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MATH

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.
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From the Executive Editor

What kind of product are you  
turning out for your community?

Rigor, Relevance, and Relationships. It ’s a mantra that many educators have 
both spoken and heard, but nowhere does it seem to resonate more than with the 
community members within your school districts. Parents want assurances that their 
students are experiencing all three Rs, and local businesses desire the outcomes they 
can produce – an educated workforce that knows how to work well together. 

In this issue of The Pitsco Network, you will read about two school districts 
(Brownwood, Texas, and Aiken, South Carolina) that have embraced community 
involvement. Brownwood Superintendent Reece Blincoe (see page 16) showcased 
his mindset by posing this line of thinking – “Your customer, in my opinion, is your 
community, so what am I doing for my community? What kind of product am I turning 
out for my community?”

As further proof of Superintendent Blincoe’s desired involvement of the community, 
he engaged the local Chamber of Commerce during the selection of his district’s Pitsco 
curricula. While this practice is unique in our experiences at Pitsco, we know of at least 
one other similar exercise that has been taking place for several years in Aiken, South 
Carolina (see page 26).

Like the school officials listening to the desires of their communities, Pitsco has 
been listening to its community – you and all of our loyal customers. So, what have you 
and your colleagues told us the past couple years? The two most common messages 
we’ve heard are that the unique methodology we employ in our labs needs to be 
implemented in core subjects such as math and science and that many of you would 
like to see a whole-class teaching experience that could supplement your labs.

Based on that feedback, we developed a new program called Signature Math. If you 
still have the February-March issue of The Pitsco Network, you can find an extensive 
series of articles about the new solution. The stories also are available online (www 
.pitsco.com/curriculum). 

Finally, make sure you read about our new Signature STEM Units (see page 3) 
that offer whole-class, teacher-led experiences for your Modules labs. This is a new 
methodology we are continuing to explore, and we’d love to hear your thoughts 
about these STEM units after you’ve read the article announcing their addition to our 
collection of product offerings. 

     Matt Frankenbery
 Director of Education & Executive Editor
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Something old, something new, something borrowed, 

something Pitsco blue
Aaron Locke 
Curriculum Manager

Curriculum Perspec t ive

I t has been a long-standing tradition at weddings for the 
bride and groom to follow certain customs and perform 
certain rituals. For example, it’s bad luck for the groom 
to see the bride on the day of the wedding before the 
ceremony. Dad giving the bride away symbolizes the 

daughter leaving the home and starting a family of her own. 
Catching the bridal bouquet signifies that you’re the next to marry.

Perhaps one of the more common traditions is for the bride 
to wear something old, something new, something borrowed, 
and something blue. According to tradition, this is supposed 
to bring the bride good luck and happiness. Well, at Pitsco 
Education, we’ve borrowed from that tradition in the creation  
of our new Signature STEM Units.

Something Old
Think back to when you were a middle school student. That 

is harder for some of us to do than for others. Many of our 
classes were led by a teacher giving a lecture in front of the 
class, probably up at a chalkboard, writing notes as they talked. 
This type of teaching has occurred for centuries. Even in today’s 
technology- and media-driven classrooms, there is still quite a 
bit of this style of teaching going on. Why fix something that isn’t 
broken – right?

Pitsco Education has taken a chapter out of the “old school” 
book in the creation of its new STEM units. A contrast to some 
of our other products that have the teacher facilitating the class, 
these units are led by the teacher in front of the class. Signature 
STEM Units come with modifiable media presentations, which 
give the teacher more control and flexibility over the content.

Something New
STEM units are a new concept for Pitsco Education. They 

represent a shift in focus to whole-class curriculum where the 
entire class goes through the content and activities at the 
same time. Let me highlight a few of the key features of our 
new unit design:

•	Units are intended to be 15-day, teacher-led experiences 
for mid-level students. 

•	Each day can be broken into three main components: 
teacher time, activity time, and review time. The day 
begins with the teacher presenting the necessary content 
and instruction for the day. After this delivery, students 
break into small groups and work on hands-on activities.

•	Pitsco has always believed in “learning by doing,” and 
Signature STEM Units remain faithful to that belief. Each 
unit comes with multiple activities to help drive home the 
concepts taught during teacher time.

As the name implies, these units are all about STEM – 
science, technology, engineering, and math. In recent years, 
STEM education has become a major area of concern. President 
Obama’s Race to the Top initiative places major emphasis on 
STEM learning. Our STEM units are the perfect meld of these 
four areas as students go through activities such as designing a 
dragster to be aerodynamically efficient or testing green building 
materials to determine heat-transfer efficiency. Signature STEM 
Units and STEM seem to be a match made in heaven.

Something Borrowed
One of the key features of each STEM unit is a challenge 

activity that spans the last two days of the unit. The challenge 
activity is a concept that we borrowed from our Suites 
framework. It serves as a culminating activity where the 
students work in small groups and apply what they’ve learned in 
the unit to engineer a solution or product. 

Something Pitsco Blue
Signature STEM Units are still in the writing and designing 

stage at the moment. But even at this early stage, there is one 
thing you can be certain of: when we put that Pitsco-blue brand 
on this product and roll it out later this year, the units will be the 
perfect marriage of quality content and hands-on activities that 
you’ve come to expect from all Pitsco Education products. 

STEM
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Best of both worlds
Blended approach features student-
directed and teacher-directed curriculum

T he first quarter of 2011 
has revealed to all in the 
education community several 
sobering facts:

•	American students still need new 
ways to learn age-old concepts.

•	The economic ripple has caused 
education to make difficult tactical 
decisions even though its strategic 
goal of closing the achievement 
gap stays steadfast.

•	We face the challenge of teaching 
a veteran group of teachers to 
shift their style to project-based, 
hands-on, cooperative, and 
blended solutions.

Blended? “Hmmm,” you might 
wonder, “I have an understanding of what 
project-based, hands-on, and cooperative 
mean as they relate to an education 
methodology, but blended?”

We desperately need an open dialog 
regarding America’s education system 
playing to its strengths. A blended 
teaching methodology allows for a period 
of student-directed learning mixed with 
periods of teacher-directed learning. Both 
styles of leadership are grounded in a 
project-based, hands-on approach.

Teacher directed
Teacher-directed learning segments 

give teachers rich in subject knowledge 
the scope and sequences and project 
materials that are necessary for the 
hands-on portion; however, the teacher 
is allowed to use their choice of content. 

This modern twist on the traditional 
method of teaching comes with 
guarantees in scope and sequences 
and injects the secret sauce of 
hands-on, project-based activities to 
the learning recipe.

Student directed
Student-directed learning segments 

put the responsibility of learning on 
the students and bring the magic of 
the “teachable moment” back to the 
classroom on a more regular basis. The 
teacher is freed up to have one-on-one 
teaching moments based on the scope 
and sequence, project materials, and 
content provided. When a student or 
group of students (cooperative learning) 
are struggling, the teacher is there to 
teach in real time in a manner that works 
best for that small number of students, 
while the rest of the class continues to 
move uninterrupted through their lesson.

I tell my children on a daily basis to 
“control the controllable.” The very test 
scores we are fighting so hard to improve 
are screaming at us to change from our 
traditional methods of teaching. We cannot 
control the outcome, per se; however, we 
can control the method through which we 
teach our students. 

