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Discover
Engineering
Celeste Baine

Launching Careers 
in Engineering

Celeste is a high-energy, high-content 
speaker. She knows engineering and worked 
as a microchip designer prior to entering the 
education arena where she now shares her 
passion for the profession.

Celeste’s presentations range from 50 minutes 
to all-day workshops for students and teachers. 
Presentations include:

• Girls Rule!
• Engineers Can Do Anything! 
• Teaching Engineering Made Easy
New Engineering Guides Available

Call for information on speaking engagements
866-277-5061  • www.edbookings.com 

Celeste was recently 
invited to attend a 

launching of the 
space shuttle! 

See story 
inside.

page 32
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Modules lab in Jefferson City, Missouri, launches student’s love of flight and space and leads to 
career involving space shuttles.
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Times change,  
but quality service remains our goal
By Joel Howard, Systems Customer Service Manager 
jhoward@pitsco.com

Times have really changed over the years in Customer 
Service. I used to have to walk two miles, uphill, in the 
snow just to get to work each day! Well, that might not be 

true, but things sure were different when I first started nearly 
18 years ago. 

At that time, I didn’t actually work in Customer Service for 
Synergistic Systems; I worked for the Pitsco Catalog Division. At 
that point, Synergistic Technology Systems was just starting to 
grow and the need for a different type of customer service was 
recognized by Harvey Dean himself. 

Harvey hired Robin White, whom you might now know as 
Robin White-Mussa, VP of Sales Support and Customer Service, 
to be in charge of Customer Service. After a few months, 
Harvey asked her what she needed to make the department 
successful and her response was “Joel.” And here I have  
been ever since! 

In those days, we had fewer than 200 customers, only 16 
Module titles containing very little if any software, and no real 
management software. So, in essence, our job was truly what I 
consider customer service and very little technical support. As 
you can imagine, the complete opposite is now true. 

Service more important than technical ability
This shift became rather obvious back in 1997 when we 

converted all the Modules to a digital platform. At that point, 
we made a bit of a mistake and changed our focus from 
hiring good service people to hiring those with a technical 
background. We soon realized that you can train a good 
support person to be a good technician, but you can’t always 
train a technician to be a good support person. We feel 
that personality and patience are equally as important as 

knowledge. Personally, I have no real technical background, but 
I learned skills through on-the-job training. 

Something else occurred in 1997 when we converted 
everything to a digital platform. We became aware of the need 
for site-based service. No longer were we going to be able 
to perform all service functions via the telephone. We were 
implementing a system that many teachers just did not have 
the technical skills to troubleshoot and maintain, so we asked 
one of our in-house service reps how he felt about moving 
to Texas. That person was Vance Spillman, who accepted the 
position and still is the Field Service Representative for a good 
chunk of Texas. 

This move was such a success that we now have three 
other individuals positioned throughout the country in areas 
where we have high volumes of customers. Not surprisingly, 
sales increased in territories where we had Field Service 
Representatives!

Around the country, we are also represented by various 
sales organizations that provide much of their own field 
service. Through the years, we have come to require the same 
level of service from our sales organizations as we provide 
internally. If they are not up to the challenge, we will find 
someone who is. Our desire has always been to provide quality 
service no matter the geographic location. 

One of the founding principles of our team has always 
been consistency. By that, I mean consistently delivering good 
customer service. We found that the best way to achieve this 
was to have a consistent staff. By focusing more on the quality 
of the person and their potential for future growth and less on 
the technical skills they already possessed, we have been able 
to keep virtually the same staff for several years. I really feel this 
is the cornerstone of our department.

Customer Service

Stan Sanders, Network Specialist

mailto:jhoward@pitsco.com
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Customer Service

During my years as a teacher, 
the two primary features that 
caused me to be a repeat 

customer with a company were customer 
service and quality of product. 

As the original developer of system 
solutions – often copied but never 
matched in quality – we determined 
within the first three years of the launch 
of Synergistic Modules that service 
and quality were a commitment that 
would not be compromised for any 

reason! Now, almost 20 years later, we 
remain absolutely committed to those 
two assurances to every school, every 
teacher, and every student using  
our Systems.

Each year, I receive hundreds 
of written and verbal comments of 
appreciation for the service that our 
professional development staff, customer 
service representatives, and educational 
representatives provide. As a former 
teacher, my heart is pleased that each 
and every Synergistic Learning Systems 
employee owns and assures success for 
every teacher and student in our more 
than 4,000 programs throughout the 
United States.

Thank you for assuring the  
learning moments and successes of  
your students..

Where are we going?
So we now know where we’ve been, but where are we 

going? As the company and our customer base continue to 
grow, so does our department. We are currently a staff of 10 
full-time employees, not to mention all of the service personnel 
in our sales organizations. In other words, we have a great team 
assembled that we can build upon. With such a solid group in 
place, we can be more proactive and less reactive. For instance, 
we make it a goal each quarter to proactively contact a certain 
number of customers just to check in. If we haven’t heard from 
you in awhile, chances are you will be hearing from us. 

Another avenue where we continue to improve is our 
involvement in the development process. We are much more 
involved in the design of new products, the redesign of old 
products, the selection of content, and the functionality of our 
software than we ever have been in the past.

Last but not least is the vast improvement in technology 
over the years. If you had called me 15 years ago requesting 
a replacement part, I would have handwritten it on an order 
sheet and physically taken it to our warehouse at the end of 

the day, where they would ship it out by the end of the next 
day. Today, if you call with the same request, I’d enter the order 
before we were off the phone, it would be printed and shipped 
within a few hours, and I would have the ability to track its 
progress by the end of the day. 

But that’s just the tip of the iceberg. We now have the ability 
to supply updates over the Internet, send files and patches via 
e-mail, and remotely take control of computers in your lab to 
fix problems in real time. Now that’s pretty cool stuff!

But all of those things aside, it really just comes down 
to the basics of customer service. Provide friendly, reliable, 
knowledgeable staff who do what they say they are going to 
do when they say they are going to do it, and you just can’t 
go wrong. I’d like to say we have some magical formula for 
providing good service, but in all honesty, it starts at the top 
and every employee contributes to the success!.

Harvey Dean

President and CEO

Customer service:
we own it  
and assure it!

“My crises usually have 
something to do with a 
missing file or third-party 
software that doesn’t launch. 
Patrick always remains calm 
and manages to talk me 
through the problem, and 
the end result is always a 
success. His calm demeanor 
and professionalism are 
commendable.”

Carrie Willman
George Washington  

Middle School
Lyons, Illinois

Buddy Probert, left, and Darris Lassiter,  
Network Specialists
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By Andrea Nwagwu, Public Relations Coordinator 
anwagwu@pitsco.com

The Synergistic Learning Systems Customer Service office 
is a busy place! Phones are ringing, various pieces of 
equipment are in operation, and everyone is looking 

serious. Why the intent looks? Because the Customer Service 
Department is serious about helping you!

A typical phone call with a Synergistic lab facilitator can 
range from an hour-long troubleshooting discussion trying 
to figure out your district’s network to a 30-second question 
and answer about a part number – or something in between. 
Whichever the case, this group of professionals is always 
standing by, ready to help. 

In a typical day, a customer service representative will 
take technical support phone calls, repair databases, update 
customers to the latest version of Synergy, send replacement 
Module DVDs, use Go-to-Assist to remotely access your lab to 
make a fix, give Stan a hard time, repair faulty or broken 
equipment, and maybe even write an article for The 

Pitsco Network magazine. In the busiest months of August and 
September last year, these experts fielded more than 4,000 
phone calls and spent almost 533 hours talking to customers. 

More than troubleshooting
In addition to handling customer calls, the Customer Service 

team spends large parts of their summers doing installations 
of new or updated labs. Pitsco’s field reps, Vance, Tony, Justin, 
and Brady, help with installations as well as field calls and visit 
schools in their geographic areas. 

Customer Service Manager Joel Howard says that “although 
it is sometimes difficult to keep up with the volume of calls and 
e-mails we receive, our job is very rewarding. We know that 
every time we solve a teacher’s challenge, we’re helping to 
make a difference in the lives of students, and that’s ultimately 
why we’re here.”.

Customer service crew takes pride in pleasing the customer

Customer Service

“The customer service crew is awesome! 
Even if I have a crazy day and need to call 
them several times, they are always 
extremely patient with me. Tell Harvey 
they need a big bonus check at the  
end of the year.”

Jennifer Chiles
Victory Lakes Intermediate

League City, Texas

The main Systems Customer Service office is a busy place. Manager Joel Howard, bottom right, keeps it running smoothly.

mailto:anwagwu@pitsco.com



Wow, what a team!
Veteran facilitator views support staff  
as extended family

(Editor’s Note: Deanna Roberts is in 
her seventh year facilitating a Synergistic 
Modules lab at Sagewood Middle School in 
Parker, Colorado.)

When I started seven years ago, I 
was trained in six hours by the 
teacher that I replaced. After 

that whirlwind training, I had just five days 
before the students came! Even with 10 
years teaching experience under my belt, I 
was very nervous to start my new venture. 
My trainer gone and 1-800-828-5787 written 
in my notes, my journey began.

My trainer had told me that customer service 
could help me with anything. In today’s world I found 
that not too comforting. Wow, was I wrong! Every time I called 1-800-828-5787, 
someone answered the phone and wanted to hear my problems. What a concept! 
Synergistic customer service made my first year bearable. I would like to say great, 
but the transition from teaching high school to middle school was a substantial 
change in pace for me.

During my first year, I found Synergistic customer service to be my right hand. 
They were more important than my local IT department. Not only did they keep 
my software and hardware up and running, but they helped answer any other lab 
questions or concerns that I had. Their moral support was awesome. 

We all know how unpredictable and frustrating technology can be at times. 
Every single time I called, they made me feel valued, even the times that I asked 
the same question in the same day. They also guided me through the process of 
networking my lab – what to buy and how to set it up. I was now convinced that 
they could do anything, just like my trainer had said.

Through the years, Synergistic customer service didn’t just make my life 
bearable – they made it meaningful. I 
have an extended family in Kansas. We 
have developed great relationships. I 
appreciate how personable they are. 
I enjoyed meeting all of them at the 
Professional Development Seminar  
this past August.

This year, I tip my hat to Joel Howard 
and his staff. They have far exceeded my 
expectations. Rolling out the Synergy 
system hasn’t been easy, and they are still 
positive, focused, and dedicated to all of 
their facilitators. The e-mails that I have 
received thanking me for communicating 
problems have been greatly appreciated. 
Wow, what a team!.

Customer Service
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“When discussing the assistance these people 
give, it reminds me of the Master Card 
commercial: Metric Dragster Kit, $6.35; Lift 
Bridge Kit, $8.95; Rooster Robot, $795.00; 
Z-Mill, $1,995; assistance from Joel, David, 
Darris, Patrick, Stan, Buddy, Vance, Justin, Brady, 
and Tony – priceless.”

Daniel Gebhart
McCullough Junior High School

The Woodlands, Texas



6          The Pitsco Network

Surprising 
revelations

Surprises are great! 
They usually come 
along at just the right 
time, and they leave 
us feeling better and 
more hopeful about 
everything. They uplift 
our spirits.

So it was pleas-
ing to read how students are discovering surprises every day 
when they explore Synergistic Learning Systems curriculum in 
schools across the country. They are often surprised about the 
career opportunities that lie ahead, about the potential impact 
they can have on the world.

Evidence of student surprise was discovered among the final-
ist entries in the 2007 Pitsco Systems Essay Contest. Hillary Liu, 
a seventh grader at Carson Middle School in Herndon, Virginia, 
discovered that she might one day enjoy working as a drafter. 

She so eloquently expressed herself in the first-place essay. Ivan 
Gallardo, a sixth grader at Timber Ridge Middle School in Plain-
field, Illinois, penned the runner-up essay, which explained, “I 
never really saw how what we were learning in class applied 
to real life. Now, I actually can see how what I am learning can 
help me with a career someday.”

Now that’s a pleasant surprise – for Ivan and all of us  
at Pitsco!

The curriculum development staff and our panel of seven 
judges, composed of writers and editors, enjoyed reading all 
of the finalist essays. These employees had the pleasure of 
discovering how their efforts to develop engaging and relevant 
curriculum are making a positive difference in education.

All of the essays were well thought out and creative, oozing 
with passion for the career possibilities dancing around in the 
minds of these 10- to 16-year-olds. Thanks to you and your 
students for such a timely surprise!.

Tom Farmer

Editor

Participants – and judges – enjoy
fourth annual essay contest

First Place
Hillary Liu, 7th grader
Rachel Carson Middle School
Herndon, Virginia
Modules Facilitator: Garrett Evans

Prizes: 
LEGO®MINDSTORMS® 

NXT Robot Set ($250 
value) for student and 
$100 gift certificate for 
teacher
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SIFA and SCORM 
in Synergy
With the recent new development of our Modules 

and management system, there has been 
continued discussion concerning the need for 

our software to adhere to and conform to SIF Standards. 
Schools Interoperability Framework Association (SIFA) is an 
organization whose intent or reason for being is the creation 
of standards for software development so that all programs 
used in education can technically communicate effectively 
with each other.

The Schools Interoperability Framework Association and 
the Defense Department’s Advanced Distributive Learning 
(ADL) Initiative are collaborating to improve interoperability 
in K-12 schools. 
Through the 
development of 
a new version 
of the Sharable 
Content Object 
Reference Model 
(SCORM), the two 
groups hope to 
transform the way education content is shared, with a focus 
on improved teaching and learning. Core SCORM will feature 
capabilities including the aggregation of learning content, 
search and discovery, and tracking student achievement. 

These standards are still being developed, and according 
to Jill Abbott, a SIFA strategist, the project is still probably 
12-18 months or so from being a reality.

Synergistic Learning Systems development over the 
past 12 months and for the foreseeable future will focus on 
adhering to and conforming to these standards, enabling 
our programs to effectively communicate with other school 
and district-wide software and data tracking systems. 
The first goal is for our programs to be able to technically 
communicate with other programs and then when Core 
SCORM objectives are developed, we will work to ensure that 
our products are compatible with those curricula  
sharing initiatives.

Synergistic Learning Systems and Future Technology
As we continue to develop new and exciting ways of 

delivering interactive content, the Synergistic Learning 
Systems development team is constantly researching and 
testing new technology. 

A few of the newest products that may or may not be 
incorporated into a future SLS lab include smart phone 
technology, enabling communications with Synergy, the 
management system for teachers; wireless whiteboard 
technology; wireless assessment capabilities for students; 
voice recognition for the input of data; and incorporation of 
school-based social network Web sites for communication 
among teachers and students..

