 

He went, ‘Oh no, I wanted to do this!’ When a child is saying he 

doesn’t want to leave school, that’s a pretty good testimonial.”

Today’s middle school students don’t automatically tune in; they need to be stimulated and engaged

Carol Brandenburg
Facilitator, Brownwood Middle School 
Brownwood, Texas
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By Tom Farmer

AIKEN, S.C. – Despite a sluggish economy, businesses’ support 

of STEM/Career labs has continued in Aiken, S.C., with hopes of 

cultivating a strong workforce for the future.

“Certainly the economic downturn has had an impact on our 

fundraising efforts,” said Public Education Partners (PEP) Executive 

Director Natalie Fox. “I think businesses still see that the labs are 

a good place to put their money because the program does help 

kids make connections between what they’re learning and actual 

careers in Aiken County.”

Public Education Partners is a local education foundation that 

aims to improve education throughout Aiken County. For the past 

six years, PEP has drummed up businesses to sponsor curriculum 

in middle school Pitsco Education STEM labs. In exchange for a 

$5,000 donation, a business gets a plaque posted at a curriculum 

workstation that features a subject area in line with the business’ 

aims, such as Applied Physics sponsored by the Department of 

Energy’s Washington Savannah River Company.

“Having a DOE facility with numerous subcontractors in our 

community is vital because they need employees with strong 

math, engineering, and science skills, and they want kids to be 

excited about that. We’re fortunate to have a strong relationship 

with our business community,” Fox said.

Curriculum topics match perfectly with many of the sponsoring 

businesses. So far, PEP has managed to garner an average of 

16 local businesses to help fund a lab in each of four middle 

schools (LBC, Schofield, North Augusta, and McCampbell), and 

work toward a fifth lab (Jackson) is in progress. In addition, the 

school district funded STEM labs at Ridge Spring Monetta and A.L. 

Corbett last summer through Title I funds.

Altogether, about 30 different businesses have seen the merit 

in the STEM labs and stepped forward to help fund curriculum. 

“Some have sponsored at just one school specific to their area, 

and others have sponsored Modules at each of the four we have 

worked on,” Fox said.

Businesses that have sponsored curriculum in three or four of the 

labs so far include Aiken Regional Medical Centers, Bechtel Savannah 

River Inc. (now URS), Washington Savannah River Company (now 

Savannah River Nuclear Solutions), Wachovia, Stewart Builders, 

Bridgestone Firestone, Aiken Electric, Homebuilders Assoc. of Aiken 

County, and Parsons.

The goal, Fox says, is for PEP to round up enough business 

sponsorships to have a Pitsco STEM lab in each of the county’s 

middle schools that would like to enrich students’ curriculum.

Aiken, S.C., businesses sponsor multiple labs
Economy slows support, but it’s still coming in
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It’s science – and a whole lot more

By Tom Farmer

FORNEY, Texas – The No Child Left Behind Act and an 

emphasis on STEM have made science a higher priority in recent 

years. That reality left Principal Kenneth Pearce with a decision to 

make: What curriculum should he add in an attempt to improve 

students’ scores on state science tests?

New at the helm of Warren Middle School in Forney, Texas, 

Pearce recalled his days as a science teacher at nearby Lewisville 

ISD, where another teacher had a Pitsco Education curriculum lab.

“There were kids who struggled in other classes, and they were 

excited about the lab. Me, as a science teacher, I thought wow, 

I wish I had something like that,” Pearce said. “When I became 

principal here, (a Pitsco lab) was one of the first things I wanted 

to get. I explained to everybody that this might be able to help 

a percentage of our students do better in science or at least start 

looking at careers in science.”

Both of those desired effects were realized in the first year of 

the program, 2009-2010. Science Teacher Jeanne Brady worked 

with Pearce to select a combination of curriculum topics that filled 

gaps where state testing revealed Warren students needed the 

most help. In the end, the 12-workstation (24-student) lab brought 

together topics that met 87 percent of seventh-grade science 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) and 84 percent of 

eighth-grade science TEKS. In addition, the lab showed its STEM 

versatility by meeting 74 percent of seventh-grade math TEKS 

and 60 percent of eighth-grade math TEKS – all in one course. 

The Pitsco curriculum topics covered in the lab include Applied 

Physics, Electricity, Genetics, Ecology, Forensic Science, Body Systems, 

Climate & Biomes, Astronomy, Dynamic Earth, Rocket Science, Flight 

Technology, Natural Disasters, and Music & Sound.

A study of test data following the first year revealed that 

students who took the elective Technology Exploration course 

– a diverse cross-section of the student population – scored 

an average of 15 percent higher on benchmark and Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) testing. (See graph.) 

While 99 percent of Technology Exploration students passed the 

state science TAKS test, 84 percent of remaining Warren students 

passed. In math, 97 percent of Technology Exploration students 

passed TAKS compared to 82 percent of remaining students.

Brady, the former lead science teacher at Warren, says 

efforts by her department to improve science scores have 

been complemented by the new lab, which enables her to 

work one-on-one with students who need extra help while the 

remaining students stay fully engaged at their self-directed, two-

person workstations.

State test scores for Pitsco students high in science and math

Jeanne Brady
Teacher, Warren Middle School
Forney, Texas
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Technology Exploration Students vs. General Population
2009-10 Data Trends – Students Passing Exam 

Warren Middle School (7th & 8th graders), Forney, Texas
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Notes: General Population*: 220 students who were not enrolled in Technology Exploration; Technology Exploration#: 70 students who were  
enrolled in Pitsco Education elective course. Information derived from 2009-2010, snapshot students, first administration and prior to TPM.

“Adding this class in to really help kids and reinforce what we do 

has only made things better. I think my kids tend to score quite a bit 

higher than what maybe they would have without the class,” Brady 

said, adding that a wide range of students enroll in the elective 

course. “I have the cream-of-the-crop kids and the low-of-the-low 

kids taking this class.”

Added Pearce: “The data says the kids in this class performed 

better than the general population in science and math. I like to see 

any curriculum that can improve kids’ scores, which then improves 

their future.”

Pearce couldn’t be more pleased to see multiple benefits of the 

lab come to light. “My goal was to help science scores, but then the 

fallback was a STEM lab that could do many other things. One of the 

interesting parts of this particular program – it doesn’t only teach 

you the subject matter, but it tells you what you can actually do for 

the rest of your life. It opens careers.”

“The data here expresses we’re helping these kids,” he added. 

“Some of these kids, if not all of them, have a brighter future because 

we’re providing this type of curriculum.”

Notes: General Population*: 220 students who were not enrolled 
in Technology Exploration; Technology Exploration*: 70 students 
who were enrolled in Pitsco Education elective course. Information 
derived from 2009-2010, snap shot students, first administration and 
prior to TPM.

The Flight Technology workstation at Warren Middle School off ers it all: science, math, and riveting activities.
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IMAGINE
T H E  P O S S I B I L I T I E S

From engineering to the health sciences to technical careers, Pitsco Education’s 
hands-on curriculum connects core content to careers and helps students imagine 

the possibilities. To learn more, visit www.pitsco.com/imagine.