Todd Smith 
National Sales Manager

Trends in Educat ion
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RoboRescue Challenge at SkillsUSA

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com

Search-and-rescue  
robots similar to those 
used recently in Japan
PITTSBURG, Kan. – First responders, 
technology, natural disasters, robots, 
search and rescue – bring all of these 
elements together and you have a 
riveting SkillsUSA event: the RoboRescue 
Challenge. The new technology 
demonstration event made its debut at 
a Maine SkillsUSA competition in Bangor 
in March and will be staged at a Kansas 
SkillsUSA competition in April.

To mark the unveiling of the 
RoboRescue Challenge, Pitsco Education 
awarded eight event sets valued at $800 
each: four to participating teams in each of 
the two early adopting states.

In the RoboRescue Challenge, high 
school and postsecondary teams compete 
in creating remotely operated robots from 
the TETRIX® Robotics System that help first 
responders find survivors in the immediate 
aftermath of a simulated disaster staged 
within a custom-designed playing field. 

Via video feed from a robot-mounted 
camera, student operators deliver critical 
life-support supplies to trapped disaster 
victims, not unlike the challenge faced by 
rescue workers in the aftermath of the 
recent earthquake in Japan.

The demand for designers, skilled 
technicians, and manufacturing workers 

who are fluent in mechanical design and 
electrical systems and highly skilled in 
troubleshooting and maintenance of robotic 
systems is projected to continue to grow. 

SkillsUSA events are designed to help 
develop skills in members of the future 
workforce. More than 300,000 students 
and instructors join SkillsUSA annually, 
organized into more than 17,000 sections 
and 54 state and territorial associations. 
The top placing teams at state and 
territorial SkillsUSA competitions qualify 
for the National SkillsUSA championships, 
which are held each June in Kansas City 
and attract more than 5,400 contestants 
and 1,500 judges.

“The RoboRescue Challenge is a unique 
addition to the SkillsUSA lineup in that it 
requires deft and swift manipulation of a 
student-designed-and-created robot in a 
simulated disaster setting,” said TETRIX 
Product Manager Tony Allen. “Competitors 
will learn and develop new skills that 
translate directly to some of the hottest 
jobs in technology.”

Learn more about the RoboRescue 
Challenge, including the official 
rules, at: www.tetrixrobotics.com/
Competitions/?art=3954. 

   Via video feed from 

a robot-mounted camera, 

student operators deliver 

critical life-support 

supplies to trapped 

disaster victims, not 

unlike the challenge faced 

by rescue workers in the 

aftermath of the recent 

earthquake in Japan.   

Students, sponsors, and visitors watch and participate in 
the first RoboRescue Challenge SkillsUSA event held in 
Bangor, Maine, on March 11, 2011.
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Funding Opportunities

How to invest in the grant search
The 100 largest U.S. grant-making foundations ranked 

by total giving, based on the most current audited financial 

data, include a few that we can identify as potential supporters 

for Pitsco Education and LEGO® Education curricula. The 

emphasis today is on the correct usage of technology by 

teachers and evaluation of the results. 

The race for educational success is not unlike the 
familiar Iditarod. When federal and state funds 
are lacking, foundations sprint to the rescue.

The lead dog on the sled that treks to educational success 

is the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. The major focus 

of their educational largesse is toward the Pacific Northwest, 

and the impetus is for new approaches to engaging students 

in learning content through state-of-the-art pedagogy and 

technology. The “second wave” of the Gates improvement 

plan includes new methods for assessment and learning 

environments that should be structured as “learning modules.” 

Their $2 billion need to be well spent. 

Examples of their type of environment could include 

a classroom featuring the Pitsco Computer Graphics & 
Animation or CNC Manufacturing learning units. Each 

includes the technology and evaluation sought by the 

foundation. They seek measurable results and education that 

provide long-lasting change.

The Ford Foundation supports activities through grants 

related to educational programs. Learning units such as 

Entrepreneurship: Child Care, Families, Fashion & Textiles, 
and Life Skills would fall under the interests of the foundation. 

Again, the emphasis for the success of the grant would revolve 

around the measuring of the program. The avowed purpose 

of the grant is to create lasting social change, so the strategy 

of the measurement is to quantify the desired impact that the 

curriculum accomplishes.

Ecology is a popular subject today, and a foundation that 

shows concern is the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, 

which is focused on the environment. So, the Plants & 
Pollination, Soils, Water Management, Horticulture, or Weather 
learning units would appeal to their field of interest and support.  

The John and Catherine MacArthur Foundation is 

enthusiastic regarding digital and media learning while 

supporting an eco-friendly curriculum that requires 

creative problem solving, critical thinking, and productive 

collaboration. The Pitsco GreenSTEM Academy, possessing 

a multimedia-delivered curriculum of Carbon Footprint, 
Garbology, Future Fuels, and Eco-Architecture learning units, 

could be purchased through such grants. Other possible entries 

could be the Green Electricity or Using Solar units.

Future engineering has been a source of governmental 

and educational concern. The S.D. Bechtel, Jr., and Boeing 

Foundations have a particular interest in supporting 

science, technology, engineering, and math education. The 

Pitsco learning units of Air Power, Alternative Energy, 
BioEngineering, and Construction Management or Pitsco 

TETRIX® and LEGO NXT Robotics would entice the interest 

of those who desire the fruition of engineering education. A 

continuation of those objectives may be found in the Pitsco 

Aerospace Rocketry, Engineering Design, or Engineering 

Technology titles.

Those informed of the health curriculum demonstrated by 

the Pitsco Suites can focus on the Halliburton, James Graham 

Brown, Newman’s Own, and Pentair Foundations as possible 

resources for health information. The high school curriculum 

includes Genetics, Forensic Science, Health Care, Health 
Science, and AgriBiotechnology. 

Not all foundations pull the sled with the same strength; 

however, their intent and view of the need for a stronger and 

more intelligent presentation of curriculum by committed 

instructors is evidenced by the programs they support. Pitsco 

and LEGO Education contain the potential finish line for those 

seeking long-term education success. 

Pat Forbes 
Education Liaison
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Communicating your needs
A well-constructed grant request contains 

a variety of observations, and perhaps one 

of the most important is the communication 

of your needs. If you are seeking TETRIX 

or NXT Robotics, it is a waste of the reader’s 

time to discourse peripheral items. Say what 

you need, the results of utilization (test 

results), and try in the interim to be concise.

Long-range implications are woven 

throughout presentations. Rarely does a grant 

source wish to see its offerings flash as a cell 

phone photo and be relegated to a one-year 

or one-semester program. As an example, the 

Gates folks are looking long range as they 

stress long-lasting change. 

