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By Bryan Sheeley

I
n 1997, Apple's "Think Different" marketing 
campaign burst across our television screens, 
encouraging America to think differently 
about the personal computer, and why the 
Apple computer was changing the way we 

think about and use technology in our work and in 

our everyday lives. Visionary Steve Jobs wanted a 

campaign that accurately reflected his philosophy 

that change and innovation should be embraced and 

encouraged, and this was cleverly communicated in 

a one-minute commercial featuring 17 iconic 20th-

century thinkers that included, to name just a few, 

Albert Einstein, Richard Branson, Mahatma Gandhi, and 

Frank Lloyd Wright. In essence, the campaign reminded 

us that change can be positive, powerful, and more 

importantly, necessary.

Education in the US has endured its fair share of 

change over the years, illustrated most recently with 

the winding down of No Child Left Behind and the 

now-growing momentum of the STEM movement and 

Race to the Top. The social and economic dynamics in 

the United States have shifted, revealing a significant 

gap in workforce development and an urgent need 

to develop in students the ability to think differently 

about their education and to become effective 

problem solvers rather than simple repositories of 

information. America needs well-prepared students in 

the fields of science and technology to fill a growing 

number of jobs that require specific STEM-related skill 

sets. America needs engineers and mathematicians to 

fill voids in advanced manufacturing, green technology, 

and the health sciences. But most importantly, America 

needs well-educated thinkers who can collaborate and 

solve problems and be prepared to engage in new 

technologies and career paths not yet realized in an 

ever-changing global economy.

To respond to a changing education landscape and 

develop such a workforce, educators are turning to 

innovative programs, funding sources, and approaches 

to education that challenge traditional methods of 

teaching students the STEM disciplines, increase test 

scores, and create critical thinkers and problem solvers. 

In this issue of Leaders in Education, you will meet 

several innovators in education who think differently 

about their approach to education and are providing 

new and innovative opportunities for the students in 

their classrooms and school districts.  

Think
Different

Changing the Education Landscape
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“Instead of raising the bar to the 
high school graduation level, 
King convinced students, faculty, 
and staff to aim much higher…”
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By Tom Farmer

PHARR, Texas – Visionaries are never satisfied. Take, 
for example, Dr. Daniel King. Six years ago, he was serving 
as superintendent of Hidalgo (Texas) ISD. With 30 years 
of service in education, he could have retired at the top 
of his game: Hidalgo High School was voted the best 
in Texas and No. 11 in the nation according to U.S. News 

and World Report after King helped establish the nation’s 
first whole-school early college high school – quite a 
feat in a border district where 90 percent of students are 
economically disadvantaged.

A low-stress second career as a high-paid consultant 
was his for the taking. But like any true visionary with 
a passion, King was itching for another challenge, 
something bigger, and preferably at another location in 
the impoverished “Valley,” as the locals refer to the Rio 
Grande Valley in the southern-most tip of Texas.

He didn’t have to look far – just a few miles to the north 
and east – Pharr-San Juan-Alamo (PSJA) ISD. Beset with 
governance and ethical issues, a dropout rate hovering 
around 50 percent, and some of the poorest-performing 
high schools not just in the state but in the nation, the 
district was a challenge in every way, shape, and form. More 
importantly, the students and families of PSJA desperately 
needed a school leader of high moral character and 

relentless determination. Say no more. King dashed his 
fleeting thoughts of retirement and accepted the task of 
righting the PSJA ship – not a small, 3,000-student tugboat 
like Hidalgo but a vessel 10 times larger and as intimidating 
as the Titanic taking on water.

On a new course
Now, deep into his new project, King says he’s only 

about 30 percent of the way toward completing the 
transformation he envisions for PSJA ISD, but faculty, staff, 
administrators, students, family members, and community 
leaders would say he’s already performed a miracle.

The dropout rate is lower than the state average, 
residents in their early 20s have returned to school to 
earn their diplomas, students are earning their associate's 
degree before they leave high school, bi-literacy is the 
watchword, and “every student can succeed” is the mantra.

Principals and teachers credit King for the turnaround. 
He credits them. Both are right.