Jack Hemenway 
Sales Perspective

SCORM
SCORM SCORMSIFA SIFA

Second Place
Ivan Gallardo, 6th grader
Timber Ridge Middle School
Plainfield, Illinois
Modules Facilitator: Laurie Marusak

Prizes: Puzzles, 
games, and kits 
($100 value) for 
student and $100 
gift certificate  
for teacher

http://www.sifinfo.org/searchdetails.asp?keyword=SCORM&id=107&type=News
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A different kind of classroom needs
a different set of safety standards
Missions facilitator lays down 
the rules and enforces them
By Deborah Muse, Editing Coordinator 
dmuse@pitsco.com

We often tout the revolutionary way our labs are 
arranged and discuss the benefits of removing 
the desks and implementing a modular work 

environment that is flexible to accommodate the changing 
needs of your classroom. 

This is truly a great benefit of working in a Synergistics lab, 
but when you see a lab in action for the first time, you might 
experience both excitement and alarm. It is exciting to see the 
rows of desks removed – to see students working in teams 
with hands-on materials. However, an outsider might view 
the talking and interaction as a concern because it is different 
from the norm. 

One might wonder how an instructor can ensure student 
safety in a lab with many activities going on at once. 
Specifically, how does the teacher do this in a Misisons lab 
when younger, less self-sufficient students use their floor 
space to conduct activities? Effective classroom management 
is the answer.

Like most teachers, Missions facilitator Kim Noon of 
Challenger K-8 School of Science and 
Mathematics in Florida enforces safety by 
establishing rules from the onset. She knows 
the content of each Mission, so she is aware 
of what materials the students will need and 
when, and she asks that students take out 
only the materials needed for the  
current activity. 

Students are aware of what they should be doing, and 
they also know Noon is strict about using the materials 
responsibly. Because she has all of the stations set up around 
the perimeter of the room, it helps her see all of the students 
and what they are doing. “There aren’t any blind spots,”  
Noon said.

Safety is ensured because she monitors her students 
closely and moves around the room. “I am also very lucky to 
work with such great students!” she added..

Let the Web 
work for you
Create a site that features your
Synergistic lab and students
By Kristi Bettega, Pitsco Network Site Administrator 
kbettega@pitsco.com

In today’s technologically influenced society, what better 
way to keep students and parents informed than to have your 
own Web site? Teachers in schools across the country have 
developed their own Web pages on school or personal Web 
sites that specifically outline the courses they are teaching. 

Teachers post grading information, daily assignments, 
pictures of students in their classroom, Parent Briefings, and 
various other class-related information. Below are just a few 
examples of Systems-related Web sites set up by teachers. 

Anne Hyde – Hughes Academy
http://teachers.greenville.k12.sc.us/sites/ahyde/default.aspx

Anne Hyde of Hughes Academy in Greenville, South 
Carolina, keeps her students informed by posting daily 
assignments on her school’s Web site. Anne also has several 
pages noting grading rules, class rules, and a science overview. 

Deanna Roberts – Sagewood Middle School
http://schools.dcsdk12.org/education/staff/staff.
php?sectionid=1401

Students in Deanna Roberts’ Synergistic Modules 
class at Sagewood Middle School in Parker, Colorado, 
have no excuse for not turning assignments in on time. 
Deanna has created a Web page on the school’s Web 
site listing daily assignments, Module descriptions, 
grading system, and classroom expectations. 

Kelly Rowand – Center Grove Middle School 
http://www.centergrove.k12.in.us/cgmsn/ua.htm#

Kelly Rowand of Center Grove Middle School created a 
Web site with everything you want or need to know about 
Synergistic Modules. Kelly has included pictures of his 
students at work in the lab as well as descriptions of each 
Module in the lab. 

If you have a Web site that you would like to share with us, 
please send a link to the site, your name, and school name to 
kbettega@pitsco.com. 

Remember, if you would like to log on to pitsco-network.
com and have forgotten your username and password, let me 
know. I’ll be happy to assign a new one..

This is the fourth installment in a five-part 
series focused on safety in Synergistic labs.

Safety First!

Kim Noon

mailto:dmuse@pitsco.com
mailto:kbettega@pitsco.com
http://teachers.greenville.k12.sc.us/sites/ahyde/default.aspx
http://schools.dcsdk12.org/education/staff/staff.php?sectionid=1401 
http://schools.dcsdk12.org/education/staff/staff.php?sectionid=1401 
http://www.centergrove.k12.in.us/cgmsn/ua.htm# 
mailto:kbettega@pitsco.com
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Kick it up  
a notch!
By Paul Uttley,  
Pitsco Product Development Manager 
puttley@pitsco.com

OK, let’s talk Systems Modules. They 
are fun, exciting, and hands-on – we 

all know that, but have you ever wished 
you could “kick it up a notch”? Well, it 
just so happens that there are many 
products in Pitsco’s 2008 Big Book of Ideas 
& Solutions that will do exactly that.

For instance, if you are doing a 
rotation involving rocketry or flight, 
Pitsco has a new product appropriately 
named Rip Cord that makes it super 
easy to add a parachute experiment 
activity to the mix. The Rip Cord is a 
simple system that has been designed 
for raising student-built parachutes 
to dizzying heights, and with a simple 
“rip” (tug) on the cord, the parachute 
descends back down to Earth. 

As you know, parachute design is a 
very important part of rocket science and 
proved to be a critical challenge met by 
NASA when landing space probes and 
rovers on the Martian surface. Pitsco’s Rip 
Cord is a great way to incorporate bonus 
fun and learning to any rocketry and 
flight lesson.

How about force and motion? Many 
Systems facilitators are familiar with the 
CO2 dragster activity in the Research & 
Design Module. For this experiment, 
students get to design a CO2-powered 
model dragster from balsa wood, wheels, 
and axles. The engine that provides the 
force that results in the motion is a small 
cartridge of compressed CO2 gas. 

After the car body has been designed 
and tricked out with the ultimate paint 
job and cool wheels, the cars are raced 
down an 80-foot dragster track using 
a Pitsco-designed racing system. The 
whole process involves learning about 
how aerodynamics, friction, and mass 
affect the performance of the car. One 
question I seem to always field from 
teachers is, “How can we make this 

activity more scientific?” Well, ask and 
you shall receive. 

Pitsco now has a great new tool 
that blows the top off of gauging CO2 
dragster performance. This nifty device 
is called the G-Force DDL, aka Dragster 
Data Logger or just plain DDL for short. 
The DDL is a tiny computer module that 
attaches to the dragster car body and 
records every move as it zips down  
the track. 

The DDL works by measuring and 
storing acceleration data or “g-force” 
at 20 ms intervals while the dragster 
is racing towards the finish line. After 
the car crosses the finish line, the data 
is transferred to a PC where it can be 
meticulously analyzed and evaluated. 
The DDL software displays velocity, 
acceleration, speed in mph, and g-force 
as recorded during the race. 

Now that’s “kicking it up a notch!” 
Check out these two great products and 
hundreds more in the 2008 Big Book of 
Ideas & Solutions. To request a catalog, 
visit www.shop-pitsco.com..

By Deborah Muse, Editing Coordinator 
dmuse@pitsco.com

If you are looking for engaging activities to help students 
get a better grasp on engineering and robotics concepts, the 
T-Bots Getting Started Teacher’s Guide is a great resource to 
explore. The T-Bot is a hydraulic robot that students build using 
laser-cut wooden parts, syringes, plastic tubing, colored  
water, and glue. 

Students learn which syringe manipulates specific parts of 
the robot, and they learn how multiple syringes work together 
to produce work. They also write a series of steps, or program, 
others can follow to move the T-Bot to accomplish specified 
tasks. The T-Bot gives you a hands-on tool to explore the 

Cartesian coordinate system; discuss types of simple machines; 
and demonstrate hydraulics, range of motion, and  
forces in action. 

All GS Teacher’s Guides provide NSTA, NCTM, ITEA, and 
NCTE standards addressed by the content; teacher and student 
instructions for a variety of math, science, engineering, and 
technology activities; pretests and posttests; resource pages; 
and puzzles. They also contain separate activities for middle 
school and high school students.

To see the T-Bot in action, visit www.pitsco.com/tbot..

T-Bot teaches 
engineering,  
robotics concepts

mailto:puttley@pitsco.com
http://www.shop-pitsco.com
mailto:dmuse@pitsco.com
http://www.pitsco.com/tbot
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Star Academy

If you had a 52.4% chance of winning 
$370,000, would you take it? If you 
answered “yes,” then you are likely a 

high school graduate. In South Carolina, 
only 52.4% of students who entered high 
school as freshmen during the 1993-94 
school year actually graduated at the end 
of the 1997-98 school year. 

So how is that connected to the 
$370,000? Someone who graduates 
from only high school could expect to 
earn that much more money than a high 
school dropout!

What other impacts would a member 
of the remaining 47.6% – dropouts – 
experience?

Future employment issues•	  –  
The unemployment rate for high 
school dropouts is nearly 30%, 
which is almost 13% higher than 
for high school graduates.
Crime•	  – In America’s state 
prisons, 75% of the population 
are dropouts.
Life and death•	  – The U.S. death 
rate for those with fewer than 12 
years of education is 2.5 times 
higher than the death rate of 
those with 13 or more years  
of education.

Up to this point, I’ve shared the 
personal benefits of graduating from 

high school, but what are some of the 
benefits to the U.S. economy? 

Each year’s class of dropouts will •	
cost the country more than $200 
billion during their lifetimes in 
lost earnings and unrealized  
tax revenue.
A 1% increase in high school •	
graduation rates would save 
approximately $1.4 billion in 
incarceration costs. 

So, what are private and public 
entities doing to combat the problem? 
Let me share some exciting news from 
South Carolina.

In 2005, Pitsco worked closely with 
the State Department of Education to 
create the Star Academy ProgramTM for 
overage students who had yet to pass 
eighth grade. Due to the overwhelming 
success of the program, a second site 
went into operation during the 2006-07 
school year. The state was so impressed 
with the results from the two sites that 
they funded an additional six sites to 
begin during the 2007-08 school year.

On the heels of the state adding sites 
across South Carolina, the not-for-profit 
South Carolina Student Loan Corporation 
decided to get involved. According to 
the organization’s Web site, “Every loan 
we have made since our inception in 
1974 has been made for one purpose –  
to assist people in reaching their goal to 
obtain a postsecondary education.”

Based on their mission, it only 
made sense that they get involved 
in the funding of Star Academies in 
South Carolina. Here’s what president 
Chuck Sanders had to say about his 
organization’s involvement:

Matt Frankenbery

Education Perspective

All statistics for this article were  
gleaned from:

Friedman Foundation
www.friedmanfoundation.org

South Carolina Student Loan Corporation
www.scstudentloan.org

Palmetto Priority Schools Project
http://ed.sc.gov/agency/Special-Projects

Want to pick a winning 
lottery ticket? It’s simple!

“Our donation is part of South Carolina 
Student Loan’s on-going effort and 
mission to support education in the state of 
South Carolina. We’re pleased to offer our 
assistance to the Palmetto Priority Schools, 
and our hope is that the Star Academy will 
become a statewide model to help reduce 
the high school dropout rate.”

With increased funding for dropout 
prevention programs in South Carolina, 
how has the state decided to select 
the schools receiving Star Academy 
programs?

The recently elected state 
superintendent of education, Jim Rex, 
instituted the Palmetto Priority Schools 

An Estill, S.C., Star Academy student experi-
ments with wind power at the Alternative 
Energy Module.

for Accelerated Learning and Dropout Prevention

http://www.friedmanfoundation.org/friedman/Welcome.do
http://www.scstudentloan.org/
http://ed.sc.gov/agency/Special-Projects
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Quantitative Results: 
Star Academy Program™ 
effective at dropout 
prevention
By Dorcia Johnson, Sr. Development Specialist 
djohnson@pitsco.com

In August 2005, 80 at-risk students were enrolled in the Star 
Academy Program™ at Gettys Middle School, Pickens County, 
South Carolina. The implementation of this new program 
offered the opportunity of an academic lifetime to these 80 
overage eighth-grade students: the chance to accelerate two 
grades in one year. By May 2006, 76% of the students had done 
just that – gone from eighth grade to 10th grade in  
nine months. 

The Star Academy Program was designed to serve the 
immediate needs of severely at-risk students. The looming 
questions were, “How well would it serve the students? How 
could the effectiveness of the program be measured?”

In the two years that the Star Academy Program has been 
in operation, university studies conducted by Pittsburg State 
University (KS) and Furman University (SC) researchers have 
evidenced the program’s effectiveness. Researchers have 
collected data on attendance, discipline, Carnegie units earned, 
student perceptions, parent perceptions, and, of course,  
grade acceleration.

Three cohorts of Star Academy students reflect similar 
results, validating that the Star Academy is a transportable 
model that can bring mastery of content and success to 
students across the country. Among the averaged results seen 
in the three cohorts are:

88% of the students who enrolled in the Star Academy •	
successfully completed the program
77% of enrolled students advanced to 10th grade •	
11% of enrolled students advanced to ninth grade•	
57% of students improved or maintained their •	
attendance during their Star Academy year; 17 students 
had perfect attendance
73% of students reduced their disciplinary actions •	

77%
10th grade

12%
Not completed

11%
9th grade

2%
Same

43%
Decreased 55%

Improved

72%
Fewer

9%
Same

19%
More

Disciplinary Actions
Average for Two Star Academy Cohorts

Acceleration Rate
Average for Three Star Academy Cohorts

Attendance
Average for Three Star Academy Cohorts

project. According to the state Web site, 
the project is described as follows:

“The South Carolina Department of 
Education is working in collaboration 
with partners across the state to provide 
assistance to 16 Palmetto Priority Schools. 
These schools were made part of the 
collaborative when they failed to meet the 
expected progress on student achievement 
required by the Education Accountability 
Act (EAA).”

These 16 schools have at-risk 
populations that squarely fit the statistics 
provided at the beginning of this article. 
Additionally, it is reported that 93% of 
the students in the 16 Palmetto Priority 
Schools live in poverty. These schools 
also experience a 40% annual teacher 
turnover rate.