Grant Application Deadlines

June
 S M T W T F S 

    1 2 3 4 
 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 
 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 
 26 27 28 29 30

 

 1 Pentair Foundation
Pentair supports organizations involved with 
arts and culture, education, and health. 
www.pentair.com/About_pentair_foundation.aspx

 24 Halliburton Foundation
The Halliburton Foundation makes direct 
donations to U.S.-based elementary and 
secondary schools and colleges and universities.
www.halliburton.com/AboutUs/default 
.aspx?navid=992&pageid=2310  

 30 Captain Planet Foundation
The Captain Planet Foundation promotes 
understanding of environmental issues and 
focus on hands-on involvement.
www.captainplanetfdn.org

July
 S M T W T F S 

      1 2 
 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 
 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 
 24 25 26 27 28 29 30

 31

 31 Asbury-Warren Foundation 
The foundation primarily funds educational and 
religious organizations in Appalachia.
asburywarren.org/

August
 S M T W T F S 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 
 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 
 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 
 28 29 30 31

 1 American Honda Foundation Grant
Honda offers unique approaches to teaching 
and developing youth in minority and 
underserved communities.
corporate.honda.com/america 

 1 Braitmayer Foundation
The Braitmayer Foundation is interested in 
K-12 education throughout the United States. 
Of particular interest are curricular and school 
reform initiatives.
www.braitmayerfoundation.org/

 1 LEGO Children’s Fund
Programs involve early childhood education  
and development, technology, and 
communication projects that advance the 
development of creativity and learning skills 
through creative play.
www.legochildrensfund.org/Guidelines.html

 1  Toshiba Large Grants
This effort contributes to science and math 
education by investing in teacher-designed 
projects for Grades 6-12 students.
www.toshiba.com/taf/  

 30 Wells Fargo Foundation
Wells Fargo supports K-12 education in the 
states in which they have business affiliations.
www.wellsfargo.com/donations

Grant Writing Dos and Don'ts
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State test scores for Pitsco  
students high in science and math
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 

It’s science – and a whole lot more
Forney, Texas

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.

The Flight Technology workstation 
at Warren Middle School offers it all: 
science, math, and riveting activities.

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com
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Posters are more than eye candy

Photos & graphic by Melissa Karsten, Graphic Artist • mkarsten@pitsco.com
Forney, Texas

stay fully engaged at their 
self-directed, two-person 
workstations.

“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.” 

W hen a student asks 
Facilitator Jeanne 
Brady where to 
find the answer 
to a perplexing 

performance assessment question, she 
delivers her pat answer: “Look at the wall.”

That’s because Brady has managed 
to fill nearly every square foot of wall 
space with curriculum-related posters 
that not only serve as visually interesting 

decorations but also as informative and 
educational materials.

“I tell the kids the answers to nearly 
everything are on the wall in here,” Brady 
said. “If you just pay attention and look, 
for the most part the answers are on the 
wall. Eventually, they catch on.”

The posters are arranged to 
correspond directly with the subject 
covered at the workstation below, so it’s 
a simple matter of students looking up 

and reading when they find themselves 
stumped by an assessment question.

“Last year, I would sit and just read 
all the posters,” said Travis, an eighth 
grader. “Stuff like that fascinates me. I 
like any kind of science, so I would spend 
time working and reading the posters.”

Brady says visitors to her lab are 
wowed by the “decorations,” which 
even include objects hanging from the 
ceiling above workstations, such as 

Warren Middle School Teacher 
 Jeanne Brady

Nearly every square foot of wall space in the Pitsco Education lab at Warren Middle School (Forney, Texas) is covered with informative  
and educational materials.
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Just the facts on lab managers

Forney, Texas

If you believe having a lab manager would be more trouble 
than it’s worth, then take the four minutes needed to read this 
article. It might be your wisest expenditure of time today. . . .

Fact 1: Lab managers are students designated to assist 
the teacher in carrying out daily duties. During professional 
development workshops, Pitsco Education recommends 
that teachers utilize lab managers. They deliver materials, 
equipment, worksheets, and other items needed at the 
workstations on a daily basis. Lab manager can be a full-time 
position for a semester/year (sort of like a teacher’s aide), or it 
can be filled by a new student each Module rotation.

Fact 2: Warren Middle School (Forney, Texas) Facilitator 
Jeanne Brady is in her first year with lab managers, she wishes 
she had utilized them last year, she has great success with the 
curriculum (see main article), and she says her helpers have 
made a huge difference. It’s hard to argue with success.

Fact 3: If you struggle to keep things organized in your 
lab and find it difficult to answer call lights in a timely manner, 
consider the following explanation from Brady, who allows only 
eighth graders who had the lab the year before to serve as lab 
managers: “They know the equipment. They help keep track of 
everything in the storeroom. They tell me when we get low on 

consumables. They answer call lights because a lot of times call 
lights are for things. If a student needs me, the manager leaves 
the call light on and comes to get me.”

Fact 4: Allowing students to serve as lab managers gives 
them a chance to learn responsibility, develop communication 
skills, and problem solve. “I liked this class so much I thought 
maybe I could help kids the next year enjoy it too,” said eighth-
grade lab manager Travis. “If they have questions, they can ask 
me. If I don’t know the answer, they can always ask Ms. Brady.”

Fact 5: The ultimate reason to have lab managers: You have 
more time to work with students. “What it allows me to do is 
really sit down with kids who are struggling and give them the 
one-on-one time they need,” Brady said. “I think the students like 
that one-on-one time.” 

blow-up commercial airliners at the Flight 
Technology Module and crime scene tape 
at the Forensic Science workstation.

But it’s the benefits to students that 
led Brady to spend countless hours 
selecting posters and perfecting their 
placement. “After the first year, I moved 
some things around and put certain 

things together. Now it’s the way it needs 
to be. I don’t think I will move anything 
around again.”

Some of the posters came with the 
Modules (Ecology and Dynamic Earth, 
for example), a few were purchased from 
Pitsco Education (Science of Sound, Time 
& Rate, and History of Aviation, to name a 

few), and many were pulled from Brady’s 
personal collection.

How often do students peruse the 
posters in search of answers? “Quite a bit, 
actually,” she says. “With Ecology they have 
to. They ask, ‘Where’s the bone sorting 
guide?’ I say, ‘Did you look at the wall?’” 

Another important duty of lab managers can be to assist students who have questions 
while the facilitator is otherwise occupied.

Lab managers at Warren Middle School regularly retrieve equipment 
and materials from the supply closet and deliver them to workstations.
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Everyday STEM is about 
integration of engineering

Program can get every 
elementary teacher in the 
district on the same page

Approaching the incremental 
integration of engineering into the 
elementary classroom is not an easy 
task. However, like so many other things 
in life, it can be rewarding – as it can 
positively affect many students. 

Much like the thought process that 
occurs when you try to gather the courage 
to dive into a chilly swimming pool, taking 
that first step can be the most difficult. 
After you’re in the water, you find it’s not 
really as cold as you anticipated it would be!

Fortunately, we have some veteran 
elementary teachers who have experience 
with this integration and can provide 
wisdom and tools to help us with the 
first steps. As I noted in my preceding 
article in this series, these teachers have 
been actively providing assistance in 
integrating engineering at the elementary 
level for many years. In fact, for the last 
several years they have been teaching 

other teachers how 

to implement an integrative approach 
to elementary engineering education at 
James Madison University (JMU).

Over the last few months I have had 
the pleasure of working closely with Ginger 
Whiting, a retired elementary teacher 
and one of the facilitators at Children’s 
Engineering Educators (CEE), LLC. This 
group has been instrumental in formulating 
and teaching the JMU course ISAT 501 
Children’s Engineering. Ginger has been 
an adjunct instructor for this course for 
several years. CEE has also been providing 

professional development for elementary 
teachers through workshops in Virginia, 
as well as several other states. They are 
considered one of the premier groups in the 
U.S. for the implementation of STEM (with 
emphasis on the engineering component) 
within the elementary classroom.