“My job is to paint the picture of what can be and set 
the focus. The key is you’ve got to have the people. Our 
staff has proven they really care about the young people 
of this community,” King says. “What we’ve been able to 
do here is have goals and move in a direction that’s bold 
enough that it’s worth committing to.”

2013 Texas superintendent of the year embraces his biggest challenge  
by encouraging students to begin college – in high school

Continued on page 14

Transformation is King
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Q:  Having begun your career teaching science, how 
has your experience in the classroom impacted 
your approach to your current role as Associate 
Superintendent for Teaching and Learning for 
Gwinnett County Public Schools?

A:  When you select education as your career, you make a 
lifelong commitment to children. You never let go of that 
regardless of your title. Teaching science is one of the 
prime opportunities to engage students in hands-on or 
experimental learning. In my current role, I continue to 
keep in mind the importance of engaging students as 
we work to develop curriculum and programs to meet 
the needs of today's students.

Q:  I am sure there were many options for you as you 
entered college and ultimately developed your 
professional goals, but what prompted you to focus 
on being an educator?

A:  I would credit my family. They inspired me and 
motivated me to be a lifelong learner. My father was 
a high school principal and my mother worked in 
the superintendent's office. They provided many 
opportunities to learn. . . Opportunities that inspired a 
love of learning. I wanted to share that same experience 
with students while they were in my classroom and 
then later as an administrator. School should open  
a whole new world to children.

Q:  As you reflect back upon your path, how 
would you characterize the condition of public 
education and the challenges that face teachers 
and administrators in today's digital age? 

A:  Change is always difficult. The reality is we cannot 
continue to teach students the way we were taught.

  They don't learn the same way today because of all 
the exposure and access to technology. We would be 
foolish to miss the opportunity to connect students 
with the tools they have become accustomed to 
using on a daily basis. There are so many digital tools 
and resources out there for teachers. The challenge is 
making sure we provide adequate time for training as 
well as changing the mindset of teachers.

Q:  Given the current economic, social, and political 
environment, what role does education play in 
providing growth and support to improving our 
workforce and local communities?

A:  School systems should contribute greatly to the 
economic, cultural, and social vitality of a community. 
Our job is to prepare our students for their future. 
We are focused on college and career readiness. The 
role we play in improving our workforce is significant. 
We partner with business and community members 
constantly to help us understand and focus on 
their needs. In turn, we help students make good 

A Career in 
Connecting 
with Students
A dedicated administrator is turning 
failure into success for at-risk students

QA& Dr. Gale Hey
Associate Superintendent of Teaching and Learning • 
Gwinnett County Public Schools • Suwanee, GA

Introduction:  Dr. Gale Hey serves as Associate Superintendent 
for Teaching and Learning with Gwinnett County Public 
Schools (2010 Broad Prize Winner). She previously served 
as an Area Superintendent, Executive Director of Academic 
Achievement, and Director of Professional Learning for 

Gwinnett County Public Schools. Dr. Hey 
began her career with Gwinnett as an 

assistant principal at Summerour 
Middle School, where she was 
later appointed principal. Before 
coming to Gwinnett County,  
Dr. Hey taught high school 
science in Florida and Tennessee 
for 10 years.
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choices regarding their class selections based on 
their interests, as well as talents. The end result 
is a knowledgeable and successful young adult 
graduating from high school.

Q:  A glaring problem across the nation is that too 
many of our young people are not successful in 
the classroom and end up dropping out of school 
before earning a diploma. In your opinion, what 
are the driving forces behind this troubling trend, 
and what is occurring in Gwinnett County Public 
Schools to turn the tide?

A:  What we hear from students is that they are unable to 
make the connection between what they are learning 
and the real world. From my perspective, increasing 
engagement and the opportunities to apply their 
knowledge is the key to helping students stay in 
school. In Gwinnett County, we are working toward 
increasing those opportunities in the classroom. We 
provide a multitude of professional development 
options for our teachers. By helping teachers teach in a 
way that is more relevant to students, we can increase 
the number who choose to stay in school. Also, I think 
our eCLASS initiative, which is focused on transforming 
instruction in all classrooms, will make a difference. Our 
goal is to develop a personalized learning environment 
for each student. In other words, a student's interests 
and talents are taken into account when planning 
strategies for teaching and learning.