As a member of the team that has 
worked on the Star Academy project 
since 2005, I can attest to the amount 

of work it has taken to create this highly 
focused dropout prevention model 
that we are currently transferring to 
other states. It is a project unlike any we 
have tackled in Pitsco’s history. But it 
should be of no surprise that when Dr. 
Harvey Dean is involved, we will expend 
whatever resources and energy are 
needed “to lead educational change that 
positively affects learners.”.

during their Star Academy year (This is an average 
of two cohorts; the remaining cohort reported the 
disciplinary data based on a total number of infractions, 
not on the individual students’ records. The total 
number of infractions for that cohort decreased by 
59%.)

Out of a total of 198 students in the three Star Academy 
cohorts, one made the A honor roll and 18 made the B  
honor roll.

The researchers are continuing the longitudinal study of the 
first Star Academy students. The initial 80 students from Gettys 
Middle School, referenced as Cohort 1, are being tracked 
as they progress through the remaining three years of high 
school. The study also records the results for subsequent years 
of Academy implementations.

So how are those Star Academy alumni doing in 10th 
grade? The cohort continued to show improved attendance, 
but disciplinary referrals were higher than during the Academy 
year. Half of the 10th graders earned 4.5 or more credits toward 
graduation, and three of the ninth graders made it to 10th 
grade. At the end of the 2006-07 year, 70% of the original 80 
remained on track toward graduation.

Research shows that mastery in the Star Academy is 
reachable by all. Every Star Academy student has the potential 
and ability to accelerate to 10th grade and graduate from high 
school. In the Star Academy, success is the only option..



I’ll admit that I’m somewhat skeptical whenever statistics 
are used to support a particular point of view, but the facts and 
statistics concerning the dropout rates in America’s education 

system are 
depressing. I 
chose to teach 
in small rural 
settings during 
my career, so 
my experience 
with students 
who chose not 

to finish their education was very limited. You can say I was 
sheltered from the dropout epidemic that currently plagues so 
many schools.

Since returning to Pitsco, I’ve witnessed the reality of these 
statistics through my involvement with the Star Academies in 
South Carolina. When I work with teachers, their excitement 
about the program is evident. Their students are given a 
second chance, if you will, at experiencing success in  
their education.

The Star Academy approach is unique in that it utilizes 
several different methods of instruction. The science and 
math Modules enable students to work cooperatively while 
engaging them with hands-on learning in core content areas. 
English language arts, math, and social studies make use of 

the Individualized 
Prescriptive Lessons 
(IPLs). Students can 
see where their skills 
are strong and work to 
improve skills  
that are weak. 

The Star Group 
Projects enable the 
teachers to deliver 
instruction in a large 
group setting. But as 
far as I can see, the best 
thing about all of these 
methods is that the 
teacher has more time 
to work individually with 
students so they have 
the best chance of progressing to the next level. 

Many times, as teachers we are handcuffed to teach to the 
middle learner and just hope that the lower- or upper-level 
students get something out of the lesson. I’m not relieving the 
accountability of these students and the choices they made 
that got them behind in their education, but the great thing 
is to see these same students make choices to continue their 
education due to the Star Academy approach to learning.

I believe that being a good teacher isn’t always about how 
well you know the content you are teaching. It’s more about 
purposeful hard work and building positive relationships with 
the students. My experience with the Star Academy teachers 
has not only been true on these points, but I’ve learned they 
provide another quality that is maybe even more important. 
Simply put, that is hope.. 

One-on-one teaching  
leads to hope

Star Academy

Left, English 
Facilitator Kathryn 
Howard helps a Star 
student at Olympia.

Above, Joseph Kearse conducts a Results 
Based Communication meeting with a 
student at Olympia Learning Center in 
Columbia, S.C. (related story, page 19).

12          The Pitsco Network

Tim Cannell
Educational Relationship 
Manager
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Administrators’ Corner

Introduction: With a degree in 
chemistry and having taught physical 
science, chemistry, and physics, April 
Sanders knows the importance of 
achieving the right balance in order to 
make a program work. In her first year 
of heading up the Star Academy at 
Olympia Learning Center in Columbia, 
South Carolina, Sanders believes she 
has answered her calling to help save 
students from dropping out and to help 
set them on a path to success.

TPN: The Pitsco Network
AS: April Sanders

* * *
TPN: What was your first impression 

when you visited the Star Academy in 
Anderson, South Carolina, last spring? 

AS: “I wanted one. I came back 
to [building principal] Mr. White and 
said, ‘Can we have one? Tell me what 
needs to be done.’ You have students 
who are engaged and working in spite 
of themselves. They don’t even know 
they’re working. You call it trigonometry, 
they’ll shut down. You call it forensic 
math, ‘I don’t mind doing that.’ . . . I 
wanted one because I knew my children 
needed it more than anything.”

* * *
TPN: Why did you want to head up a 

Star Academy?
AS: “Although I love to teach, you 

always need someone who understands 
what a teacher needs and what the 
students need. You need a person to 
do everything else. I have teachers who 
can handle the education, so I’ll do 
everything else. That’s pretty much what 
my job is. If we need to go get ‘em, I’ll go 
get ‘em. If we need to give them clothes, 
got that. Need some socks? No problem. 
Anything to keep them in the classroom.”

* * *
TPN: What is your goal for the program?
AS: “Graduation. Some people look 

at this as a promotion program, to 
get a student into the right grade. 
That’s not my goal. As we told the 
parents, ‘If your goal is just to get to 
high school, this is not the program 
for you.’ This program? We want 
you to graduate because when 
you graduate, there’s a whole lot of 
opportunities available for you. You 

can do nothing if you fail to graduate. 
You need to start thinking about 
more, want some more. Is college for 
everyone? No. Is going straight to work 
for everyone? No. But at least you have 
some options if you get at least that high 
school diploma.”

* * *
TPN: Tell me about the closeness of 

everyone involved in the program.
AS: “You know when a student 

is missing. They can kind of blend in 
when there’s 30 in a classroom. When 
you’ve got 15 and one’s missing, it’s like, 
‘wait.’ It’s like a family. They know I take 
everything personally. It’s not a job. 
We’ve had many family meetings where 
I have to explain to the students, ‘I can 
work anywhere. Any of my teachers can 
go anywhere and get a job, but they 
want to be here.”

* * *
TPN: Why is this program attractive to 

teachers?
AS: “Any teacher working in this 

academy, they love working with 
children. They love the children. The 
curriculum is handled. It’s already 
correlated. They don’t have to make up 
lessons. All they have to do is be there 
and work with the children. It’s not a 
sit-behind-the-desk job. It’s got to be 
somebody with energy, doesn’t wear 
their feelings on their sleeves, and has 
the time to make the commitment to the 
program. If you know your subject area 
and you love it, there’s no better place 
to be.”

* * *
TPN: What do you require of parents of 

Star Academy students? 
AS: “The parents and child must 

attend an orientation. Both of them sign 
a discipline and an academic contract. 
The parent has to be willing to get the 
child here. No. 2, give them support. 

If we call, answer the phone. We call 
with positive things as well as discipline 
issues. We tell them this is not an easy 
program, no way, shape, or form.”

* * *
TPN: Why do you prefer that students 

wear uniforms? 
AS: “It eliminates the, ‘You have 

better stuff than I do,’ because we all 
have the same thing. It kind of eliminates 
the gang problem. This is our gang. From 
8 to 3, you’re part of the Star Academy. 
That’s our gang. And they look  
really good.”

* * *
TPN: Where would these students be 

without the Star Academy?
AS: “At least about one-fourth of 

them would have gone to the hearing 
board. They would have been kicked 
out of school. Some would have been 
retained this year, back in the eighth 
grade. A few would have made it to the 
ninth grade. The others just wouldn’t 
have made it.”

* * *
TPN: How are the students being 

empowered to succeed in a regular high 
school after the Star Academy?

AS: “Sometime in the spring, I am 
delivering my students to their high 
school. I’m not sending them. I’ll take 
them over there and say, ‘These are my 
students. I am delivering them to you 
with these grades. These are some of 
the accommodations you need to work 
with. I expect to have them better than 
when I am delivering them to you.’ I’ll 
check to make sure they’re doing OK. In 
addition to that, we’re also going to get 
them a buddy, not anybody they know, 
but a peer who’s going to be in the 10th 
grade, taking many of the same classes. 
After they complete the 10th grade year, 
my counselor and I will step back in 
and see what they need. ‘Do you need 
some summer courses, maybe some 
virtual courses you could take?’ We owe 
it to the parents. What we said is, ‘We 
want your child to graduate, and if you 
need our help, we’ll give it to you.’ If this 
were a promotion program, it would be 
different, but this is about graduation. 
Get on board and graduate.”.

The goal at Olympia is graduation

Dean of Students
Star Academy, Olympia 
Learning Center
Columbia, South Carolina

April Sanders
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By Kelly Reddin, Star Academy Quality Assurance Manager 
kreddin@pitsco.com

The curriculum of the Star Academy contains math, 
science, English, and social studies – the core courses 
required in both 8th and 9th grade. Students are given 

the opportunity to work hard and complete two grades in one 
year – no small feat. It takes commitment from students and 
teachers to accomplish getting the credits needed to move to 
the 10th grade.

The curriculum is designed so students have only the 
lessons that they individually need because in math, English, 
and social studies, diagnostic tests are administered that 
provide Individualized Prescriptive Lessons (IPLs). If a student 
needs every possible lesson, they will be able to take the 
lessons and build the skills for mastery. If a student has 
mastered a skill, then that student would test through a lesson, 
which allows effective use of time.

Several delivery methods are used in the Star Academy. 
Students work one-on-one with a computer using software 
that delivers the IPLs. The Synergistic Modules allow students 
to work with a partner using computer-based instruction and 
hands-on activities.

Star Group Projects are accomplished in small groups of 
four people, generally as a whole-class activity. The mix of 
individual, partner, and small-group work allows students to 
learn the value of teamwork as well as continue to get the 
individual lessons needed. 

The Modules contain audio and video instructions, so 
students use headphones. The IPLs are read by the student, 
increasing both the focus required and the reading level of 
the student. The Star Group Projects are teacher directed, 
allowing facilitators to provide some group instruction. This 
combination of delivery methods allows students’ differing 
learning modalities to be met.

The transition from 8th- to 9th-grade material happens 
during the year, but the progression is natural because the 
skills blend smoothly. For example, the skills of Pre-Algebra 
move easily into Algebra as the concepts build. The same 

building of skills 
allows students to 
move from Skills for 
English to English I.

Due to the 
diagnostic tests 
and prescriptive 
lessons, students’ 
“Swiss-cheese” 
background can 
be solidified into a 
stepping-stone into 
the core curriculum. 
When the students 
complete the 
curriculum of the 
Star Academy, they 
are taking needed 
skills into the 10th 
grade, better 
preparing them for 
future success. 

For example, 
students can begin 
math with integers 
and English with 
nouns and prefixes. 
Those topics 
probably wouldn’t 
even be reviewed 
in a regular 
classroom, so the students would not have a solid foundation. 
In the Star Academy, we want to find and remedy the missing 
information in each student’s skill bank.

The Star Academy truly cares about student 
and teacher success. The curriculum is a vital 
part of the academy..

Curriculum set up to accelerate 
students from 8th to 10th grade

Star Academy

Program curriculum
Biology
10 Synergistic Modules
End of Course Booklets

Physical Science
10 Synergistic Modules
End of Course Booklets

Pre-Algebra & Algebra I
Diagnostic Tests
Individualized Prescriptive Lessons
10 Synergistic Modules
Star Academy Group Projects
End of Course Booklets
Homework Sheets

Skills for English & English I
Diagnostic Tests
Individualized Prescriptive Lessons
Star Academy Group Projects
End of Course Booklets

Social Studies
Diagnostic Tests
Individualized Prescriptive Lessons
Star Academy Group Projects

English Facilitator Rachel Bassett engages Star students 
in a discussion at Simpson Alternative Center for 
Education in Easley, S.C.

mailto:kreddin@pitsco.com 
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By Carol Hand, Curriculum Specialist 
chand@pitsco.com

In the 10 Modules that make up the Biology curriculum 
of the Star Academy Program, students are introduced to all 
major groups of living organisms, from microbes and fungi to 
plants and animals. 

They study the living world at all levels, from cells to 
organisms to large ecological systems. They cover major 
concepts in biology, from energy use in cells to energy  
flow through ecosystems, from transfer of materials across  
cell membranes to transfer of nutrients through 
biogeochemical cycles. 

In short, students receive a thorough introduction to 
biology through 10 stimulating and engaging topics, all filled 
with hands-on experiments and all covering required state 
standards. To illustrate how this is accomplished, some South 
Carolina biology standards are listed below, followed by a 
description of how the Ecology Module meets these standards.

Standard 3.1: •	 The student will demonstrate an 
understanding of the flow of energy within and  
between living systems.

In a two-session activity, 
students dissect an owl 
pellet, identify the prey 
eaten by the owl, and 
develop a food web 
based on their own 
results, supplemented by 
information from posters 
and the Module library. As 
part of this activity, they 
learn concepts of energy flow, including the laws of 
thermodynamics, photosynthesis, trophic levels, and 
energy pyramids.

Standard 6.1:•	  The student will demonstrate an 
understanding of the interrelationships among  
organisms and the biotic and abiotic components  
of their environments.

Students have a living ecosystem at their workstation 
– a small aquarium containing fish, snails, and 
plants. They identify the aquarium’s living (biotic) 
and nonliving (abiotic) components and use a water 
quality test kit to determine the levels of physical and 
chemical factors required by the organisms.

Standard 6.1.01:•	  The student will explain how the 
interrelationships among organisms (including predation, 
competition, parasitism, mutualism, and commensalism) 
generate stability within ecosystems.

During their study of interrelationships, students 
complete two activities involving bean populations. To 
study predation, they test the effect of prey density on 
predator success. They simulate shorebird populations 
hunting crabs, using lima beans as prey and 
themselves as predators. To illustrate biodiversity, they 
conduct a sampling activity on two bean populations 
and use an equation to calculate and compare the two 
diversities. Supporting text and graphics deepen their 
understanding of these concepts.

Standard 6.1.02: •	 The student will explain how 
populations are affected by limiting factors (including 
density-dependent, density-independent, abiotic, and 
biotic factors).

Students learn the basics of 
population growth, including 
exponential growth, limiting 
factors, and carrying capacity 
of the environment. They 
consider examples of logistic 
growth and of population 
explosions followed by 
crashes. Using a bean 
population, they carry out a sampling 
technique (the mark-recapture method) and solve an 
equation to estimate total population size. 

Standard 6.1.06:•	  The student will explain how human 
activities (including population growth, technology, 
and consumption of resources) affect the physical and 
chemical cycles and processes of Earth.