The success of the JMU course 
and of the professional development 
workshops has provided the impetus to 

make the workshop content available to 
all elementary classroom teachers. To do 
this, Ginger has joined forces with Pitsco 
Education to develop Everyday STEM, 
a series of professional development 
workshop packages for K-5 teachers.

To be clear, Everyday STEM is not 
another subject to be taught in the 
elementary classroom. If you talk to any 
elementary classroom teacher, you’ll learn 
there is no time left in the day for another 
subject! The approach of Everyday STEM 
is to provide elementary teachers with the 
methodologies to integrate technology 
and engineering (the two elements of 
STEM most likely to be missing in most 
elementary curricula) within the things 
they are already doing in the classroom. 
In this fashion, students are introduced 
to both the terminology and the design 
processes that are inherent to technology 
and engineering. 

In the formative years of education,  
K-5 students learn to think in various 
patterns. They learn how to create 
sentences based on simple structures 
and terms, they learn building blocks of 
mathematics, and they learn the terms 
and concepts about the physical world 
around them. Early student success within 
these areas is crucial for future success 
as more involved and detailed studies 
are introduced. The areas of engineering 

Bill Holden 
Development Specialist

Engineering the Future

   Everyday STEM 

is a toolbox for the 

elementary teacher to 

use in building student 

success in STEM.   

(continued page 32)

The Pitsco Network | April-May 2011      11



The Social Network

Put blogs on summer reading list

S ummer is coming up. If you’re anything like me, you’re looking forward to burying your snow shovel in the back of the 

garage and forgetting that you even learned the word snowpocalypse this year. Summer is a time to play baseball, go to the 

pool, and recharge after many months spent inside of the classroom. 

But also if you’re anything like me, summer is a time to catch up on your reading. This may conjure up images of the 

AR reading lists of your youth, book club picks you have your eye on now, or the bestsellers you’ve been meaning to tackle. 

However, in choosing your reading material this summer, make sure to leave some time for education blogs. 

bBy Stephanie Manes, Research Assistant & Social Networking Junkie • smanes@pitsco.com

Tech Savvy Educator
One of my favorites is called The Tech Savvy Educator, 

which gives information and tips on integrating technology 

into the classroom. The experiences come straight from the 

classroom, so the content is relatable. Not only does the blog 

contain great tips, but it is also an excellent place for debate. In 

one entry, the author invites readers to fill out a form to share 

anecdotes about how technology reinforces poor learning and 

to stir up a good discussion. You can find The Tech Savvy 

Educator at feeds.feedburner.com/TheTechSavvyEducator.

EdTech Solutions
Another blog to check out is EdTech Solutions – 

Teaching Every Student. The author of this blog often 

talks about when the science of learning meets fun and 

excitement. There are many suggestions for activities to 

implement in your own classroom and reviews of new 

technologies that could work well when integrated. This 

blog also has a focus on students with disabilities. You 

can find it at feeds.feedburner.com/blogspot/wKcL. 

No Limits to Learning
Do all of the students in your classroom learn in the same 

way? Of course not! That’s why I love No Limits to Learning, 

a blog about “celebrating human potential through assistive 

technology.” Some of the topics include apps for students with 

learning disabilities, adapted Wii games for students with 

orthopedic impairments, and finding grant money for assistive 

technology. The content in this blog can only benefit your 

special-needs students. Find it at nolimitstolearning.blogspot.

com/feeds/posts/default.

If you’re interested in cutting-edge technology, you should check out the Greenbush Labs blog, which explores “rich immersive 

learning environments.” You will find a lot of videos on this blog and short snippets of text. There are many examples of the things 

talked about, such as an environment called Second Life, in which students can create avatars. You can find Greenbush Labs at  

feeds.feedburner.com/GreenbushEdusim.

Whatever you decide to pick up as reading material this summer, don’t forget that you can cruise these blogs on an iPad  

when you’re poolside! 

The Pitsco Network | April-May 2011      12

mailto:smanes%40pitsco.com?subject=Network%20Magazine
http://feeds.feedburner.com/TheTechSavvyEducator
http://feeds.feedburner.com/blogspot/wKcL
http://nolimitstolearning.blogspot.com/feeds/posts/default
http://nolimitstolearning.blogspot.com/feeds/posts/default
http://feeds.feedburner.com/GreenbushEdusim


Tube
By Scott Sims, Communications Assistant • ssims@pitsco.com

University-created videos help students to 
understand the elements

People learn in different ways. Some people – auditory 

learners – learn best by listening to lectures, recordings, 

discussions, and so on. Others learn by doing. These kinesthetic 

learners understand a concept best through hands-on projects 

that allow the student to touch or at least participate in the 

development of what is being learned. The third kind of learner 

is a visual learner. These students learn best by seeing. YouTube 

and other online sites are a gold mine of information for all 

students, but visual learners in particular benefit from Internet 

videos. One site that is helping students to see the science behind 

the different elements is The Periodic Table of Videos.

Created at the University of Nottingham, in England, the 

Web site (periodicvideos.com) has the periodic table of elements 

on its home page. Hovering over one of the elements with a 

mouse triggers a pop-up box that shows the element’s full name 

and atomic number. Clicking the element takes students to a 

YouTube video where the element is explained by one of the 

educators at the university. Often, experiments are performed 

to further show the properties of the element. The videos are not 

professionally produced on a soundstage with studio lighting, but 

the information they can provide is not amateurish by any means.

When the materials and ideas students might be trying to 

learn are not readily available or the ability to do a hands-on 

experiment with an element such as fluorine, which is quite 

reactive, is dangerous to perform in the average classroom, sets 

of videos such as The Periodic Table of Videos can be viewed 

safely online and add a depth of understanding for students that 

they might not get otherwise.

Educators from across the globe are creating content in their 

areas of expertise and sharing it with the world. This can be an 

invaluable resource for anyone with a desire to learn. Consider 

using them in your classroom, but also consider creating your 

own videos. There is someone out there who is probably ready to 

learn from your experiences too. 

   One site that is helping students to see 

the science behind the different elements is 

The Periodic Table of Videos.   

Learning periodically
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By Patty Cooke, Technical Editor • pcooke@pitsco.com

Product Highlights

Going green, going strong in Nevada
Nye County Green Modules:
benefits of curriculum exceed 
instructor's imagination

Imagination and a sense of adventure 

are two traits handy to have in a classroom, 

and Sher Miller seems to have plenty of 

both. Miller is the new instructor for the 

eighth-grade science lab and the newly 

implemented Green Modules lab for sixth 

and seventh graders at Tonopah Middle 

School in Nye County, Nevada.

Learning to run two labs has not been 

easy, but Miller has adapted well. Having 

previously taught sixth-grade science from 

a textbook, Miller faced the adjustment 

to a mostly computer-based curriculum 

head-on. “I had a sub come in when they 

set up so I could work side by side. This was 

very beneficial. . . . I helped them label the 

Modules and had a better understanding of 

how the Modules worked.” With 85 students 

split between two classes and 29 Modules, 

she quickly learned ways to keep students 

engaged as they wait on Modules. “I have the 

small groups making flip charts of scientific 

methods and will have that as a mini lesson 

while the others do a Module,” she says. 