Q:  What relationships have developed to achieve 
your goals in improving dropout prevention 
for students in your district, and what does the 
future hold for continued success?

A:  As a district, we have a strong relationship with our 
parents and community partners.  It is the role, or job, 
of everyone involved to make sure students stay in 
school and are successful while with us. In addition, 
we continuously look for opportunities to increase 
student engagement, creating reasons for students 
to complete their K-12 education. An example is 
found in the district's community-based mentoring 
program which has been successful in connecting 
caring adults in the community with middle school 
boys whose poor attendance and behavior are 
having an adverse impact on their grades and 
classroom performance. The goal is to provide these 
students who are at-risk more support to help them 
through the years when students are more likely to 

drop out. It is imperative that the community and 

schools work together to implement innovative 

strategies to reach students and keep them in school.

Q:  Gwinnett County Schools is one of the largest 

and most progressive districts in your state. As a 

dedicated professional and passionate believer 

in helping students succeed, what personal goals 

and outcomes do you hope to achieve as a leader 

in your district?

A:  I hope that I can serve as a model for instructional 

leaders. My main goal is to lead in a way that results 

in reduced variability in our classrooms. Every student 

deserves an exemplary teacher. Not a good teacher or 

a great teacher but an exemplary teacher that they will 

remember for the rest of their lives.

Q:  Pitsco Education is committed to increasing 

student success and has played a role in supporting 

initiatives in the Gwinnett County Public School 

district. How has this relationship impacted 

students and assisted the district in improving 

educational opportunities for your students?

A:  Our partnership with Pitsco has helped us move 

students forward in their educational careers. While it 

may sound trite, we have given students hope - hope 

to graduate from high school on time as well as go on 

to a successful postsecondary experience. Since we 

made the decision to focus on STEM-related Modules 

and carry that plan through to high school, we have 

positioned these students to move into some of 

the fastest-growing career opportunities available 

in today's job market. Connecting student learning 

to something in real life has been a key strategy as 

we work to help students reach their full learning 

potential so that they graduate with the knowledge, 

skills, and expertise to succeed in college, work, and 

life in the 21st century.

Q:  What words of advice can you offer other 

administrators who are seeking solutions to 

reducing the dropout rates in their districts?

A:  Get to know the students and what their goals and 

aspirations are as they grow. Don't provide them  

with your opportunities; provide them with their 

own opportunities to develop and become lifelong 

learners. 
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Dr. Gregory Firn
Superintendent,  
Anson County School District, 
Wadesboro, North Carolina

Photo by Rod Dutton
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By Tom Farmer

WADESBORO, North Carolina – Well-read, opinionated, 
and a staunch supporter of public education, Dr. Gregory 
Firn wouldn’t appear to be a “yes man,” but he is. He says so 
himself, though he doesn’t mean in the traditional sense of 
the term. Quite the opposite, in fact. 

Firn is a yes man only insofar as he believes the answer 
to “How?” is “Yes.” He’s a can-do kind of guy, and his 
contagious confidence has been spreading through Anson 
County (NC) Public Schools – from his superintendent’s 
office to district department heads to principals to teachers 
and even on to students.

“Yes, we can overcome any obstacle in our way. Yes, 
students will master difficult subjects such as algebra. Yes, 
we will eradicate illiteracy.” . . . What is the source of Firn’s 
unbending conviction and determination? Apparently, it’s 
in the fiber of his being and in an attitude that was nurtured 
during a stint in the military and as a young educator and 
administrator determined to “make a difference.”

The difference is exactly what he’s been in Anson 
County Public Schools since taking over as superintendent 
in 2007. A poor, rural school district located an hour 

southeast of Charlotte, Anson County schools were 
struggling and students were failing and dropping out at 
rates well above the state average before Firn took over.

He quickly assessed what needed to be done – for 
starters, fewer excuses and more people echoing his 

“Yes, we can” battle cry. No more would the “victim cycle” 
be tolerated, and personal accountability would be 
demanded, starting with himself.

“When you see a problem, you own it, you solve it, 
and you do it,” Firn said. “I’m the superintendent. Who 
do I turn to? Who do I get to blame? If I blame the board 
of education, I’ll be short-lived. If I blame the community, 
I’ll get run out of town. If I blame staff, I’ll have mutiny.”