Throughout the Module, as students learn and 
demonstrate ecological concepts, they encounter 
on-screen text, graphics, and questions relating these 
concepts to human activities. They learn the history of 

The Biology Modules
Animals•	
Cell Structure•	
Climate & Biomes•	
Ecology•	
Food Science•	
Genetics•	
Horticulture•	
Microbiology•	
Organism Reproduction•	
Plants & Pollination•	

Biology covers major  
groups of living organisms

mailto:chand@pitsco.com
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By Ray Grissom, Curriculum Specialist 
rgrissom@pitsco.com

When the Star Academy concept was developed, the need 
to address standards for high school credit was very important. 
One area that needed to be addressed was physical science. 
Modules were surveyed to find topics that would address 
the most South Carolina standards for physical science, and a 
group of Modules was selected (see list). 

Content was added as necessary, and some of the Modules 
were updated to clarify the concepts so that students could 
meet the standards. 

For example, Electricity
As an example of activities and standards,  •	
Session 1 of the Electricity Module begins with a 
discussion of negative and positive ions. Students 
discover what causes static electricity, then they 
experiment with a plasma panel. With the help of a 
worksheet, they design and conduct an experiment 
with static electricity.

By completing these activities, students:
Explain how objects can acquire a static charge •	
through friction, induction, and conduction.

Design a scientific investigation with appropriate •	
methods of control to test a hypothesis and 
evaluate the designs of sample investigations.

Evaluate the results of a controlled scientific •	
investigation in terms of whether they refute or 
verify the hypothesis.

During •	 Session 2, students gain background 
information about what makes a circuit. Students 
design a schematic of a circuit including a battery 
source, a switch, and a load or resistance. They then test 
this schematic by using a trainer board to construct  
the circuit.

Session 3•	  continues the study of circuits, specifically 
the series circuit. The trainer board is used to create a 
series circuit and a multimeter is introduced and used 
to measure the resistance in the circuit. Ohm’s law is 
also introduced.

Session 4•	  continues the hands-on approach by having 
students explore, construct, and test parallel circuits. 
Several problems involving applications of Ohm’s law 
are provided for student practice. 

In completing Sessions 2, 3, and 4, students:
Use appropriate safety procedures when •	
conducting investigations.

Represent an electrical circuit by drawing •	
a circuit diagram that includes a resistor, 
switch, and voltage source.

Explain the •	
relationship between 
voltage resistance 
and current in  
Ohm’s law.

Use the formula V = •	
IR to solve problems 
related to electric circuits.

Session 5•	  is dedicated to exploring magnetism. Several 
activities using an iron filings board and magnets are 
used to explore lines of magnetic force. 

During •	 Session 6, Ohm’s law is used to calculate 
wattage in a circuit, and the circuit board is used with 
the multimeter to measure current in a circuit. The final 
activity involves constructing an electromagnet and 
moving a magnet through a coil of wire to generate 
an electric current. Standards involving comparing 
alternating current and direct current in terms of 
production of electricity and the direction of current 
flow are explored.

During •	 Session 7, hands-on activities include using 
a multimeter to identify materials that are insulators 
and conductors. In this activity, students are asked 
to hypothesize whether 16 different materials are 
insulators or conductors. The items are then tested and 
the results are compared to their hypotheses. 

As you can see, students in the Star Academy are  
not only wiring circuits but also studying the science  
behind electricity..

Star Academy

a good example of physical science
The Physical Science Modules

Alternative Energy•	
Dynamic Earth•	
Electricity•	
Forces•	
Gravity•	
Material Science•	
Music & Sound•	
Reactions•	
Simple Machines •	
Weather•	

mailto:rgrissom@pitsco.com 
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By Mary Fry, Curriculum Specialist 
mfry@pitsco.com

The Star Academy math program is divided into two parts, 
Pre-Algebra and Algebra, and students learn the “why” about 
the concepts they study.

In the Forensic Math Module, for example, students discover 
the “numbers” behind crime scene investigation while also 
learning the algebra concepts required by South Carolina state 
standards (see boxed information below).

In •	 Session 1 the students will use polar coordinates 
to create a rough sketch of a crime scene. A piece 
of evidence is measured from a set point. The 
measurement is given in distance as well as compass 
degrees/direction. The students develop a theory of 
what they believe happened at the crime scene.

Hands-on: Students create a rough sketch with 
measurements of the crime scene using a compass  
and ruler.

In •	 Session 2 the students create a scale drawing of 
the Running Well High School crime scene using the 
actual distances. This is done by solving proportions 
and using a formula to calculate lengths through single 
operation equations.

Hands-on: Students create a final sketch of the  
crime scene.

In•	  Session 3 the students learn about anthropometry, 
which is the study of many unique body 
measurements, and graph the information while 

looking for patterns. Then they learn why fingerprinting 
is the most widely used method of identification.

Hands-on: Students take a variety of measurements of 
each other such as arm span, length of left foot, and 
height. The students make an observation of  
the data and then graph the data to see if there is  
any consistency.

In •	 Session 4 the students complete the worksheet they 
began in Session 3 by solving for the x and y values 
in the table and then graphing the ordered pairs. 
Students measure the footprint left behind at the crime 
scene, then use the function to solve for the height of 
the person.

Hands-on: Students take measurements of the 
footprint left behind at the crime scene.

In •	 Session 5 the students learn about slope of a line 
and y-intercept. They use the formula to find the slope 
using two points on the line. After they have the slope 
and the y-intercept, they write an equation for the 
function. This helps the students to find the height of 
the person by using the arm span and the foot length.

Hands-on: Students use a calculator and a worksheet to 
calculate the slope of four lines and write equations for 
each line.

In •	 Session 6 the students use the skid speed and 
turning diameter formulas to analyze evidence from 
the Running Well High School parking lot. Skid marks 
reveal the minimum speed at which the vehicle was 
traveling when it began to skid.

Hands-on: Students create their own tire impressions 
using an ink pad and toy cars.

In •	 Session 7 the students analyze evidence from 
the Running Well High School crime scene. They 
put together a report stating their theory of what 
happened along with a determination of who the 
suspects are..

The Math Modules
Chemical Math•	
Environmental Math•	
Forensic Math•	
Home Makeover•	
Hotel Management•	
Light & Lasers•	
Package Design•	
Properties of Math•	
Statistical Analysis•	
Weights & Measures•	

Star Academy

South Carolina math standards  
addressed in the Forensic Math Module

EA-2.2  Apply the laws of exponents and roots to solve problems.
EA-2.6  Carry out a procedure to evaluate an expression by substituting 
a value for the variable.
EA-3.1  Classify a relationship as being either a function or not a function 
when given data as a table, set of ordered pairs, or graph.
EA-3.3  Carry out a procedure to evaluate a function for a given element 
in the domain.
EA-3.7  Carry out a procedure to solve literal equations for a specified 
variable.
EA-4.1  Carry out a procedure to write an equation of a line with a given 
slope and a y-intercept.
EA-4.6  Represent linear equations in multiple forms (including slope-
intercept and standard).
EA-5.1  Carry out a procedure to graph a line when given the equation 
of the line.
EA-5.5  Carry out a procedure to determine the y-intercept of lines from 
data given tabularly, graphically, symbolically, and verbally.
EA-5.6  Carry out a procedure to determine the slope of a line from data 
given tabularly, graphically, symbolically, and verbally.
EA-5.7  Apply the concept of slope as a rate of change to  
solve problems.

Students finally learn the 
‘why’ in Algebra
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16-year-old eighth grader is  
more determined than ever to  
earn his high school diploma
By Tom Farmer, Editor 
tfarmer@pitsco.com

It would have been easy for Karl Watson to pack it in – 
just drop out of school and try to make it on his own. But 
the 16-year-old who found himself in the eighth grade 
last fall took his dad’s advice and opted for the road  
less traveled.

He didn’t give up. He entered the Star Academy and is 
glad that he did. If he successfully completes the program 
and then earns a couple more credits in summer school, 
he could possibly find himself enrolling as an 11th grader 
in the fall.

“I have a lot of friends that haven’t finished school, and 
they just wish they could go back, but it’s too late. I don’t 
want that to happen to me,” Watson said during a break 
from his rigorous class schedule. “I’d rather go to school, 
finish it out, and become somebody.”

While working on his dad’s ice cream trucks last 

Laying the foundation
The difference between a good 

leader and a great leader is that 
a good leader gives input when 
shaping a program, and a great 
leader rolls up his sleeves and 
inspects every brick before it’s fitted 
into the foundation of the program.

Feel free to call Olympia Learning Center Principal Nathan 
White a bricklayer. Months before the Star Academy doors first 
opened at Olympia, White was busy selecting and inspecting 
the bricks that would comprise the program’s staff. He tabbed 
April Sanders to serve as Star Academy Dean of Students (see 
“Administrators’ Corner”, page 13).

“I didn’t want a watchdog, a guard dog. I didn’t want 
somebody who would just sit there and make sure the kids  
sat in their seats and did what was right,” said White, who 
instead opted for a passionate, caring leader focused on 
student success.

The second step was hiring teachers, and again White  
knew what he wanted. “I don’t want somebody in there who 
thinks they can do the job,” he said. “I want somebody in  
there who knows, without a doubt, when they sit in front of 
children, this is going to be the outcome. If they have a  

Star Academy

Columbia, South Carolina
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doubt, then they can’t be here.” 
With a blend of confident, veteran teachers in place, 

Sanders has been able to focus on her job of administering the 
program and empowering the teachers. The results so far have 
been pleasing to White. He points primarily at attendance, 
which often is an issue with the at-risk students of a  
Star Academy.

“If kids are finding a reason to be sick or ill or stay home 
or be suspended, that tells me the program is failing, not the 
kids,” White reasoned. “They should want to be here. Even if 
they’re sick, they say, ‘Mom, Dad, I’ve got to go to school.’ I 
am seeing that. Right now we’re working around a 98 percent 
attendance rate. That’s excellent, better than they ever have 
done in any of their schooling. If they’re here, they will learn. 
There’s no way they can be here all day for 180 days and not 
walk away with something good.”.
Making the most of her opportunity

Ramonda Johnson had to grow 
up quickly, and the early results 
weren’t good. Her mother died three 
years ago when she was in the fifth 
grade in Killeen, Texas. Predictably, 
she struggled, eventually failing to 
advance to sixth grade.

Then, her brother who was raising her was sent to Iraq, so 
she moved to Columbia, S.C., to live with her grandma, uncles, 
and cousins. Despite the personal upheaval, Ramonda worked 
hard in school and last spring was given the chance to enroll 
in the Star Academy where she could possibly accelerate from 
eighth to 10th grade.

“I thought it was a good opportunity because I wanted to 
be put up a grade,” she said.

Now earning mostly A’s and B’s, she’s making the most 
of her opportunity. She appreciates the chance to work at a 
comfortable pace, such as recently in the Microbiology Module 
when she was worried about taking the Post Test. 

“I didn’t get it at first, but I kept going over it,” she said. “I 
studied until I got it and made an 80 on the test.”.
Results Based 
Communication

Math Facilitator Joseph Kearse 
has learned that empowering 
students to come up with 
solutions to their own problems 
can sometimes yield surprising 
results. After being trained to use 
the Results Based Communication 
method, an integral part of every Star Academy, Kearse 
was still a bit skeptical. The three-step solution sounded 
too easy:

Ask students to judge where they are on a  •	
scale of 1 to 10.
Ask them where they would like to be.•	
Then, ask them what they can do to get where  •	
they want to be.

“They come up with ideas, and a lot of times their ideas 
work,” said Kearse, who employs the RBC practice when he 
informally meets with students to discuss their agenda books 
each day. “I have one student who said, ‘You need to move 
me. I like to talk to so and so. If you move me next to this other 
person, she’s a friend of mine, she won’t let me talk to her. She 
keeps me on task.’ I said, ‘I’ll tell you what. I’ll try that tomor-
row.’ I tried it. She was right. It was her suggestion as the result 
of an RBC encounter. She came up with the solution. Now she’s 
on task and caught up.”

The RBC method of communicating proves beneficial at 
parent-teacher conferences because there’s already a docu-
mented history of attempts to resolve recurring problems.

“When I talk with parents, I say, ‘I’ve talked to your son 
about this problem that he’s talking too much in class. He 
not only understands, but he acknowledges that he talks too 
much in class,’” Kearse said. “I feel like it’s an effective way to 
cover things. By the time I get to the parents, I’ve done more 
than most teachers would have done.”.
 

summer, Watson did more than learn the difference 
between a bomb pop and an ice cream sandwich. His 
father taught him that an education could pave the way 
to a brighter future.

“My dad teaches me to be a young man and take 
responsibility for my actions. I’m going to catch myself 
back up,” he said.

Math Facilitator Joseph Kearse figures Watson will 
have no trouble completing the workload as long as he 
comes to school every day. “We have students like Karl, 
and you wonder what happened. He should never have 
gotten stuck. He has done very well here,” Kearse said.

“The Star Academy is teaching me skills I can use,” 
Watson added. “Some people want to talk about being 
a basketball player, but you can’t put your whole life on 
being a basketball player because some things might 
not work out like that. You have to be business oriented 
and ready to have a real job, a career.”

He’s learned one particular skill that will carry him 
well past high school graduation and serve him well for 
the rest of his life.

“They teach us here that no matter what we’re 
doing, never give up because anything’s possible. As 
long as you have trust in yourself and believe you can 
do it, you can achieve it. All you have to do is strive for 
it,” Watson said. “I’m never going to give up. Nothing’s 
going to stop me.”.
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Students respond positively to  
math teacher’s caring ways
By Tom Farmer, Editor 
tfarmer@pitsco.com

Show the kids you care by going the extra mile. That’s all. If 
a teacher sincerely does that one thing, students will respond 
positively and work harder. Sonya Boyles doesn’t just believe in 
that approach – she lives it and could write a book about it!

Sure, the Star Academy math teacher at Simpson Alternative 
Center for Education in Easley, South Carolina, is a talented 
instructor, but there’s more, a lot more:

She divided her students into three groups based on •	
ability level and writes three lesson plans for each class 
to “teach them where they’re at.” 
She comes in early and leaves late every day to help her •	
advanced students tackle not only pre-algebra but also 
algebra and geometry. 
She volunteered to put together a Star Academy •	
yearbook. 
She attends students’ games and extracurricular •	
activities and on their birthdays writes them a note and 
gives them a candy bar. 
She stuffed a CD copy of their adopted theme song, •	
“The Impossible” by Joe Nichols, into a homemade 
stocking for each student last Christmas. 

Her personal tab for taking care of her students sometimes 
reaches $200 per month.