“I’m always up to learning adventures,” 

added Miller. And starting up two labs 

“has definitely been an adventure. I have 

completed four rotations plus Orientation. 

Each rotation gets easier.” Early success 

keeps her excited about the learning 

opportunities her students are enjoying. 

“Our School Improvement Plan is to write 

across the curriculum. This has worked 

great with Pitsco. I love the enrichments 

and give extra credit for an exceptional 

activity or article written.”

Pitsco Green Modules seem to be a 

perfect fit for this imaginative, adventurous  

teacher. Going green is a relatively new 

concept, so teachers and students can learn 

together. Further, Pitsco’s 10 new Green 

Modules give students practical, hands-on 

instruction in subjects such as greenhouse 

gases, water conservation, and urban 

farming, all delivered via a computer- 

based curriculum. 

“I love how the students are 

engaged,” Miller says. “They are 

immediately at work and work right up 

to the end of class. I find they will read 

and listen to computer-generated lessons 

quicker than text. Computer generated 

makes it fun.”

And it’s not just Miller’s A and B 

students who are benefitting. “I have 

students with very low reading skills,” 

says Miller, “and they are able to take the 

assessments due to the headsets and appear 

to have a greater understanding than if 

they read on their own. . . . The benefits 

exceed what I could have only imagined. 

The students are engaged. . . . They combine 

technology and classroom with ease.”

It’s obvious that Tonopah’s new 

Green Modules, with one very ambitious 

instructor at the helm, are off to a  

good start. 

   Our School 

Improvement Plan 

is to write across the 

curriculum. This has 

worked great with Pitsco. 

I love the enrichments 

and give extra credit for 

an exceptional activity or 

article written.   
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Teacher-Led:
•	 Aeronautical Engineering

•	 Aerospace Engineering

•	 Civil Engineering

•	 Design Applications & Programming

•	 Engineering Design & CAD

•	 Engineering Design & Drafting

•	 Engineering Principles & Problem Solving

•	 Green Engineering

•	 Mechanical Engineering

•	 Robotic Engineering – Autonomous

•	 Robotic Engineering – Remote Controlled

•	 Senior Engineering Project

Student-Directed:
•	 Carbon Footprint

•	 Changing Oceans

•	 Eco-Architecture

•	 Future Fuels

•	 Garbology

•	 Going Green

•	 Green Machines

•	 Mission to Mars

•	 Rocks & Resources

•	 Sustainable Agriculture

Teacher-Led:
•	 Efficient Transportation

•	 Green Circuits

•	 Green Electricity

•	 Intelligent Fuel Cell Car

•	 Scientific Method

•	 Solar Car Basics

•	 Using Solar

Student-Directed:
•	 Applied Physics

•	 Energy, Power & Mechanics

•	 Engineering Towers

•	 Flight Technology

•	 Gravity

•	 Home Makeover

•	 Robots

•	 Rocket Science

•	 Weather

•	 Weights & Measures

Teacher-Led:
•	 Air Rockets

•	 Bridges

•	 Measurement & Prediction

•	 Simple Machines &  
  Fluid Power

•	 Unconventional Flight

The Pitsco Education GreenSTEM Academy  

provides educators with a flexible, engaging  

combination of teacher-led and student-directed  

learning. A typical implementation begins with  

one semester of student-directed learning using  

10 new green curriculum titles – the newest  

addition to our proven and rigorous secondary  

curriculum. Students work in cooperative learning pairs and 

rotate through a set of 10 unique green units. This semester is 

followed with a second semester of teacher-led instruction. All 

units are designed to accommodate teacher-inspired extensions 

or modifications, and teachers control the pace at which 

students receive new projects.

The GreenSTEM Academy acquaints and engages students 

with the principles, technologies, and career opportunities 

linked to renewable energy and the environment. Combine 

student-directed and teacher-led curriculum for a yearlong 

GreenSTEM Academy solution.

STEM is the integration of science, technology, 

 engineering, and math and is an important  

movement in education today. Where many  

educators understand how the four disciplines fit  

together, only a few have time to integrate the subjects into a meaningful 

educational experience – especially at the middle school level.

Middle-level curriculum typically consists of science, technology, 

and mathematics – but rarely engineering. Engineering is the 

embodiment of science, technology, and mathematics – it is where 

these disciplines converge. For many kinesthetic learners, this is  

when it all begins to make sense.

STEM Academy is a vehicle for making connections between the 

STEM subjects. It offers activities that incorporate all three learning 

domains: cognitive, affective, and psychomotor.

Teachers lead the activities and have full control of the curriculum. 

Hands-on projects teach students practical skills and how to use basic 

tools. Creative challenges develop critical thinking in students. Units  

use age-appropriate equipment and kits and come with teacher guides  

and consumable items.

Engineering Academy is Pitsco Education’s answer to the growing need to 

dedicate time and resources to engineering education. Not only do Academy 

courses prepare students for one of the most promising career fields available 

but they also help society meet the challenges of the future by giving bright 

minds a path to develop the skills needed to tackle those challenges. 

Each Academy course is designed for 20 students. In addition to all of 

the materials and resources required by the students, Academy courses come 

complete with video instructions on DVD that are helpful to both students and 

teachers, as well as a complete scope and sequence document that serves as a 

road map to each course. 

Flexible courses can be taken in a recommended order to accommodate 

school schedules and requirements. The nine- to 18-week courses are readily 

implemented into any educational setting. Students learn real-world skills 

through hands-on activities.

Visit shop.pitsco.com/Academy

The Pitsco Network | April-May 2011      15

http://shop.pitsco.com/Academy


Brownwood, Texas

in the Community
Connecting with Careers 

FABRICATION



Brownwood, Texas

Pitsco Curriculum... 
Meeting the needs of business!

Career Portals lab gets  
eighth graders thinking about 
careers within their community
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 first 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 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 

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com 

Photos by Melissa Karsten, Graphic Artist • mkarsten@pitsco.com
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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 field 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,” 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

Light & Lasers

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.”

FABRICATION

Primary Module connections: 
CNC Manufacturing, Weights & Measures

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 

Brownwood, Texas

Human Resources 
Manager Gregg Rice

Middle School 
Principal Bryan Allen

Barr Fabrication Vice 
President of Operations 
Clay Benton
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Getting their attention

Brownwood, Texas

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

Genetics

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.’” 

Brownwood Regional 
Medical Center CEO 
Matt Maxfield

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

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 

Lab Facilitator Carol Brandenburg says 
selecting Modules based on the needs of local 
business and industry was a wise choice.

(continued page 20)
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career opportunities through seven-day explorations into various 
topics (see related “Career connections” list). 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.” 

 plant careers reflected in curriculum

Brownwood, Texas

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.” 

Nicholas and his classmates at 
Brownwood Middle School enjoy 
the self-paced, cooperative learning 
environment in the Career Portals lab.

Among the products produced at the local 3M plant 
are paints and reflective materials used on road signs.
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Business and education entities in Brownwood, Texas, share the same aim: solid future workforce

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.”

Chamber facilitates strong relationship
Brownwood, Texas

Brownwood Chamber of Commerce CEO Laura Terhune helped form 
the Education Workforce Solutions Committee that brings education 
and business leaders together.
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Earlier exposure to career  
would have helped draftsman

Brownwood, Texas

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.’” 