So he rolled up his sleeves and took charge, and 
he’s taken responsibility for the results – good, bad, or 

other. Mostly, it’s been good, very good. Anson County 
schools are no longer at the bottom of the list on state 
report cards, and the graduation rate has soared from 64 
percent in 2008 to 79 percent in 2012.

Two key initiatives have been the eradication of illiteracy 
through a program that begins at age three and continues 
to age 22 and the improvement of algebra understanding 
because this gateway course can often be the tipping point 
for students who contemplate dropping out.

True to form, Firn searched for an outside-the-box 
approach to algebra. He chose Pitsco Education’s Algebra 
program because it was nothing like the usual book-
and-lecture curriculum. “We cannot continue to have 
kids sitting in traditional algebra classes who have failed 
once, twice, three times, and then expect someone else 
to teach it slower and louder,” Firn said. “We needed a 
fundamentally different experience.

“And that is where Pitsco has created and built upon the 
idea that you learn by doing. And we’ve basically positioned 
our program here at Anson High School with the mindset 
of, ‘Okay, we tried a traditional approach to algebra, and 

these students were not successful.’ Now we’re backfilling 
where there were skills, concepts, or constructs missed, 
and now students are seeing the practical application of it. 
We’re using the tools of the age of their learning – we’re 
using technology, we’re using situations and simulations, 
we’re using multiple resources.”

The two Pitsco Algebra labs at Anson High School are 
filled mostly with students who failed to pass the subject 
during middle school. Students in the Pitsco labs begin by 
working independently on computer-based Individualized 
Prescriptive Lessons™ (IPLs™) and then, after mastering core 
concepts, working in pairs through real-world experiences 
at workstations outfitted with the latest equipment and 
materials needed to complete activities in career areas such 
as biotechnology, forensics, and construction.

“Yes, we can overcome any obstacle in our way. Yes, students will master 
difficult subjects such as algebra. Yes, we will eradicate illiteracy.” 

Dr. Gregory Firn seeks out fundamentally different experiences to address age-old problems in education

Driving in a different direction

Continued on page 15
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Q:  What was your goal for the Pitsco Career & 

Technology Education lab you brought to Golf 

School District 67 in Illinois in the early 1990s? 

A:  My goal at the time, and remember 20 years ago 

technology was relatively nonexistent in schools, 

was to bring the future to the present. I knew at 

that time, already, businesses were all going to 

computer-operated systems, and our kids needed 

to be prepared for that future. We needed to make 

technology an integral part of everything that 

we did within our day. At that time, that was very 

forward thinking.

Q:  How were you sure at the time that the lab was 

effective with students? 

A:  It was a requirement for Grades 5 through 8. It was 

not a full-year course. They did two quarters of 

regular technology like PowerPoint and two quarters 

of what was called the Synergistics (Pitsco) lab. The 

kids who left our school did well across the board. 

In terms of state testing, we were always performing  

at the very high end.

Q:  What did you do to make Hochberg a STEM school?

A:  My goal was to implement an atmosphere unlike 

anything anywhere else. I wanted to be able to offer 

children from Junior Kindergarten all the way up to 

Grade 8 opportunities to learn about STEM. I don’t 

mean what STEM is. I mean learn about the integrated 

STEM areas in a way that took away the fear. 

Q:  What’s the advantage of students being STEM 

literate when they leave Hochberg? 

A:  The world as we know it today will not be the world 

our current children will know when they enter the 

workforce. It’s very likely the jobs they will undertake 

haven’t even been created yet, for many of them. We 

have to look at what our role and responsibility is as 

administrators. Between the staff, administration, and 

the Board, we shape the vision and the mission of what 

our children are going to receive in instruction as they 

pass through our school. This is a very personal thing 

for me. It’s my belief that I owe the children everything 

I can give them to provide the skills they need to be the 

leaders of tomorrow. This is a mission of mine.

Q:  How did you select the curriculum?

A:  We decided we were going to start out with the LEGO 

items for young students and move on to the Missions 

and Modules for the intermediate and middle school 

children, and we did it all in one room. The team back 

at Pitsco put together a great program for us. I trusted 

them to do it because I worked with them before and 

knew that they would do the right thing.