“I love these kids who need to know somebody cares about 

School no longer seems impossible
One year ago, Abria Anderson was 

failing social studies and math. She 
admitted just giving up and was retained 
in the eighth grade. The words 
impossible and school were pretty  
much synonymous.

Then came the Star Academy, an intensive yet inviting 
program aimed at getting at-risk students back on track, and 
Anderson had the opportunity to earn enough credits in one 
school year to advance to the 10th grade.

She wasn’t about to give up this time. Even the word 
impossible took on new meaning, as in the name of a Joe 
Nichols song, “The Impossible,” which Star students adopted as 
their theme song.

“We wrote a letter to him and told him what it means to us,” 
Anderson said. “The song is saying don’t ever underestimate 
what’s possible, and I feel that it taught me to never 
underestimate myself.”

Extra Mile
Going the

Star Academy
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Her teachers don’t underestimate her either. They 
challenge her to reach her potential while working in 
a partially self-paced manner, and the 14-year-old has 
responded by making A’s and B’s. “Now that I’m in the 
program, it helps me a lot,” she says. “It’s like a one-on-one 
thing where the teacher can help you more. It’s  
much easier.”.
Whatever-it-takes attitude 
starts at the top

He’s no card counter – maybe a 
student counter – but Administrator 
Tim Mullis has his sights set on 
beating the odds, the odds that 
his Star Academy students will 
eventually drop out of school.

“Something might happen along the way. They may be 
disengaged for one year and fail, so this is a chance for them to 

catch back up,” Mullis said of the Star Academy. “If you fail one 
time, the likelihood of you not graduating is 50 percent. If you 
fail twice, it’s like 80 percent. We understand that. If we get ‘em 
back on track, we feel like we can turn them around.”

After handpicking a group of teachers for the core 
classes and ensuring that peripheral classes and needs were 
addressed, such as a drill sergeant for discipline and a no-
nonsense physical education teacher, Mullis took care to cover 
other needs such as uniforms.

Not only are students required to wear uniforms, but they 
change into them upon entering the school and then they 
change back into their regular clothes prior to dismissal.

“The haves and the have nots are gone. That’s what the 
uniforms do,” Mullis said. “Everybody’s the same. Everybody’s 
got a clean uniform to wear today and everybody’s the same.”

Yes, a clean uniform, as in the teachers and staff do laundry 
throughout the day to ensure students have the clothes they 
need the following morning. Star Academy Assistant Director 
Reggia Stapleton views laundry duty as a regular part of her 
day. That whatever-it-takes attitude from faculty and staff is 
necessary for the Simpson Star Academy to be its best.

Students who earn enough credits to advance to the 10th 
grade get first choice of courses at the school district’s career 
center. “We feel like these students will do better in a hands-
on setting after being here,” Mullis said. “We hope they’ll have 
the math and English background to be able to complete 
those courses.”

A former middle school principal, Mullis didn’t have to take 
on the Star Academy. “I asked to be placed here. I wanted to 
make a difference. It’s a challenge every day, but I thought we 
could make a difference in these students’ lives. They need 
somebody they can talk to. They need a smaller environment. 
I can see the success in those kids. You can see a change. We 
want to make sure it’s lasting. We want them to be able to 
succeed when they move on to high school.”.
Typical student needs 
atypical classroom

Brandy Bearden, 15, is typical 
of a lot of students nowadays. 
She is completely turned off by 
the traditional rows-and-columns 
classroom in which a teacher 
lectures, gives quizzes, and administers a test at the 
conclusion of every chapter in the book.

“Some teachers stand up there and say the same thing 
over and over again, in the same voice, without showing us 
anything, and that gets boring,” Bearden said. “It makes you 
want to focus on something else besides that.”

Which is what Bearden did so often during the third and 
fifth grades that she failed. Now, she has the opportunity to 
make up some of that lost ground in a learning environment 
more to her liking. The self-paced, diagnostically prescribed 
curriculum of the Star Academy  
 
 

them,” Boyles said of the at-risk Star Academy students. “I just 
know I’m where I’m supposed to be. This is what I’m supposed 
to do. Anything I can do extra to show them that I care, I’ll do 
it.”

The administration and Star Academy students attest to 
Boyles’ going above and beyond.

“Ms. Boyles, I love her. She’s like the best teacher ever,” said 
15-year-old Brandy Bearden, who often gets one-on-one help 
in her accelerated Algebra I studies after school. “I have a lot 
of confidence in math. I used to like science the most, but now 
it’s math. I was one of the worst students in math in the past. 
Pre-algebra looked hard in the book last year. Now, I’m almost 
ready for geometry.”

Star Academy Administrator Tim Mullis could only shake 
his head in amazement when describing how Boyles divided 
the students into three groups following the first diagnostic 
math test of the year.

“She knew some of them were ready to be challenged,” 
Mullis explained. “It’s a lot of work on her part. She’s having 
to spend extra time in the morning and afternoon trying to 
catch up the algebra students. She’s even giving up some 
of her Saturdays to come over here to work with those 
algebra students. That’s the kind of teacher we need. She has 
compassion for the kids.”

Eighth grade is the perfect entry point for the Star 
Academy Program™, Boyles says, because students are 
maturing both physically and emotionally and often want 
to get on the right track but are unsure how to do it. She’s 
determined to guide them, and she won’t forget them at the 
end of this school year. She plans to go yet a few more extra 
miles.

“I’m definitely anxious to track this group. A lot of them 
ask me if I’ll come see them next year,” she said. “I’ll go to their 
school to see how they’re doing, to talk with them, to let them 
know I’m still here if they need me.”.
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Educator from India finds enthusiasm,
hope in Star Academy Program™ 
By Tom Farmer, Editor 
tfarmer@pitsco.com

The United States – world superpower, free enterprise, the 
land of plenty, innovative technology. Surely, the American 
education system must be the best in the world!

So goes the deductive reasoning process of many teachers 
in other countries, and Kiran Katta of India was no exception. 
Though he ranked fifth out of 20,000 on the physics exam 
administered in his state, Andra Pradesh, and he had been 
teaching college physics at a private school for four years, he 
still was curious about education over there.

“What’s going on in America? Since America is a 
superpower in the world, how do they do it?” he wondered. “I 
can see America is going up and up, so I thought, ‘Education 
must be really strong in America. OK, that is the right place for 
me to teach.’”

With his eyes fixed on the greener grass of American 
education, Katta applied for a three-year teaching position 
through a cultural exchange program. He took an exam, was 
interviewed by South Carolina education officials, was awarded 
a slot, and arrived in Columbia, South Carolina, on July 26, 2007, 
only one month before the school year was to begin.

“They said, ‘Mr. Katta, you must go to Estill High School.’ So 
I came to Estill High School.” But contrary to what he expected, 

Well worth the trip
A 16-hour commute wasn’t 

feasible, so Doug Hubbard 
did the logical thing when he 
felt a calling to join the Star 
Academy staff at Estill High 
School in the heart of  
South Carolina. 

He packed his bags in Liberty, Missouri, and hit the road. 
Not such a big deal, you say? Then consider that he’s nearly 
65, the father of eight children, and a grandfather many times 
over. Now it becomes intriguing. Why would a man nearing 
retirement age move halfway across the country to teach 
students who seemingly have one foot out the door on the 
way to becoming another dropout statistic?

“I’m at a point in my life where I get to do what I want to 
do,” Hubbard explained. “What I’m doing here, what most of us 
are doing here, is infinitely more valuable because we’re talking 

America – to teach
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about survival skills. We’re talking about kids that, if they don’t 
get it now, might never get it.”

And Hubbard wants to help them get it – social studies 
specifically – and he wants students to learn lifelong skills in 
the process. “These are the kids’ formative years. Knowledge 
is important, but the process of mastering skills necessary to 
learn is essential.”

Scribbled on a small sheet of paper taped to the wall of 
his classroom is the primary goal he yearns for students to 
achieve: “To acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to 
succeed in high school.”

The differentiated instruction inherent in the Star Academy 
is exactly what students need, Hubbard says. He enjoys 
tracking students’ individual progress and figuring out what 
he can do to help them succeed.

“They have not felt competent to be in school, and that has 
manifested itself in all sorts of outward behavior,” he said. “We 
have been able to convince them that this is a safe place. There 
are no dumb people in here. There are some things they don’t 
understand, but we can address that here.”

Hubbard finds teaching much more rewarding than the 
alternatives available in retirement. “I will stay here as long as 
they allow me to stay here. I see this as a three- to five-year 
commitment. I love this program.”.
An opportunity too  
good to pass up

Shagail Smith knows a 
good thing when she sees it, 
and she isn’t about to let her 
Star Academy opportunity to 
accelerate to the 10th grade slip 
by as it did for a classmate.

“We had one girl who left. I told her this is a one in a 
lifetime chance. You’ve got to take it,” Smith said. “I said, ‘Girl, 
you’re crazy not to take this opportunity.’ I’ll take it. It’s really 
helped me. I used to be bad at algebra, but now I’m pretty 
good at algebra.”

Things have changed dramatically for Smith in the past 
year and a half. Moving from school to school, she failed 
the sixth grade twice. The future wasn’t exactly inviting, but 
her aunt, who also serves as her guardian, recognized the 
opportunity presented by the Star Academy and encouraged 
Smith to participate in the new program.

She has no regrets. “I used to have to come to school, but 
now I get to,” Smith said.

A smaller class size and teachers who have time to dole out 
more individualized attention are making a difference. “If you 
don’t understand something, Mr. Katta or Mr. Hussain, they’ll 
actually show you how to do it, and it really helps.”.
There’s more than core
Math, science, social studies, and 
English are important subjects that 
comprise the core education within 
the Star Academy at Estill High School. 
But there’s more. Administrator and 
Math Facilitator Shaw Hussain looks 
beyond the curriculum and tries to 
mold his students into well- 
rounded individuals.

“The main thing is that we help them to understand that 
school is interesting and important, learning is important,” 
Hussain said. “They may not progress as much as we like, but 
they’re having fun doing the math. We’re trying to instill a 
work ethic and values, too. We are making a difference.”

He hopes all students accelerate to the 10th grade after 
finishing the Star program and that they recognize the 
importance of self-motivation and the benefits of completing 
their education. 

“Students are achieving success and feeling good about 
it,” Hussain said. “They go at their own pace, and I don’t push 
them. I encourage them.”.

– to teach
the school differed little from the public schools of India.

“When I came here, the first month and a half it was the 
same traditional methods, the same blackboards, nothing  
was different from India, so I was disappointed,” he recalled. 
“I questioned whether I came to the right place or not. I 
came to learn some new teaching methods, but I was  
quite disappointed.”

Then the Star Academy Program was implemented and 
Katta received a lab of Synergistic Science Modules with 
hands-on equipment and computer-based instruction at 
workstations such as Music & Sound, Applied Physics,  
and Weather.

“When the lab started, it was really wonderful. It’s more 
than I expected. I feel I am blessed to be in the program. When 
the student advances out of this program, I assure you he will 
have a good science background.”

Though his father wanted him to become a doctor, Katta 
long harbored hopes for making his mark in education –  
and not just in private schools like those he was privileged  
to attend.

“The main goal of a teacher should be to educate the 
students,” he said. “Teaching is a noble profession. It becomes 
more noble if you teach the students who are below the 
poverty line. If I teach students who are at a high level, I don’t 
achieve as much.” 

From the effective Results Based Communication method 
to the school-within-a-school setup of the Star Academy, Katta 
is learning an effective solution for a problem that has no 
borders – students on the verge of dropping out.

“Really, I want to implement a Star-type program in India,” 
he said. “There’s a real need for a Star program in India. But I 
want to be here for a few more years, and I want to learn more 
and more about Star Academy. This is my training year, and 
next year I can do better than this year.”.
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The faces of Star Academy at Olympia 
Learning Center (continued from page 19) 

A Synergistic Science convert
A bit skeptical at first, Atilade 

Adelakun has warmed up – even 
embraced – the Star Academy 
science Module lab. Since 
coming to the U.S. from Nigeria 
nine years ago, he had taught in 
traditional middle school science 
classrooms in New York City and 
Columbia, S.C. He would have to 
be convinced that it was possible to facilitate a lab  
where 10 pairs of students could work on 10 different 
topics simultaneously.

He spent the first few rotations becoming familiar with the 
Synergistic Science Module content and watching students 
immerse themselves in the multimedia, equipment-rich 
hands-on content.

“They are doing it here. They touch it. They see it. They 
hear it. In other schools, they mostly used textbooks,” said 
Adelakun. “I now prefer this way over the traditional method. 
Being a science teacher, I prefer this because we have the 
materials necessary for students to learn in every session.”

The Star Academy’s science curriculum covers both 
biology and physical science in one year so that students 
can accelerate from eighth to 10th grade. “The program 
accomplishes the goal,” Adelakun said. “If students do the 
work, they’ll be ready for the 10th grade.”.

Rising from the ashes
A devastating house fire in 

November claimed all of the 
possessions belonging to a student’s 
family. Fortunately, nobody was 
injured in the blaze. Now facing 
the prospects of starting over, 
Johnathan’s parents are  
considering relocation to a 
neighboring community.

That leaves the 15-year-old with one overriding concern: 
“How will I finish the Star Academy program?”

No need to worry. Johnathan’s mother is taking care 
of that. She wants him to complete the program that has 
retrained his focus on what’s most important about school –  
a good education that leads to a productive career.

Star Academy

The faces of Star Academy at Estill 
High School (continued from page 23) 

“All I said after the fire was, ‘Ma, how am I going to get to 
school? What if I miss too much days?’” he recalled. “She said, 
‘You know what? You won’t have to worry about it. I’ll  
take care of it.’”

Since that fateful day, Johnathan has been at school every 
day, continues working hard, and is earning mostly A’s and B’s. 
He dreams of being an international spy or working for the FBI. 
“In the occupational handbook, there’s a lot of requirements 
for the FBI alone,” he said. “I read you have to have a lot of 
qualifications and learn fast.”

The ability to respect and understand others also will go 
a long way toward preparing Johnathan for his dream career. 
“I had [administrator and math facilitator] Mr. Hussain in 
previous years, and we weren’t on the same page at all. Now, I 
understand him a lot more. You have to stop and think about 
where he’s coming from because he’s the teacher. He’s better 
than most people imply.”.
Teaching them ‘where they’re at’

Many students don’t perform at or 
above their current grade level, especially 
at-risk students in economically depressed 
areas. Such students are sometimes passed 
up the line until they graduate without the 
basic skills they need to succeed in life.