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

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, and 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, and 
Engineering Technicians

Confident 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, and Geological 
Engineers

Engineering 
Bridges

Structural and Reinforcing Ironworkers, 
Construction and Building Inspectors, 
Concrete Masons and Terrazzo Workers, 
Engineering Technicians, Inspectors,  
and Welders

Forensic Science

Criminal Investigators, Chemists, 
Biologists, Chemical Engineers, 
Fire Inspectors, Emergency Medical 
Technicians, General Practitioners, 
Epidemiologists, Insurance Investigators, 
and Claims Examiners

Genetics

Physicians, Chemists, Clinical Laboratory 
Technologists and Technicians, Science 
Technicians, Computer Programmers, 
Agricultural Scientists, and Biological and 
Medical Scientists

Light & Lasers

Obstetricians, Physicists, Astronomers, 
Photographers, and Photographic 
Process Workers

Microbiology

Science Technicians, Secondary School 
Teachers, Chemists, Engineering 
Technicians, Plant and Systems 
Operators, and Animal Caretakers

Music & Sound

Musicians, Music Teachers,  
Broadcast Technicians, Acoustics 
Engineers, and Composers

Package Design

Designers, Visual Artists, Drafters, 
Marketing and Advertising Managers,  
and Architects

Plastics & Polymers

Chemists, Chemical Engineers, Materials 
Engineers, Plastic-Working Machine 
Operators, Science Teachers, and 
Technology Teachers

Video Production

Video Editors, Video Producers, Video 
Directors, Lighting Engineers, Actors, 
Videographers, Makeup Artists,  
and Costume Designers

Weather

Meteorologists, Weather Forecasters, 
Television Weather Anchorpersons, 
Educators, and Flight Controllers

Weights & Measures

Science Technicians, Secondary School 
Teachers, Chemists, Engineering 
Technicians, Plant and Systems 
Operators, and Animal Caretakers
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Brownwood superintendent is all business
Dr. Reece Blincoe • Superintendent • Brownwood ISD • Brownwood, Texas

Administrators' Corner

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

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.” 

TPN: The Pitsco Network
RB: Dr. Reece Blincoe

TPN: Why did you decide to put in a Pitsco Education  
lab in Brownwood?
RB: “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.”

TPN: How does the eighth-grade Pitsco careers lab fit into  
your master plan for career and technical education?
RB: “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.”

TPN: What academic benefits are expected from the  
Pitsco careers lab?
RB: “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.”

TPN: Would you add more Pitsco curriculum, if possible?
RB: “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.”

TPN: Was it difficult initially for business people to understand  
the Pitsco program?
RB: “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. 

Brownwood, Texas

Brownwood (Texas) ISD Superintendent Dr. Reece Blincoe
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Sometimes, you’ll see one and, sometimes, you’ll see the other. It 
really ties those together well.”

TPN: How important is it to teach teamwork like that used  
in a Pitsco lab?
RB: “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.”

TPN: How can businesses help the district financially?
RB: “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.”

TPN: 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?
RB: “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.’”

TPN: 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?
RB: “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.”

TPN: What are the benefits of building momentum  
within the community?
RB: “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.”

TPN: What have you learned from the Chamber’s 
education committee?
RB: “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.”

TPN: How does your district maintain attendance rates of  
95 percent and graduation rates of nearly 98 percent?
RB: “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.”

TPN: What would you tell other superintendents to do to form 
better relationships with local businesses?
RB: “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.  

Brownwood, Texas
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Aiken, S.C., businesses sponsor multiple labs

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com

Economy slows support, 
but it’s still coming in
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. 

greened
teach green to go green

Request a free STEM catalog by contacting us at 
800-835-0686 or visit us online at www.shop.pitsco.com.
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W hat if there was a way to make students 
think of learning as fun? What if students 
could actually apply what they learned 
in school to their own life? When many 
students think of learning, they think about 

just sitting down in a classroom and listening to the teacher explain 
how to do problems in math, English, or science. But learning can 
really be much more than just copying notes off of the overhead.

The entire semester we have focused on learning our pre-
calculus concepts through hands-on activities such as robotics 
and straw rockets. To many high school students, the thought 
of driving three hours on their day off to go to a school function 
sounds nerdy and like something that they would never do. But 
a few weeks ago, nine other students and I had the chance 
to accompany Dr. Volk, our pre-calculus teacher, to a teacher 
conference in Greensboro, North Carolina. 

It was a two-day teacher conference in which we set up a 
demonstration area on the main floor of the conference room. 
Ten students traveled to Greensboro to teach the teachers about 
making math and science more fun for students. As soon as we 
arrived, we met up and got our instruction on how to set up and 
what we were to be doing all day, and then went right to work 
setting up our demonstration area.

We split up five and five to divide the work of recruiting and 
demonstrating between us. I personally was part of the five that 
were doing recruiting first. Our job was to go downstairs to the 
main level where the registration booth was and to talk to 
the teachers as they were walking in, getting coffee, and 
deciding which workshops to attend. We handed out rocket 
scientist stickers and little yellow flyers that told where we 
were set up and what we were doing. But these little flyers 
were only reminders; most of us had to actually escort 
teachers upstairs and to the area or convince them to 
come before or after their next workshop.

The other half of us that didn’t go and talk to the 
teachers were kept busy in the demonstration area by 
recruited teachers wanting to know more about our 
display and also by teachers just passing by wanting to 
know why there were rockets being launched and cars 
running up and down the hallways. At this particular 
demonstration, we had straw rockets, solar cars, gas 
dragsters, robotics, prop racers, balloon buggies, 
and maglev vehicles.

I had the opportunity to meet a lady when 
I was recruiting that was particularly interested 

in what we were doing and asked for a flyer, where and when the 
demonstrations were, and also my name. At first I didn’t think 
much of it, but when I went back upstairs to replenish my stack of 
flyers, I heard a voice that seemed a little familiar calling my name. 
When I turned around it was the lady that I had a conversation 
with downstairs earlier. She was very interested in the solar cars 
and straw rockets. Being a fifth-grade science teacher, she was 
looking for more hands-on activities and couldn’t wait to get started 
building and testing the models. This lady was different from all of 
the other teachers that I talked to that day because even though 
she was not as physically able as some of the other people there, 
she was more open minded to the ideas that we presented than 
anyone that we talked to. She was very willing to listen to all of 
our explanations and stayed with us for over an hour building and 
testing different things.

At the end of the conference, we even got to talk to some 
people that have jobs in the world of math and science. The 
regional representative from LEGO was there telling us about 
jobs dealing with robotics and how the future of the job industry 
is all in robotics. Personally, I got the chance to talk to a 
science writer from the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill who talked to me about careers in writing about math and 
science. As an aspiring writer, her words of encouragement and 
insight on jobs in that field are something that I will be able to 
keep in mind when thinking about colleges and jobs. The trip 
was, as promised, an interesting learning experience for all 
in attendance and one that will not soon be forgotten by the 
students or teachers. 

Students talk about making math, science fun

By Lauren Hedrick, 10th Grader • Hoggard High School • Wilmington, N.C.

Wilmington, N.C., 10th grader Lauren Hedrick talks with a 
teacher about ways to make science and math more fun.
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How are a plant, an ant, a mouse, 
a hawk, and a human alike? They 
are all part of a food web. In the 

Ecology Mission, students learn about the 
interaction of animals and plants. They 
learn about organisms, including people, 
and the environment.