'All good teachers 
are facilitators'
Prep school administrator looks to Pitsco again 
to outfit her ‘Exploratorium’ in Miami, FL

QA& Dr. Linda Marks
Head of School • Hochberg Preparatory School • Miami, Florida

Introduction: After more than 15 years as superintendent of 

Golf School District 67 in Morton Grove, Illinois, and 30-plus 

years in education overall, retirement sounded pretty good to 

Dr. Linda Marks. But she discovered after a couple of years in 

Florida that education had been woven deeply into the fabric 

of her being, and she was called back into duty. In 2011, she took 

over as Head of School (akin to superintendent) at Hochberg 

Preparatory in North Miami, Florida, “just a few stoplights from 

our house.” There’s been no stopping Marks as she transforms 

the high-achieving pre-K-8 Jewish Day School and enhances 

it with a STEM focus. “I had no plans to do this, but Hochberg 

is a fabulous school,” she says. One of her first efforts was to 

set up an “Exploratorium” for STEM, mostly 

Pitsco Education and LEGO® Education 

curriculum – from WeDo to simple 

machines sets to the Missions and 

Modules curriculum. Dr. Marks 

looked to Pitsco for a STEM 

curriculum because nearly 20 years 

earlier, she had done the same and 

developed a program that served her 

district well the entire time she 

was at the helm.
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Q:  Why did you call this new classroom the 

“Exploratorium”? 

A:  This was one piece of a much bigger plan. Ultimately, 

our school will be an Exploratorium because 

children learn best when they explore. We use the 

word Exploratorium because I wanted it to denote 

something different and unique and self-directed. 

Q:  How did you go about selecting a STEM teacher?

A:  First of all, I needed somebody with a math and science 

background because I wanted them to be able to 

answer those kinds of questions. I needed somebody 

who could handle a thousand things going on at one 

time, so I needed an individual who would be very 

multifunctional, very multidimensional. 

Q:  How do you view the role of a facilitator?

A:  I think every single teacher is a facilitator. Facilitator 

is probably a better word than teacher because 

children and adults learn best from their own 

experience or their own exploration. Sitting and 

listening to somebody talk is not nearly as effective 

as having you figure out what it is you need to do or 

know or understand in order to grasp a concept. All 

good teachers are facilitators.

Q:  How have you empowered the elementary 

teachers to succeed in teaching STEM subjects?

A:  In an elementary building, particularly the primary 

grades, the emphasis is on reading and math. That’s 

standard. When you’re emphasizing reading and math, 

it’s very easy to minimize science and social studies 

and the other pieces that also go into creating a well-

rounded child. What we’ve done is, knowing that all 

primary teachers are taught to be very specialized in 

reading and mathematics, we’ve supplemented and 

supported the other areas that to us are as critical. 

Q:  What do students need to learn in STEM studies?

A:  They need to understand the engineering piece of 

problem solving because they’re going to be problem 

solvers. They need to be children who work in groups 

and not individually because that’s the way the 

workforce works. And we have to give them all of these 

skills. There’s much more than just learning to read or 

write or add or subtract. It’s giving them the ability 

to be able to solve problems, analyze, synthesize, be 

leaders, be creative, so that they have whatever skills 

are needed to do whatever lies ahead for the next 

generation. They need to be so valuable that what they 

do can’t be outsourced to another country.

Q:  How do you know the Exploratorium is effective? 

A:  You can go up to any one of our kids and ask them 

questions related to something that’s in the Modules 

and they have the answers. They can answer you. Sure, 

Pitsco provides tests at the end of each unit, but it’s much 

deeper than that. Our students can speak it. The whole 

thing is to know and understand what you know.

Q:  How do you ensure elementary teachers are 

prepared to teach STEM subjects?

A:  The fear needs to be taken out of this. It’s not scary. For 

example, let’s take the Pitsco product. It’s designed 

in such a way that no matter who’s teaching it, they 

can be very successful because there’s a very good 

support system. If a teacher has a question about 

the what or the how or the way, they can make a 

phone call and get answers. Immediately. 

Q:  Which type of student gets the most out of 

hands-on learning experiences? 