English Facilitator Sonya Lawson is making an effort to 
break that cycle in the Star Academy Program at Estill High 
School. The program is designed to provide as much one-on-
one instruction as possible, improving the chances of reaching 
every child who walks through her classroom doorway any 
given day.

“Some of the children don’t come with any of the skills they 
need to do eighth grade work. It’s very difficult,” Lawson said. 
“One girl is probably working on a fifth or sixth grade level. 
This is eighth and ninth grade English.”

The key to breaking the cycle and making progress is to 
motivate struggling students, and that’s achieved best at a 
one-on-one level with students working at their own pace. 
Individualized Prescriptive Lessons teach students “where 
they’re at” academically and require students to master 
content before moving to the next level.

“They see results of their tests as soon as they’re finished. 
They don’t have to wait,” Lawson said. “It’s sort of like 
ownership of what you’re doing every day. They get to work 
at their own pace and go back whenever they want to. They 
don’t have to ask the teacher.”

All of education will one day be delivered in such a manner, 
she predicts.

“Eventually, the whole school will be like this because 
nobody’s gonna want to be in here and sit for an hour and 30 
minutes and hear me talk about some dead poets. That’s just 
how it is. They’re not going to care. If they don’t have their 
hands on something, they’re bored. That’s the way society  
is now.”.



The faces of Star Academy at Simpson 
Alternative Center for Education  
(continued from page 21) 
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and the hands-on equipment and activities keep Bearden 
engaged and, most importantly, learning.

“There’s a lot of one-on-one teaching here at this school, 
and I really like that,” she said. “It’s easier when your teacher 
can come and spend some time with you and help you. That’s 
what I need most.”.
Doing it for her family

The Star Academy means 
something different to every student. 
For Stephanie Evatt, it is a means of 
making her mother proud and carrying 
out the wishes of her late stepfather 
as she attempts to “get back where I’m 
supposed to be.”

Never feeling quite right, she has wanted to please her 
mother since being held back in the first grade. “My mom has 
hardly ever been really proud of me where she wants to just 
tell the whole world,” Evatt said. “When we learned about  
this program, that was the first time. Something about it  
felt good.”

As she looks ahead to entering high school as a 
sophomore if all goes well this year, she is further motivated 
at the thought of her stepfather, who died suddenly a couple 
weeks before school started in August.

“When I do my work, I think about him. I can hear him in 
my head, patting me on my back saying, ‘You can do it. Just 
focus on it.’ And that keeps me going.”.

Star Academy

Smart trumps cool
At some point, usually in late 

elementary or junior high, some children 
dream of being the “cool” kid. Forget the 
school work, just bring on being cool. 
Chris Calzinni remembers those days well 
because he achieved cool status, but it 
wasn’t everything he thought it would be.

At 15 and on the verge of entering adulthood, Calzinni has 
started over, and he views the Star Academy as his refuge, the 
place where he can earn enough credits to accelerate to the 
10th grade. “I used to fall asleep in class. Here, you don’t fall 
asleep in class. The first week of school I went home and said, ‘I 
actually learned something.’ It takes a lot for me to want to do 
something. Here, I want to do better.”

And he wants to be known as more than just a cool kid. 
“It’s better to be smart here than it is to be cool. I used to be 
the cool kid, and I cared about my social life more than school. 
Here, it doesn’t matter who you are or what you are outside of 
school. When we’re here, we’re all the same people.”

Calzinni continued, “Without a high school diploma or 
even a college diploma nowadays, you really can’t do much. 
I don’t want to do physical labor my whole life. If I could sit at 
a computer all day, it’d be great for me. I’d make killer money, 
work on science or something really cool.”.
Helping students ‘make 
something of their lives’

The kids the education system does 
not embrace, such as Star Academy 
students – those are the ones English 
Facilitator Rachel Bassett wants to reach.

“Sometimes there’s just good kids that fall through the 
cracks, and it’s not fair to push them off to the side. The 
education system is built to churn out a specific caliber of 
student that can blend in, keep up, and keep moving. I have 56 
kids that can’t do that, or didn’t, or were unwilling to,” Bassett 
said. “They learned the hard way. By the time they learned 
they’d made a mistake, it was too late and they couldn’t catch up.”

Until now.
 “My goal is to have them succeed in a way that they need 

to succeed. It’s my goal that they make something of their 
lives and they don’t just grow up, fail, get frustrated, and make 
nothing of themselves.”

Noting that she could earn nearly twice as much money as a 
manager at a local fast food restaurant than she does teaching, 
Bassett still wouldn’t trade jobs because of the thrill she gets 
when her students succeed, especially in the  
Star Academy.

“Here, I feel like I have more of a grip on my classes and 
everything that’s going on,” she said. “I have more input 
because it’s a lot smaller. I feel like I make more of a difference, 
and that’s personally important.”.

Columbia

Estill

Easley 

South Carolina
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By Tim Cannell, Educational Relationship Manager 
tcannell@pitsco.com

Star Academy teacher preparation is an intense five-day 
period of professional development. During this time, teachers 
learn about the program and curriculum and begin to develop 
a real sense of a “team” approach in order to have the best 
opportunity at success with their students.

Star Academy professional development focuses on the 
following areas:

Synergy Modules•	
Individualized Prescriptive Lessons (IPLs)•	
Star Group Projects•	
Results Based Communication (RBC)•	

Synergy Modules
Science and math Modules fulfill the state requirements 

in these subject areas. Teachers experience the same training 
used in a standard Modules workshop. Emphasis is placed on 
the use of the management functionality of Synergy as the 
main grading program for all subject areas: math, science, 
English language arts, and social studies.

Individualized Prescriptive Lessons
Teachers learn how to administer the diagnostic 

individualized prescriptive lessons, or IPLs, through the use of 
computer software. Teachers also learn how to use the results 
of these lessons to help students improve in areas of weakness.

Star Group Projects
Star Group Projects are large-group activities in math, 

English language arts, and social studies. Teachers learn how 
these projects are connected to the associated IPLs and how 
they can be used as a different method of instruction.

Results Based Communication
Results Based Communication (RBC) is a precise method of 

questioning that engages the student and parent in clarifying 
their goals, identifying their resources, and monitoring their 
progress and success. RBC has developed the “3-R” method 
(Results, Rare Occasions, and Rating), which answers the 
following questions:

Where are you now?•	
Where do you want to be?•	
How are you going to get there?•	

Due to the nature of the Star Academy, the training is 
conducted on-site. This helps to provide a clear picture of 
the importance of team teaching in this unique approach to 
dropout prevention..

By Kelly Reddin, Star Academy Quality 
Assurance Manager, kreddin@pitsco.com

High-quality, effective curriculum 
and great customer service are two keys 
to Star Academy success, and my job 
is to ensure that those keys are always 
working properly.

Each time I visit a school, I enjoy 
talking and working with students, 
teachers, counselors, and administrators. 
To help make the Star Academy 
experience a success for all, I try to make 
sure that the equipment is available 
and working properly. If teachers need 
a short lesson on the management 

software, I provide instruction. 
Each academy is unique in the 

number of students, location of the 
academy, and start time. Therefore, each 
academy has slightly different needs. I try 
to address any questions or concerns on 
an individual basis as I travel throughout 
the state of South Carolina.

I have been privileged to work 
even on weekends with teachers and 
administrators who go the extra mile  
for their students. I am very proud of  
the extra effort the Star Academy 
teachers make to ensure the success of 
the students. 

I have been able to celebrate  
victories with several students and to 
have students explain to me why the 
Star Academy is working for them. Those 
student interactions really drive home to 
me the importance of keeping both the 
quality of the program and its  
fidelity high.

Pitsco is committed to providing 
customer service to all our sites to keep 
students and teachers attaining goals at 
the highest level possible. We want all 
students to graduate from high school. 
In order for that to happen, we want to 
ensure that we “get it right.”.

Program quality, integrity are essential

Star Academy

Teacher preparation and development

human population growth and how it affects natural 
ecosystems. They review biogeochemical cycles, 
including human effects on these cycles. In Session 7, 
they culminate their study of ecology by considering 
the interactions of humans and ecosystems. They 
review a list of ecosystem services, look at biodiversity 
and extinction, and consider human activities such 
as pollution and deforestation that adversely affect 
ecosystems. They complete their study of ecology by 
constructing a concept map showing connections 
between humans and natural ecosystems.

Due to time constraints, illustrating every concept through 
use of hands-on activities is not feasible. But other important 
ecological concepts are woven throughout the Ecology Module 
using text, graphics, videos, and questions. 

These concepts include the process of succession in 
ecosystems (Standard 6.1.03), self-maintenance of ecosystems 
through biogeochemical cycles (Standard 6.1.05), and 
biological evolution and the diversity of life (Standard 5.1). In 
addition, through its use of inquiry-based activities, the Module 
does a thorough job of meeting Standard 1: Scientific Inquiry..

Biology (continued from page 15)
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We aim to refocus a citizenry 
leaning toward dropping out

Mathematics and science have 
become the headline grabbers of most 
recent educational emphasis, but there 
are still those of us who retain a firm grip 
on the value of the study of our history. 
Educationally, we have followed the 
trail of a variety of gurus to the point 
of No Child Left Behind. The concept 

in education is not unlike the attempts 
throughout our history, from the Boston 
Tea Party to the Marshall Plan, to improve 
some untenable situation.

The Marshall Plan was the impetus to 
rebuild a broken Europe ravaged by war 
and was a tremendous success because 
it assumed that disciplined, orderly 
movement could cause people to work 
together and make success a reality.

The educational Marshall Plan we 
propose is the Star Academy, which 
seeks to rebuild a citizenry that could 
be lost via a road toward dropping out 
of school. About one million students 
drop out every year, and nearly half 
of all African Americans, Hispanics, 
and Native Americans fail to graduate. 
These alarming statistics have far-
reaching consequences for our country’s 
economic and civic health.

These are lives that need to be 
recaptured and guided toward an 
achievable learning goal. Dropouts are 
more likely than high school graduates 
to be unemployed; in poor health; 
living in poverty, in prison, or on public 
assistance; and to have children who also 
drop out of high school.

Long-term effects reveal that if 33 
percent of dropouts graduated from 
high school, the federal government 
would save $10.8 billion each year in 
food stamps, housing assistance, and 

temporary assistance for needy families. 
In addition to lost earnings for the 
individuals, consider the cost to society. 
The one million students who drop out 
of high school each year cost our nation 
more than $260 billion in lost wages, lost 
taxes, and lost productivity.

The implications from dropping out 
of high school are enormous, including 
a higher risk of an abbreviated life span. 
High school dropouts have a life span 
that is nine years shorter than people 
who graduate. If you drop out of high 
school, your chances of running afoul of 
the law increase. Nationally, 68 percent 
of state prison inmates are dropouts.

John Podesta, the President and 
Chief Executive Officer of the Center for 
American Progress, stated, “A nation 
that purports to value human dignity, 
freedom, and advancement for all cannot 
tolerate the status quo that leaves our 
children dramatically undereducated, 
dropping out, and unprepared for an 
increasingly competitive and volatile 
global economy.”

It is reasonable to assume that 
students need to see relevancy in 
curriculum as it relates to their goals 
in life. Attention must be paid to the 
differences in students’ learning styles 
and abilities. Among the leading causes 
of dropping out are the feelings of being 
unchallenged, unmotivated, bored, and 
unsupported. Personal reasons such as 
needing a job and becoming a parent 
are also included.

The Star Academy educational 
Marshall Plan reengages students and 
their parents in the learning process. 
The ravages of negative behavioral 
incidents and poor attendance will give 
way to enhanced coping skills and the 
acceleration of students to the goal of 
completion of a program that gives them 
a future in the world of work or future 
educational attainment.

Leads for the necessary funding 
to provide programs to keep these 
students in school and directed toward 
a diploma or skilled to engage in a work 
environment include the following:
Carl Perkins Act

The purpose of the Perkins Act is to 

prepare a workforce with the academic 
and vocational skills needed to compete 
successfully in a world market. According 
to the National Assessment of Vocational 
Education study, the most frequent 
uses of funds included occupationally 
relevant equipment, vocational 
curriculum materials, and materials for 
learning labs, curriculum development, 
or modification.
http://www.ed.gov/offices/OVAE/CTE/
perkins.html 

Innovative Education State Grants
This is a formula grant under Title V 

that stimulates educational innovation 
by encouraging broad-based reform 
efforts. The funds may be used for 
technology, professional development 
software, or curricular materials. 
 http://www.ed.gov/programsinnovative/
index.html

Rural Education Initiative
This fund provides flexible grants to 

rural districts with at least 20% of the 
students living in poverty.  
http://www.ed.gov/nclb/freedom/local/
reap.html

21st Century Community  
Learning Centers

This program provides money 
for before- and after-school sessions. 
Funds may be used for expanding 
learning activities or any area of 
enrichment and includes technology and 
telecommunication education. 
 http://www.ed.gov/programs/21stcclc/
index.html

Title I (Part A) 
 Improving Basic Programs

This fund provides supplemental 
educational services for eligible public 
and private school students to ensure 
that all children have a fair, equal, and 
significant opportunity to obtain a high-
quality education. 
http://www.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/
ps/edlite-slide002.html 

Asbury-Warren Foundation 
This group funds educational 

projects for public as well as religious 
schools. Their projects lean toward the 
Appalachian region of the country. 
http://asburywarren.org 

Star Academy

Pat Forbes

Grant Opportunities

The Marshall Plan for education

http://www.ed.gov/offices/OVAE/CTE/perkins.html
http://www.ed.gov/offices/OVAE/CTE/perkins.html
http://www.ed.gov/programsinnovative/index.html
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http://www.ed.gov/programs/21stcclc/index.html
http://www.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/ps/edlite-slide002.html 
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3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . Missions!
Crew concept was 
inspired by NASA,  
designed to inspire 
students to aim high
By Dale Bryan, Curriculum Specialist 
dbryan@pitsco.com 

The equipment is ready. The task 
awaits. A buzzer sounds, ending 
the countdown. The Crews scram-

ble into place and listen to the latest 
orders from Mission Control. Then they’re 
off – opening their flight manuals and 
embarking on their latest adventure in a  
Missions lab. 

“We didn’t want a traditional 
classroom,” said Mel Anderson, a teacher 
at Pittsburg Community Middle School 
who helped design the Missions delivery 
system in the late 1990s. He and fellow 
teacher and Missions developer Larry 
Dunekack came up with the “Crew roles” 
idea because of work they’d done for 
NASA and their desire to create a “kid-
centered” classroom. 