After students make air-pollution 
testers, observe red worms, and read 
about food chains and webs, they are 
ready to link organisms. Consulting the 
“Make a Food Web” information sheet, 
students use the Food Web card set and 
Wikki Stix to create a food web.

First, students find the cards with 
green plants, or producers. The cards  
are placed near the outside edge of  
the workstation.

Second, students look at the animal 
cards, discussing which of the animals are 

herbivores. They verify their answers and 
then place the herbivore cards above the 
plant cards, connecting primary consumers 
to producers with green Wikki Stix. The web 
begins to appear.

Now, students look at animals that 
are carnivores that eat herbivores. These 
are secondary consumers, and they are 
placed above the herbivores. Connections 
are made between the secondary and 
primary consumers using Wikki Stix.

Fourth, students find cards with large 
carnivores that eat small carnivores. 
These third-level consumer cards are 
placed above the secondary consumers. 
Connections are made between the 
secondary and tertiary consumers.

Finally, students find omnivore and 
decomposer animal cards. Because these 
animals eat more than one food, they are 

placed in the middle. Connections are 
again made using Wikki Stix.

When students believe they have 
completed all the connections, they ask 
the teacher to verify their choices. 

So now, if the teacher asks, “How are 
a plant, an ant, a mouse, a hawk, and you 
alike?” the students will be able to answer 
that they are all part of the food web. Funny 
how getting tangled up in something can 
make it so clear. . . . 

Saving a backup of Prism worth the effort

Oh, what a tangled  
(food) web we weave

By Kelly Reddin, Educational Services Manager • kreddin@pitsco.com

LEARN  NG 
BY D  ING

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

 At the end of the school year, you might be wondering what 
to do with the data you have entered into Prism. If you’re 
like me, you want to start with a clean database, but you 

also feel like you should keep the existing database. You can retire 
classes in Prism, but this just puts them at the bottom of the list of 
classes and doesn’t really remove them from the database.

My suggestion is to create a backup of your existing 
database using the backup utility within Prism. To create a 
backup, follow these steps:

•	Launch Prism.
•	Select Database Tools and Back Up Database.
•	You will be prompted to give your backup file a 

location. (This can be anywhere, but I suggest  
creating a folder called Prism Backups).

•	You will also be prompted to give it a name.  
(I suggest the date the backup was created be  
included in the name).

After you have created the backup, you can do whatever 
you would like with your existing data. It is certainly possible 
to delete classes, students and so forth within Prism; however, 
if you really just want a clean database, I suggest reinstalling 
Prism. Reinstalling Prism takes just a few minutes and will give 
you a new database.

For help with this procedure, contact 
Pitsco Education Customer Service  

at 800-774-4552. 
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One of the most challenging 
aspects of my job is to find 
relevant, exciting, and educational 

hands-on activities when I am writing or 
updating curriculum. Finding a way to 
address the standards in an interesting 
way comes easy to me. However, as a 
Pitsco employee and teacher, I know that 
not all students learn the way I do. That’s 
why the creation of strong hands-on 
components is essential when developing 
curriculum. So, I sit with lesson ideas in 
my mind that are standards based, and 
I start brainstorming activities while the 
ideas percolate. 

When working on the green curriculum 
unit titled Eco-Architecture, I knew the 
concepts I wanted to teach, but I had 
no idea how to tackle the hands-on 
component. For instance, how could I 
approach the topic of insulation and green 
roofs in the lab? Well, it took a while for me 
to come up with a solution, and here it is.

Students first learn about earth-sheltered 
homes – how they are constructed, the 
materials used in construction, and the 
benefits of using earth for insulation and 
temperature regulation.

After they understand this concept, 
they gather items to learn how insulation 
works in traditional construction and in 
green construction.

Students use a recycled cardboard 
box as a model for a home. They add a 
large south-facing window that will allow 
in “sunlight” from a lamp. They then take 
the standing temperature of the house 
and allow the house to soak up the lamp’s 
heat for a set amount of time.

While the students wait on their 
timers, they learn how heat flows in our 
homes. They learn how air conditioning 

and central heating work, and they learn 
that the attic is the most important place 
to insulate in a home. They learn about 
different types of insulation, R-value, and 
Energy Star recommendations.

When their timers buzz, they record 
their house temperatures, turn off the 
lamps, cover their homes with a piece of 
rigid board insulation, and set their timers 
again to see how well their insulation 
holds the heat in the house.

While they wait for their results for 
this part of the activity, the students learn 
about energy audits, blower-door tests, 
and thermal-imaging tests.

Again their timers buzz, and students 
are asked to determine how well the 
insulation worked and 
what could have been 
done differently to get 
better results.

Students then 
perform a similar 
activity, but this time 
they use dirt as their 
insulation. 

As they wait 
on their timers, 
students learn 
about green roofs, 

their environmental benefits, how 
they are constructed, heat islands, 
evapotranspiration, and more. 

Finally, when the activity is over, 
students brainstorm ways their green 
roofs could have been constructed better 
to obtain more positive results.

When we did beta testing on this 
Module, the student testers were amazed 
with the thought of growing plants on 
their rooftops and agreed that they 
would want a green roof on their school 
or home if the idea caught on in their 
neighborhood. They witnessed firsthand 
and learned about the environmental 
benefits of green roofs as insulators, 
and that was my objective. Putting in the 
hands-on component made it real for the 
students, and that is why we brainstorm, 
why we let our ideas simmer, and why 
we keep challenging ourselves to come 
up with those relevant, exciting, and 
educational hands-on activities. 

Green thoughts lead to  
green hands-on activities

LEARN  NG 
BY D  ING

By Deborah Muse, Curriculum Specialist • dmuse@pitsco.com

   They witnessed 

firsthand and learned 

about the environmental 

benefits of green roofs as 

insulators, and that was 

my objective.   
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Backing up Synergy is a good idea

Finish year with strong grades, data

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

When the end of the year approaches, we are often asked 
about the possibility of backing up the Synergy database. 
It is certainly possible, but as Synergy is considerably 

more complex than its predecessor Colleague, the backup 
procedure is a bit more complicated as well. 

The Synergy database is housed on a server but is actually a 
separate application from Synergy; therefore, there is no utility to 
back up the database. Although there are very few issues with the 
database itself, creating a periodic backup is always a good idea. 

A backup can easily be created using the MySQL Admin 
Tools that should be installed on your server. So to create a 
backup, you must have access to your server. After you have 
access to the server, follow these steps:

•	Click Start, Programs, MySQL, and MySQL Administrator.

•	You will be prompted for a password. If you don’t know the 
password, please contact your IT Department or Pitsco 
Education Customer Service.

•	 In the MySQL Administrator, click the Backup option and 
then click New Project.

•	You will be prompted to give the backup a name. I suggest 
using some form of the date you are creating the backup.

•	Under the Schemata heading, click Synergy and then 
click the right arrow. This will put all the tables within the 
database under the Backup Content section. 

•	Click Execute Backup Now. You will be prompted for a 
location to save the backup. This is obviously up to you, 
but a suggestion would be to create a folder called Synergy 
Backups on the server drive with the most available space. 

•	After the location has been selected, click Save and the 
backup procedure will begin.