A:  There is no question. Whether a child possesses the highest 

IQ or the lowest IQ, the Pitsco lab offers opportunities for 

the kids, no question. No question. . . . I think that’s what’s 

so great about the product. Every single child is going to 

benefit from going through the Pitsco lab. Some may 

gain more; some may gain less. And because you have 

so many choices of which Modules to put in, one student 

might be interested in ecology but the next kid might be 

interested in sustainable energy. And on and on and on. 

By going through these Modules, you’ve tried it in such a 

way that your interest is piqued in certain areas and you 

can proceed with that. It’s giving kids such a wide taste of 

what they can do in the future! 
Dr. Linda Marks regularly observes students as they complete hands-on 
activities in the Exploratorium at Hochberg Prep. Submitted phto
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Dr. Glenn Fortmayer
Superintendent, USD 247 Southeast 
District, Cherokee, Kansas

The students of Southeast School District are the 
beneficiaries of a new district-wide K-12 STEM initia-
tive. The change in vision has resulted in impressive 
turnarounds and dramatically increased student 
engagement. Photos by Melissa Karsten

“Our policy is that if there 
is a kid who wants to reach 
something, we’re going to  
find a way to do it.”
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By Cody White

CHEROKEE, Kansas – “We tried to ask what we can bring 
to our kids to transform learning in Southeast forever,” recalls 
Glenn Fortmayer, superintendent of Southeast School District 
in Cherokee, Kansas. It is not every day that a school district 
has the opportunity to ask such an ambitious question. For 
Southeast, this soul-searching was occasioned by a revelation 
that the district’s high school was underperforming. Though 
the news was a bitter pill to swallow, the high school’s 
plight turned out to be an opportunity for broad reforms 
throughout the entire district.

After applying for and receiving a $1.4 million School 
Improvement Grant (SIG) in 2010 for the purposes of 
upgrading their struggling high school, officials made 
the decision that even more sweeping changes were 
needed throughout the entire K-12 spectrum to bolster 
the improvements brought by the grant. Big gains in 
math and reading scores quickly became evident, but 
district leaders knew that reforms at the high school 
would be even more potent if they were encompassed 
within a powerful district-wide vision. 

Essential to the unified vision the district is crafting 
is an emphasis on STEM that begins in kindergarten and 
continues through high school, even reaching into classes 
such as gym and art. “We decided we wanted to have a 
niche – one that made us not just a charter school but a 
charter district,” says Fortmayer.

The foundations of improvement
The SIG money that started the process brought several 

changes to Southeast High School. The implementation 
of an extended learning program helped bring group 
learning and a hands-on approach to core subjects. At-risk 
students are aided by a new virtual learning program that 
enables them to regain lost credits. Already a one-to-one 
school before the grant, higher technology standards and 
a flood of new tools (including new iPads) have bolstered 
the technology-literacy mission at the high school. 

Changes such as these may have gotten the ball rolling, 
but they were only the beginning. One great change was 
the district’s decision to greatly open up the selection 
of electives at both the middle and high school level. In 
fact, to accommodate the increased number of on-site, 
distance and virtual learning electives (more than 150 of 
these!) now offered, the district switched from a seven-
hour day to an eight-hour day.

“Because there are so many mandatory subjects that 

they have to take, very few kids were getting more than one 
elective per year, so we wanted to open that up to them,” 
says Fortmayer. “Our policy is that if there is a kid who wants 
to reach something, we’re going to find a way to do it.”

Every kid matters
This is an important mission for the school and for 

Fortmayer in particular: find a way to help every single kid. He 
says, “We can’t just be always focusing on how to reach the kids 
that are the underperforming kids. We had to have something 
that can bring our underperforming kids and our middle-level 
kids to the highest levels, and our high-level kids have to have 
an unlimited end to be able to go where they want to go.”

Those broad goals caused the student-directed 
approach of Pitsco Education’s STEM offerings to catch 
their eye. Looking to improve math skills, the district has 
implemented a Pitsco Signature Math program in Grade 
6 and an Algebra Academy in Grades 7 and 8. A Missions 
lab that rotates through three schools brings Earth 
Science, Life Science, Physical Science, and Engineering 
education to kids in third through sixth grades. 