“There was also a lot of interest in the 
space shuttle, too,” Mel remarked. “We 
felt students could take on specific roles 
and be responsible for specific things 
just like the shuttle crew.”

Mel and Larry settled on four roles 
for student participation. Each sits in an 
assigned area at the workstation and 
performs specific tasks. 

The Commander accepts the role •	
of leading the Crew, maintaining 
positive Crew relationships and 
facilitating communication between 
the Crew and the teacher. The 
Commander also reads the  
Window instructions and leads 
Window activities. 

The Materials Specialist manages •	
the Mission Instruction Notebook 
storage and materials. He or she 
inventories equipment and reports 
missing and broken items. The MS 
also manages and stores the Crew 
Mission Record folders. 

The Information Specialist reads the •	
Overview and Mission briefings to 
the Crew. He or she leads the  
Crew to a consensus on questions 
and provides specialized  
information to the Crew through 
“Information Reports.”

The Communication Specialist •	
activates the call system when the 
Commander requests it. The CS also 
communicates the questions to the 
teacher and operates all electronic 

devices such as the computer and 
calculator. He or she maintains  
the Crew records in a folder, writes 
and reports the Crew data, and 
organizes the Crew’s assessment 
questions and makes them available 
for the teacher.

Each student experiences all roles 
during Mission rotations. No student 
holds the same position twice in a row. 
If the Commander is absent, another 
student is appointed to fill in. “We tell 
them, ‘That way we’ll know who to 
blame,’” Mel joked. 

But the idea holds true for all roles. 
With students in charge of the materials, 
inventory, and record keeping, they are 
held accountable. Mel added, “Many 
teachers shy away from LEGOs. But we 
handle it by making it the student’s 
responsibility to inventory the kits.”

Besides the Crew roles, the layout of 
the lab is important, too. “The furniture 
set is very important. When we first 
started, we had six rectangular tables 
with chairs. Students would talk to the 
person beside them or across from 
them but there was not a lot of group 
interaction,” Mel said. “Then we saw that 
at Pizza Hut people in booths all talked.”

Consider a mid-year  
re-orientation
By Joel Howard, Systems Customer Service Manager 
jhoward@pitsco.com

For the last couple of years, I’ve had the opportunity to 
volunteer for the Youth Friends organization. If you are not 
familiar with the program, it is similar to Big Brothers Big Sisters, 
but it is handled by the school district. My “youth friend” 
happens to be a third-grade boy, which means I spend some 
time at one of our local elementary schools. 

Something I’ve noticed by observing his teacher is that 
she often pulls the class together as a group to “re-instruct” 
them on something they have already been taught. It got me 

thinking about orientation and how we stress the importance 
of a quality orientation at the beginning of the year, but we 
never talk about repeating orientation – in a condensed 
manner – during the year. 

Let’s face it, elementary students need structure and 
reinforcement. So, perhaps you are in the middle of the 
semester and the students are not properly caring for the 
equipment or they just aren’t giving the effort you expect 
from them. Consider conducting a mini-orientation where you 
reinforce your expectations, remind them how to take care of 
the equipment, and stress that they are fortunate to have such 
a unique environment in which to learn.

I am a believer that most students want to be good and 
do the right thing. They often are just not given very good 
examples. So take some extra time and set the good example. 
It will pay off in the long run..

jhoward@pitsco.com	•	800-774-4552Missions Customer Service

(Continued on page 34)
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By Tom Farmer, Editor 
tfarmer@pitsco.com

Don’t underestimate the power of fun in education. Corey 
Brown remembers his Synergistic Modules class as fun 
and engaging to the point where it sparked a deep 

interest in flight and space that has led to a career in aerospace 
engineering with United Space Alliance of Houston, which 
prepares space shuttles for launching by NASA.

“Maybe it made me more interested in engineering 
and technology just because the class seemed more fun. I 
don’t know,” Brown says about his Synergistic experience. 
“But I do know that learning about how a plane flew or a 
space station was built was a lot more fun than dissecting a 
sentence in English class.”

Brown’s 
Synergistic teacher 
at Thomas Jefferson 
Middle School 
in Jefferson City, 
Missouri, Greg 
Smothers, said he 
couldn’t be prouder 
of Brown, whom 
he describes as “an 
average kid who 
strived to meet high 
expectations in class 
every day.”

“Corey was pretty much a typical middle school kid. 
He enjoyed doing the hands-on activities and was a real 
pleasure to have in class,” Smothers said. “Corey was 
always engaged in the day’s activity and was a great 
lab partner. I could always count on him to get his 
work done and be helpful to his partner.”

Modules laid the foundation
Smothers has facilitated a Modules lab for 13 years, 

but in the beginning he had his doubts.
“I couldn’t imagine relinquishing that much 

student control, and the organizational end of it was 
a challenge at first,” Smothers said. “Yet I heeded the 
advice of Mark Maskell, Tim Cannell, and others, who 

kept saying, ‘Every time 
you do something in the 
lab, you will get to do it 
over and over again until 
it’s easy.’ I really enjoy the 
digital format we now 
have, as do the kids.”

Brown certainly 
enjoyed his experience in 
Smothers’ class a decade 
ago, gaining his first 
exposure to interesting 
science and technology 
concepts.

“There was a Module that dealt with graphic design if I 
recall correctly,” Brown said. “I found that one very enjoyable 
because it allowed you to design and draw schematics and use 
a plotter to actually print the design on blueprints. I thought, 
especially as a junior high student, that it was pretty cool to 
see something I created get put down on paper and seem 
professional.”

He discovered introductory flight and electronics concepts 
that piqued his interest as well.

“I remember getting a chance to put the wing in front of 
a fan and actually see it lift in the air, and that was a pretty 
interesting experience to learn about forces associated with 
aerodynamics and the physics that are behind it.”

In another Module, “The students were given a chance to 
solder together a circuit board with a rocket on it and some 
blinking lights. I actually still have that thing, and it still works!”

NASA connections
Not long after becoming a facilitator, Smothers went 

to Kennedy Space Center in Florida for a summer to help 
Synergistic officials train Module teachers.

“The folks at the Center provided me with loads of 
student activities [see related article] that I have used in class 
in addition to the Module work,” he said. “It helps me to serve 
as a tie-in for other Modules such as Robotics; Energy, Power 
& Mechanics; and Applied Physics.”

The NASA connection has come full circle now that 
Brown works on space shuttles as an Avionics/Flight Control 
Systems Engineer. As an engineer on the Primary Avionics 
Software Systems team, Brown works on the orbiter 
vehicle’s “computer brain.”

“It controls guidance, navigation, flight control, shuttle 
systems, and limited 

Modules lab launches student’s
love of flight and space, leads
to career involving space shuttles

Dream job

Facilitator Greg Smothers describes Corey 
as “a typical middle school kid.”

Corey Brown’s interest in aerospace 
engineering was sparked in a Synergistic 
Modules lab.
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Weekly visits from  
retired NASA engineer keep  
Suites students informed, 
engaged, and, most of  
all, inspired
By Tom Farmer, Editor 
tfarmer@pitsco.com

Lining up a classroom visit from 
a former leading engineer at NASA 
would be quite a coup for a high school 
technology teacher. Getting him to come 
back every week? Now that’s unheard of!

Except at Pasadena (Texas) Memorial 
High School. Norman Chaffee, a 34-year 

NASA engineer who played major roles 
in the Apollo, Gemini, Space Shuttle, and 
International Space Station programs, 
visits Jeannie Gaines’ Synergistic Suites 
(Pathways) lab every Tuesday.

“I know Mr. Chaffee’s presence 
in class has created a continuous 
momentum of learning for the students,” 
Gaines said. “I must admit his assistance 
has inspired and exhilarated me 
personally with a renewed energy every 
day. I look forward to each ‘Mr. Chaffee 
Day’ just as much as the students.”

The feeling is mutual. Since officially 
retiring from NASA in 1996, the 70-year-
old Chaffee has volunteered in the 
NASA education outreach program in 
the Houston area. “I am still active in the 

outreach area, although I am  
slowing down.”

But he’s no less effective. 
“Mr. Chaffee has the students so 

spellbound when he talks. They hang on 
to every word he has to say,” Gaines said. 
“They are so attentive you can hear a pin 
drop in the room.”
A wealth of knowledge

Some days, Chaffee observes 
students working at the lab’s four 
Suites (Intelligent Systems, Aerospace, 
Engineering, and Digital Manufacturing) 
and gives pointers and suggestions 
on their projects. Other days, between 
Harbor rotations, he conducts special 
activities or explains engine and robot 
parts he helped design while serving 

Photo by Roy Neely, Pasadena Memorial High School‘Mr. Chaffee Day’

payload systems,” he said. “It’s a challenging job because you 
have to know a lot of stuff about the orbiter, all of its systems, 
computers, and even more about mathematics, physics, 
dynamics, and orbital mechanics.” 

Follow your dreams
Module students shouldn’t be intimidated at the thought 

of everything involved with an aerospace engineering career. 
Instead, they should follow Brown’s lead and have fun and 
learn all they can at every Module.

“The most important thing to remember about aspiring 
to your dreams is not to let others tell you what to do,” said 
Brown, whose latest dream is to someday enter the astronaut 
training program. “If it is your dream to become an engineer, 
try your hardest and you can accomplish that goal. Engineering 
is a job of dreams. You get a chance to design and build things 
that fly high in the sky or go to the Moon, and I can’t think of 
anything that is cooler than that.”

Smothers certainly will do his part to give Module students 
the chance to dream – and have fun!

“The impact of the lab and its experiences continue to 
amaze me,” Smothers said. “I always tell the students that this 

class will help them to make better academic choices when 
they get to high school and beyond, and I truly believe that is a 
huge plus for student success.”.

Space Shuttle Discovery Day
Modules Facilitator Greg Smothers conducts several 

special activities and Discovery Day events for his Modules 
students at Thomas Jefferson Middle School in Jefferson City, 
Missouri. Among them is a measuring activity that involves the 
space shuttle.

According to Smothers: “We go outside onto one of the 
football practice fields and lay out the space shuttle cargo 
bay and booster rockets using wooden stakes and fluorescent 
plastic tape.”

The activity reinforces the importance of measuring 
accurately and the concepts of size and proportion.

“We have also used handheld GPS units to help coordinate 
the layout and to verify the dimensions,” Smothers said. “It 
gets all the kids involved in a short window of time.”

mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
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as the Deputy Chief of Propulsion and 
Power Division and the Chief Integration 
Engineer for the Space Station.

“I generally do not write a lesson 
plan, per se,” Chaffee said. “I make an 
outline of the content I want to cover and 
then just wing it and use their questions 
to see where to take the discussion.”

Naturally, Aerospace is Chaffee’s 
favorite topic and favorite Suite.

“The students in the Aerospace Suite 
love to confer with Mr. Chaffee to help 
them create a better model,” Gaines said. 
“Mr. Chaffee will ask the students certain 
leading questions that make them think 
at a higher level. Then the students will 
make selective team decisions to try 
something unique and inventive. He 
guides them to make their own decisions 
after carefully leading them in the right 
direction.”

As president of the NASA Alumni 
Association, Chaffee uses his connections 
to help students get an up-close look at 
how the space program functions. He 
recently took a group of PMHS students 
on a field trip to the Johnson Space 
Center Robotics Lab.

“The engineers explained the 
impressive ongoing projects such as 
the Robonaut,” Gaines said. “The visit 
was truly inspiring for all the students 

and myself. The engineers at each 
department gave us an inside scoop on 
what is going on behind the scenes  
at NASA.”
Career possibilities

The Suites at PMHS are implemented 
as a Technology Systems course that 
fulfills a requirement for graduation. 
A main goal of the class is to expose 
students to a variety of technical careers. 
If there’s one lesson Chaffee wants to 
impart to students, it’s to be persistent in 
following their dreams.

“I tell students today who want to 
be an astronaut that they can indeed 
do it. It requires hard work, a degree in 
the sciences or engineering, and much 
persistence,” said Chaffee, who recently 
used his good friend and astronaut 
Clay Anderson as an example. “He was 
a regular engineer at NASA like me but 
wanted badly to be an astronaut and 
ended up applying about six times 
before he was selected. Each time he 
failed to make the cut, he asked for a 
debriefing on why he was not selected, 
and then he focused on remedying 
those shortcomings. Finally, there was no 
reason they could reject him.”

Thousands apply to become 
astronauts but few are accepted. Many 
astronauts come from the military 
academies where they serve as pilots 
and commanders. In addition to 
many technical careers, opportunities 
in other areas abound at NASA 
including education, human resources, 
procurement management, budget, 
accounting, law, security, and base 
maintenance.

“Our nation is falling behind in 
its graduation of trained technical 
people, and I want to help turn that 
situation around,” Chaffee said. “As I tell 
[students], they are the next generation 
of engineers, astronauts, and explorers 
who will lead mankind out into the solar 
system to stay.”

Suites are fertile ground
With daily exposure to real-world 

skills and careers, Suites students are 
better prepared for that next step in life, 
whether it is a college education or entry 
into the workforce.

“The curriculum avails itself to 
personal creativity and innovative ideas 
that students need to learn and grow,” 
Gaines said. “I find the curriculum to be 
so comprehensive watching students 
learn math, science, writing, and career 
skills all wrapped up in a course full of 
technology. I consider my role more of an 
adventure and not a job.”

“These Suites provide very good 
educational experiences for the 
students,” said Chaffee, who elected 
to work in Gaines’ lab because of the 
unique engineering curriculum. “And 
when coupled with input from the 
teacher, they are a pathway to a career at 
NASA or anywhere.”.Photo by Janice Alfaro, Pasadena Memorial High School

Photo by George Martinez,  
Pasadena Memorial High School

Reaching and teaching students
Retired NASA Engineer Norman 

Chaffee positively affects students every 
day he visits PMHS. Facilitator Jeannie 
Gaines shared a couple of examples:

To introduce the importance of accuracy •	
in technical writing, he asked students to 
write instructions for a Martian to make 
a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. 
When students decided the first step 
would be to put peanut butter on the 
bread, Chaffee firmly placed the jar on 
top on the loaf of bread. Such examples 
continued until it became clear to 
students that their instructions had to be 
more detailed. “Although this was done 
for fun, it helped the students realize 
the importance of following writing 
procedures with detailed steps,” Gaines 
said. “The lesson made an impression, 
and as a result the students’ technical 
writing assignments in all the Harbor lab 
reports have been excellent.”