That is all there is to backing up the database. To restore 
from a backup, you simply choose Restore instead of Backup 
and select the appropriate backup. As this procedure requires 
access to the server, it is probably a good idea before you begin 
to contact your local IT Department or at least contact Pitsco 
Education Customer Service at 800-774-4552. 

By Darris Lassiter, Customer Relations Specialist • dlassiter@pitsco.com

Can you believe that we are already 
at the close of another school year? 
Time sure flies when you are having 

fun. As this year comes to an end, I just 
want to extend my thanks to all of you for 
another successful school year.

What important steps should we take 
to finish the year strong? What steps will 
help ensure a smooth start next year?

First, you will need to enter your 
assessment data and run those final grade 
reports from Encompass, so I suggest that 
you make frequent backups. None of you 
are interested in having to enter all that 
data again, are you? The Backup/Restore 
function is on the Utilities menu. If you 
need some assistance with the backup 
feature, please check the Encompass help 

file. Having a current backup just might 
save your semester!

The end of the year is also a good 
time to clean up your server and Harbors. 
You know that most of the student work 
should be in the Homes folder on the 
server, so when school is over is a good 
time to save or delete the student work 
that is stored there. If you have had 
some great work that your students have 
produced, you might wish to consider 
preserving those files by moving them 
off the server. Create a folder on your 
teacher workstation and then save the 
best files to this folder. You should not 
have much to do at the Harbor machines, 
but you should inspect the My Documents 
folder for each Harbor user.

This also will be one of your last 
opportunities to place an order for 
replacement parts before the start of 
the next school year. Take one more look 
around your storage area in an effort 
to make sure that you will have enough 
supplies at the beginning of the next 
school year. 

If you have any questions about 
ordering, equipment issues, or cleaning up 
student files, contact us at any time. We 
want you to have an enjoyable end to this 
school year and a great transition to the 
2011-2012 school year.

Again, thanks for making this a great 
year, enjoy the summer break, and we 
look forward to working with you again in 
the fall. 
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The exponential power of ‘learning by doing’

By David Meador, Curriculum Specialist • dmeador@pitsco.com

Have you ever noticed the power of the three-letter 
suffix –ing? Adding these three letters to the end of 
a word creates an active situation that requires a 

participant. Put this suffix on two words in a sentence, and the 
participation grows exponentially. That’s the power of –ing.

Teachers engage students actively in the classroom 
with the phrase “learning by doing.” Pitsco’s high school 
curriculum (Suites) has the power of –ing2. Students are 
challenged by the Suites curriculum to be active participants 
in their own learning. 

We can see this by examining some of what goes on in 
the Digital Manufacturing Suite, which consists of the Design, 
Fabrication, and Materials Harbors. Pairs of students work 
together in each of the Harbors to gain specific knowledge 
needed to meet a challenge that is presented at the end of 
each rotation. All six students work to complete that challenge. 

In the Digital Manufacturing Suite, as the name implies, the 
challenge focuses on a digital manufacturing task. If we look 
at the activities of the Materials Harbor, we see the students 
learning how inventory control works. They learn about the 
importance of material selection by testing materials for 
different properties, by evaluating the cost-benefit analysis, 
and by considering the environmental costs of the materials, 
among other aspects. 

This enables students to focus on many different aspects 
while learning the same content. Students could easily make 
this Suite about the environmentally friendly green choices 
available in the manufacturing process – how conservation of 
resources, or the lack thereof, affects the cost of materials. 
They could implement green practices in inventory control, 
design choices, and fabrication techniques to reduce the 
consumption and use of materials. Imagine being the teacher 

whose students are actively learning – working on an 
assignment to reduce the cost and materials for a project while 
at the same time making the project environmentally friendly. 
This is an administrator’s dream teacher.

After students complete a rotation, they then advance to 
one of the other two Harbors in the same Suite until they have 
completed all three Harbors. This unique design helps ensure 
that the students cover all the necessary content and, because 
the challenge is different in each rotation, they apply the 
knowledge they have gained in new ways. It also enables the 
students to become peer tutors and mentors as other students 
rotate through the Harbors they have already covered. As the 
teams advance through each of the rotations, they become 
less dependent upon teacher intervention.

Suites have the power to increase student participation 
by the power of –ing2. Students are learning by doing and 
by being engaged in the process. So, rather than working 
against student involvement, the Suites curriculum is an  
ally in the struggle to involve and  
engage students. 

LEARN  NG 
BY D  ING

   Students could easily make 

this Suite about the environmentally 

friendly green choices available in 

the manufacturing process – how 

conservation of resources, or the lack 

thereof, affects the cost of materials.   
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Upcoming Events

 Pitsco’s family of companies will be represented at 

education shows and conferences across the country in 

the coming months. If you attend any of these events, 

stop by the Pitsco booth. Our representatives look 

forward to meeting you!

June
15-17 Texas Association of Secondary  

School Principals, Austin, Texas

19-24 SkillsUSA, Kansas City, Missouri

26-29 American Society for  
Engineering Education, Vancouver, 
British Columbia, Canada

26-29 International Society for  
Technology in Education,  
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

July
17-20 Texas Career Education Conference, 

Dallas, Texas

20-23 SREB High Schools That Work,  
Nashville, Tennessee

and technology are no different – 
student success will be tied to the early 
introduction and learning of associated 
terms, concepts, and processes.

Essentially, a minor shift in the 
elementary teaching focus and 
methodology can produce a major shift 
in student success. With many children, it 
is the kinesthetic connection that makes 
this magic occur. With others it is the early 
and consistent introduction of connected 
vocabulary, and with some it is the 

combination of visual and auditory stimuli 
that creates the vital connections.

Everyday STEM is a toolbox for the 
elementary teacher to use in building 
student success in STEM. As a series of 
workshops, Everyday STEM can get every 
elementary classroom teacher in the school 
or district on the same page with the 
implementation of STEM. Two introductory 
units (workshops) provide the underpinnings 
of the program, and five additional 
units provide tools and information for 

implementation of various topics in 
the classroom. Each Everyday STEM 
professional development workshop is 
designed to be facilitated by in-school staff 
in a 90-minute time frame and can be used 
again and again to refresh current teachers 
in the process or bring new teachers up to 
speed with the program.

For more information on Everyday 
STEM, please contact us at 800-828-5787 
or visit www.pitsco.com. 

Everyday STEM is about integration of engineering
(continued from page 11)

Among the many educational shows and conferences 
where Pitsco Education and LEGO Education 
demonstrate and display their products was the National 
Science Teachers Association national conference in San 
Francisco in mid March.
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got math?

Learn how adding three Modules to your CTE lab can boost math 
content that crosswalks to address Common Core State Math Standards.

24% to 81% 

Learn more at www.pitsco.com/getmath or call 800-828-5787.

http://www.pitsco.com/getmath
http://www.pitsco.com
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View back issues of The Pitsco Network at www.pitsco.com/curriculum or www.network.pitsco.com

www.pitsco.com/academy

Pitsco’s Academy programs provide an 
integrated teaching method that engages students in 
hands-on engineering and design activities that enhance 
knowledge and problem-solving skills in the areas of 
science, technology, math, and especially engineering. 
The series of units and courses helps students connect 
classroom concepts to real-world applications.

Engaging the hands
as well as the minds.

See related story on pages 14-15.
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