The district brought even more hands-on STEM learning 
opportunities to students through the purchase of LEGO® 
Education sets. Starting in kindergarten and continuing in 
elementary, students learn about simple machines, pneumatic 
devices, and robots by actually building them with LEGO 
blocks. LEGO MINDSTORMS® at the middle level and TETRIX® at 
the high school level allow students to continue their robotics 
exploration and grow their skills. In addition, a Pitsco model 
rocketry program in those grades supplements the USAF Civil 
Air Patrol STEM/aerospace curriculum. (Southeast has the only 
school-based Civil Air Patrol Squadron in Kansas.)

Bringing such a diverse STEM program to the district did not 
come without challenges, as Fortmayer explains. “The STEM is 
not paid for by the grant. The district board of education made 
the decision that they were going to invest. Basically, we have 
one of the smallest cash balances in the state. It was a very 
difficult decision for our board, but we feel like we are here to 
educate, and if we have to risk some of our cash balances and 
hope that we can run a real tight game, we’re going to do this 
to ensure we get the right curriculum in for our kids.”

This dose of idealism has been essential to the district 
as it has sought reinvention under Fortmayer’s leadership. 
Sometimes, when the opportunity presents itself, the 
best way to move forward is to rethink everything from 
the ground up. 

A Vision of Change
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Continued from page 5

Bold indeed
Within days of taking over at PSJA, King felt a moral 

obligation to reach out to the group of 237 students who 
narrowly missed graduating the month before. Going door-
to-door and inviting these students to attend a new-concept 
high school – the College, Career & Technology Academy –
King and his staff got 223 of them to return to school that fall. 
The promise was not just a high school diploma but a start 
on college and a path to a career. “Our message was, ‘If you 
didn’t finish high school, start college today.’”

By December, 49 of those students had earned their 
diplomas. “It’s amazing what the graduation of those 
49 students did in a district of 30,000 students,” King 
said. “Everywhere you went, that’s what you heard. After 
years of this district getting knocked around for low 
performance, for governance problems, for ethical issues, 
here was something to celebrate.”

The College, Career & Technology Academy is now 
considered a state and national model, and the Texas 
Legislature has even passed legislation authorizing its design 
to be spread across the state. The Texas Education Agency 
recently brought representatives from 10 of the largest school 
districts in the state – Houston, Dallas, Austin, and San Antonio 
among them – to spend several days at the school.

“It makes me real proud of the work our great teachers 
and principals have done. It shows something can  
be done for these young people if we really commit to 
it,” King said. “If we don’t just do what we’ve always done,  
if we think outside the box a little bit and look for 
different solutions . . .”

Early college high school
Instead of raising the bar to the high school 

graduation level, King convinced students, faculty, and 

staff to aim much higher – take as many dual-enrollment 
classes as possible and maybe even earn an associate's 
degree or career certifications before walking through 
those high school doors for the last time.

“The focus was so heavy on the high school diploma, 
many people got there and figured they were finished,” 
King said. “Our plan is to talk about that minimally and 
focus on completing something beyond high school.”

The district’s new logo references College3: "All students 
College Ready, College Connected, and College Complete.” 
Obviously, a strong relationship with nearby colleges is 
critical, and King and his staff have cultivated those fields.

“We’ve got a good partner with South Texas College, and 
we do a lot of dual enrollment with the University of Texas-
Pan American,” King says. “It’s not easy. It’s challenging, a lot 
of ups and downs figuring out how to make this work.”

Logistics and facilities are the biggest hurdles. High 
school principals and counselors have to work overtime 
to juggle the extra work and planning to accommodate 
students enrolling in high school and college simultaneously. 
Those efforts pay off at graduation though. For example, the 
district’s new PSJA Thomas Jefferson T-STEM Early College 
High School – a 400-student model – had its first graduating 
class last year, and 55 students crossed the stage with their 
high school diplomas and associate's degrees. “In a few 
years we will be graduating hundreds of students each year 
with an associate's degree and many, many hundreds more 
with significant college hours,” King said.

Pitsco programs part of solution
Just as he did with the early college high school concept, 

King brought along several other proven programs that 
served him well at Hidalgo. Among those are Pitsco Education 
solutions. Approximately 20 Pitsco STEM labs have been 

Dr. Daniel King says of the Pitsco curriculum used in all eight of the district's middle schools: "They’re motivational, they’re hands on, 
they’re very good for any students, but certainly good for any students that English is not their first language."
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implemented in the district’s eight middle schools, serving as 
a first step along the college-career pathway. A Star Academy 
Program for acceleration aimed at helping over-age eighth 
graders advance to the 10th grade in a single year was started 
last fall at the newest high school in the district, PSJA Southwest 
Early College High School.

King was excited to begin the Star Academy Program. 
“It fits in perfectly because several years ago I had started an 
initiative with the high schools that I call ‘Be on time.’ The 
idea is to get students to graduate on time and graduate 
with their age group and cohort. We had been meeting 
every year with principals identifying students that were 
off track or behind and asked principals to put strategies in 
place to help them catch up to their cohort. . . . When this 
concept of the Star Academy was presented to me, I was 
very eager to try it because it fit in with the direction we 
were already trying to take. The Star Academy concept gave 
me a laboratory setting to work with this concept.”

As for the middle-level labs: “We had already been 
working with the Pitsco STEM labs both in Hidalgo and 
here. They’re motivational, they’re hands on, they’re very 
good for any students, but certainly good for any students 
that English is not their first language,” King said.

Heavily infused with math, science, and real-world career 
experiences, the STEM labs “bring the concrete into play” by 
explaining core concepts in real-world contexts and in an 
understandable way. “Once the concrete is well established, 

then young people can go abstract,” King explained. “One of 

the biggest challenges with ELLs (English Language Learners) 

is we have a tendency to go abstract when the students 

don’t have the foundation yet. That’s where sometimes 

people will misinterpret and feel they’re not as smart. (The 

Pitsco curriculum) helps with that. It’s also aligned with our 

whole focus on getting students connected to high-wage, 

high-skilled careers, careers where there’s a demand. There’s 

a lot of math and science. It kind of ties a number of things all 

together. We saw it as an ideal tool.”

Many tools have been employed during the past six 

years to build a brighter future for the next generation. “It’s 

what’s got to be done for the young people here. It’s got to 

be done if this region’s going to move forward economically 

and educationally,” King stated with conviction. “The young 

people here have the same potential as any young person 

anywhere else. The majority may come from economically 

challenging circumstances. English language may be an 

issue for many of them. But their potential is the same. It’s 

our job to figure out how to put the pieces in place for 

them to achieve that potential.” 

Editor's Note: Dr. Daniel King is also featured in Education 

Week's "2013 Leaders to Learn From" [published February 6, 

2013, http://www.edweek.org/leaders/year-2013/].

“We’re building competence and confidence 
in working in teams,” Firn says. “So they’re not just 
working in isolation, but they have collaboration, and I 
think that’s the model of what we will see in learning – 
predominantly reflecting a place of demonstration, not 
just the acquisition of knowledge.”

To make certain his programs are working, Firn 
regularly visits classrooms, and he doesn’t just observe 
from the back of the room. He interacts with students 
and probes their minds to ensure they are “getting it.”

“Math is more about confidence than anything,” he 
explained. “We’ve given children a completely different 
experience so they’re not bogged down with, ‘I can’t do 
this because I’ve failed at it.’ Now, they’re more willing to 
risk, they’re more willing to stretch themselves, they’re 
more willing to ask questions because this is different.”

High school isn’t the only setting where hands-on Pitsco 
curriculum is helping students achieve understanding. 
The science program at Morven Elementary School has 

included Pitsco Missions for two years. During that time, 

the percentage of students scoring at proficient and 

above on state tests has jumped from 39 to 60.

Firn is quick to point out that having the right 

people in the right places is critical to success with any 

curriculum. He credits building principals and their staff 

members for saying “Yes, we can” and for not settling for 

anything less than students’ best effort.

Under no circumstances will he accept teachers’ or 

administrators’ excuses for why their students fail to succeed 

in the classroom. He expects his team members to play a 

winning hand regardless the cards they are dealt.

“You don’t control poverty. You don’t control what 

children eat at home. You don’t control the way they 

dress. Don’t worry about those things,” he says. “What 

do we control? Well, we control whether we use a top 

curriculum. We control whether or not we choose an 

instructional strategy that’s effective.” 

Continued from page 9
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