A Vietnamese student with little English •	
skills felt defeated early in the school 
year and wanted to drop out. His uncle 
requested that he be placed in the 
Suites class as an attempt to motivate 
him. When Chaffee began visiting the 
class, the student, Tuan, seemingly 
came to life. Now desiring to become 
an engineer, he hasn’t missed a single 
day of school. “I attribute most of 
Tuan’s success in school to Mr. Chaffee’s 
influence and the interest in the Pitsco 
lab,” Gaines said. “This has been a 
turning point in Tuan’s education and in 
his future.”

Retired NASA engineer Norman Chaffee and 
Suites Facilitator Jeannie Gaines watch a 
student pressurize his bottle rocket.

Digital Manufacturing Suite team members 
work together on their design.



Baine, other leading 
educators toss around 
ideas for attracting top 
students into science,
technology, engineering, 
and math fields

By Tom Farmer, Editor 
tfarmer@pitsco.com

“I wanna be an astronaut when I grow 
up” was a common refrain from children 
in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, and it might 
have given U.S. space program leaders 
a false sense of security that an endless 
line of well-qualified workers would be 
waiting outside their door for years  
to come. 

The reality has been that not 
enough students have chosen science, 
technology, engineering, or math (STEM) 
tracks in college, so it’s more difficult to 
find the necessary engineers, chemists, 
programmers, and pilots required to take 
the space program to new heights. 

However, there’s good news. NASA 
is now well aware of the problem and 
has begun taking steps to remedy 

the situation. In conjunction with the 
October 2007 launching of Space Shuttle 
Discovery, NASA hosted an educational 
forum titled “Attracting Top-Performing 
Students to STEM Education Programs 
and Careers.” 

Fifty leading educators, students, and 
corporate officials from across the U.S. 
were brought together for the event, 
including executives from Yahoo and 
eBay and educators from Stanford, MIT, 
Purdue, and other universities. The goal 
was to discuss strategies to inspire future 
generations of explorers and innovators.

Celeste Baine, noted engineering 
advocate and author whose books 
and workshops are sold and marketed 
through Edbookings (a member of 
the Pitsco family of companies), also 
participated in the event. Since she was a 
child, she had viewed space exploration 
as somewhat of a mystery.

“It didn’t seem real,” Baine said. “I 
watched launches and it was interesting, 
but I never had enough information 
about it. I thought you had to be an 
aerospace engineer. Now, I see they’re 
hiring biomedical engineers, mechanical 
engineers, industrial engineers. There are 
thousands and thousands of engineers 
working for NASA.”

Baine is personally addressing one 
of the most glaring needs by writing a 
NASA career guide (see related article), 
and she plans to incorporate more 
references to NASA in her “Engineers Can 
Do Anything” presentation and other 
educational programs she presents in 
schools across the country.

NASA experience
The day before the forum, 

participants enjoyed a tour of Kennedy 
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A STEM brainstorm at NASA

NASA’s massive Vehicle Assembly Building is the 
largest single-story building in the world.

Situated at Banana 
Creek, about three 
miles from the 
launch pad, Celeste 
Baine captured this 
photo of Space 
Shuttle Discovery’s 
launching during 
her visit to Kennedy 
Space Center in 
October 2007.

mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
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Space Center and the International Space 
Station exhibit in Florida. Equivalent in 
size to three football fields, the actual 
space station is composed of nodes, 
some of which Baine found fascinating in  
the exhibit.

“I was thinking how interesting 
it would be to be an engineer who 
develops these things for a weightless 
environment. You could put controls 
on the ceiling, put things everywhere,” 
she said. “Even the beds were vertical. 
Astronauts have to be strapped in  
to sleep.”

Another thought continually crossed 
Baine’s mind as she toured the facilities 
and the launch pad.

“What blew my mind is that this 
technology was available back in the 
60s. Why haven’t we done more with it?” 
she said. “We had people walking on the 
Moon so long ago, and we haven’t come 
too far since then. Think of all that we can 
accomplish today with so many advances 
in technology!”

The space shuttle program is nearing 
the end of its life as only three more 
missions are required to complete 
the U.S. portion of the International 
Space Station. After that, NASA will 
focus again on rockets and building 
the Moon base that will serve as a 
visitor center, laboratory, and stepping 
stone to Mars. By 2024, NASA plans to 
have a permanent human settlement 
constructed on the Moon. This will 
require the sharpest, most innovative 
minds of the current and future 
generations. 

“To them, it’s a state of emergency to 
get the rocket program off the ground 

and rolling,” Baine said of NASA officials.

Educational forum on STEM
NASA has its own education 

department and offers programs 
and materials for teachers, but very 
little is available in the way of career 
information, Baine says. “There are 
bookmarks for engineering, but it’s not 
anything that’s compelling. You’ve got to 
make students feel like they could be a 
part of it.”

Forum members divided into groups 
of 10-12 and brainstormed ways top 
students could be persuaded to choose 
STEM-related careers. Among the ideas 
were summer programs and camps, 
competitions, more career strands, 
student tours of NASA sites, astronauts in 

the classroom, and better videos  
touting careers.

“I remember being stunned by what 
the kids had to say,” Baine noted. “They 
gave a different perspective. A girl talked 
about how she was interested in space 
and had gotten to the point where she 
was making her teacher mad because 
she knew so much more than the teacher 
about living in a weightless environment. 
She really needed a mentor and couldn’t 
find anyone to help her go the  
next level.”

In the future
 NASA isn’t the only entity noticing 

students’ lack of interest in STEM careers. 
Baine says 38 states are considering 
adding engineering to their education 
standards, just as a few other states 
already have done.

“I’m so happy to see that it’s 
happening,” she said. “Six states have 
been on board for quite some time.”

Another way to get students 
interested in careers at NASA is to show 
them firsthand what’s involved. “They 
should find more ways to give high 
school kids internships at NASA, have 
students work with the space program,” 
Baine said. “We need students more 
involved at a younger age.”

And more attention must be focused 
on top students, the cream of the crop. 
“How do we nurture them? That’s a big 
question. The school systems tend to 
teach to the middle,” Baine said.

Forum leaders planned to compile 
the group’s findings, issue a report, and 
remain in contact with participants to 
keep ideas flowing for ways to stimulate 
student interest in STEM..

Just as students need mentors, author Celeste 
Baine has found a mentor for her latest book project. 
The mentor, an education specialist with the National 
Institute of Aerospace, is helping her find specific 
information on the broad topic of engineering careers 
in NASA.

“It’s difficult finding information about careers at 
NASA, very difficult. I’m hoping he can help me find 
what I need,” said Baine, who has authored several 
books including Is There an Engineer Inside You? “It’s also 
nice to have someone to bounce ideas off of.”

Listed on the National Engineers Week Web site 
as “one of the 50 engineers you should meet,” Baine 
travels the country giving motivational and informative 
presentations on everything from sports equipment 
design to the engineering of roller coasters and food.

For a sample preview of a Celeste Baine presentation 
or to book an event, visit www.edbookings.com; to 
order any of her books or new engineering teacher’s 
guides (Civil Engineering, Aeronautical Engineering, 
Engineering Principles, or Engineering Graphics), visit 
www.shop-pitsco.com.

Baine’s books and other resources available

R
eso

u
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Celeste Baine, left, and Suzanne Zurn-Birkhimer, 
Purdue University Associate Director for Women 
in Engineering Program, got an up-close look at 
NASA facilities.

http://www.edbookings.com
http://www.shop-pitsco.com
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Synergy 1.3.0
By Joel Howard, Systems Customer Service Manager 
jhoward@pitsco.com

Hopefully by now, all of you have upgraded to the 
recently released 1.3.0 version of Synergy. Although 
we still have many features to add and improvements 

to make in Synergy, it is coming along rather well. Several 
substantial upgrades are included in 1.3.0, and although we 
include the changes in the release notes, they sometimes don’t 
make sense without further explanation. So I thought I would 
share some of the more essential changes in terms we can all 
understand.

One of the biggest improvements, but least noticeable (at 
least initially), is the enhanced way in which Synergy caches 
information. What this means for the student is dramatically 
improved load times for each page displayed in the Module. 

In a nutshell, what happens is that once a page has been 
visited by any student, the audio, video, graphics, and so forth 
from that page are “cached” onto that local machine. Therefore, 
the next time this page is accessed, those files do not have to 
be streamed across the network. Synergy has always done this, 
but it just does it much better now. This is especially beneficial 
in large implementations where multitudes of students are all 
accessing Synergy simultaneously. 

Speaking of load times, you should also find screens such 
as the Grade Book in the Faculty Portal load significantly faster 
than in previous versions of Synergy.

Several other changes are evident within the Faculty Portal. 
For instance, the Individual Assignment Grade report was 
added. This report provides information similar to that seen 
from the Student Portal and is accessible on the Reports menu. 

Scheduler improved
All of these are welcome changes, but some of the most 

important changes took place in the Scheduler itself. For 

example, the Scheduler now supports multiple copies of 
the same Module. So, if you have multiple copies of Personal 
Finance, you can now adjust the number of seats available for 
that Module. Plus, you can now add content that you created to 
a Content Set, therefore allowing you to use the Scheduler to 
schedule students into non-Synergistic lessons. 

Another long-overdue 
feature is the ability for 
Synergy to schedule and 
communicate with 2.x.x 
versions of the Modules. 
Now you are able to add 
older Modules – what 
we refer to as Legacy 
Modules – into Synergy 
and allow Synergy to 
do the grading and 
scheduling, therefore 
eliminating the need 
for Colleague. 

I’ve just touched 
on the major changes 
in Synergy 1.3.0, 
but the overall functionality has been 
remarkably improved. The load times of all the pages within 
the Student and Faculty Portals have been improved, the 
Scheduler is smarter and more efficient, many fail-safes have 
been implemented to prevent user error or data corruption, 
and we generally tried to make it more user friendly.

We continue to improve Synergy on a daily basis and we 
welcome comments and suggestions on how to make it a 
better product. Please feel free to send me any ideas you have, 
and I will see that they are considered..

jhoward@pitsco.com	•	800-774-4552Modules Customer Service

So, Mel and Larry adapted the 
booth idea for a school setting 
creating the same atmosphere 
with the workstation arrangement. 
“Larry built the first Crew center and 
it was like magic!” Mel said. “It was 
an instantaneous change and is the 
environmental foundation.”

Ten…nine…eight…seven… Is 
that clock right? Mission Control 

announces it’s time to clean up. The 
Crew prepares to leave the lab for 
the day. Thanks to inspiration from 
NASA and Mel Anderson and Larry 
Dunekack’s creativity, 1.3 million 
kids have a space shuttle experience 
nearly every school day. And 
through Pitsco, they can blast into 
the future more fully prepared..

(Continued from page 28)
3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . Missions!

mailto:jhoward@pitsco.com
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david_patterson@pitsco.com	•	888-728-4548Suites Customer Service

By David Patterson, Systems Customer Service 
david_patterson@pitsco.com

Now that you’ve settled into the second semester and 
everything is running smoothly along, you are probably 
ready to finish assessment data entry into Encompass so 

the running of those third-quarter grade reports will be accu-
rate. You think to yourself, “Have I forgotten to do something?”

Here are a few things that might come to mind: 

Make sure that you perform a backup of that •	
assessment data that you just finished entering. If 
something goes wrong, you really don’t want to enter 
it all again, do you? From the Encompass Utilities menu, 
choose the Backup/Restore function. After it is open, 
press the F1 key to open the Help document to the 
page with the instructions. If you require assistance 
with this operation, please feel free to contact 
customer support. Now, don’t you feel relieved that if 
your data crashes you have a recent backup?

What’s left in the supply closet? Will I make it through •	
the end of the year? Take a quick look around, locate 

your new 2008 Consumables catalog, and order the 
necessary items. If you can’t find the catalog, then give 
us a call or send a message and we will mail one to you.

How’s the “health” of the server? I am referring directly •	
to the remaining amount of free hard drive space. 
Keep in mind what has happened since late August – 
only about 50 finished projects and the few hundred 
support documents used to create them have eaten 
away at available space! 
For most of you, this may not be too much of an issue 
because you have a newer server with plenty of hard 
drive space, or you may have already cleaned up the 
first semester work. But if you are in your third or fourth 
year and you haven’t cleaned up the old files, it may be 
worth a look. If you are not sure about this issue, now is 
a good time to actually check the amount of free space 
and then reintroduce yourselves to the Folder Manager 
Utility in Encompass..

Points to ponder at this point in the year

Soft skills aren’t hard to learn

SUITES
SYNERGISTIC

H I G H  S C H O O L

Suites help students refine their  
abilities in areas such as 
cooperation and presentation
By Jeanne McCready, Curriculum Specialist 
mccready@pitsco.com

Synergistic Suites are designed 
to teach students soft skills that help 
bring them closer to work-ready status 
upon graduation. At the beginning of 
every Harbor, students are randomly 
assigned a new partner that they may 
or may not personally know. Just like in 
the workforce, people are sometimes 
required to work on a project with 
someone who is new to them, which can 
be difficult. 

Cooperation skills are needed in 
order to accomplish everything from the 
most basic of tasks, 

such as sharing the mouse, to 
more complicated tasks, such 
as agreeing upon an answer to 
a scored assessment.

Team challenges are 
typically presented to the 
students as a scenario in which 
they are required to step into 
the shoes of a professional such 
as an engineer, nutritionist, 
chemical analyst, Web site 
programmer, and many other 
professions. They learn team-
building skills as they work 
within the six-member Suite team to 
brainstorm and propose solutions to 
each of the different challenges. 

Students must decide for themselves 
how to apply what they learned to 
the challenges presented as real-
world scenarios, and everyone must 
contribute to the resolution of the 
challenge! Each pair of students must 
communicate to the group what they 
have learned in order to successfully 
address the challenge.

Finally, students must prepare and 
deliver a formal presentation of their 
solution. Just like those of us who 

work on committees in the work place, 
students must work with their Suite 
team members to brainstorm ideas, test 
theories, and solve problems.  

Not only do students learn valuable 
skills to help prepare them for the 
workforce but they also are introduced 
to a variety of different careers related 
to the Harbor topic that they may not 
have known existed. Information, such 
as responsibilities required to complete a 
job, average salary to be expected from 
this job, and the education required to 
be eligible for such a career, is researched 
by the students about a career of  
their choice..

Cooperation skills are needed to get the job done at the  
team table.

mailto:david_patterson@pitsco.com
mailto:mccready@pitsco.com
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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!

February
4-8  Texas Computer Education 

Association, Austin, Texas

6-8  Hoosier Association of Science 
Teachers, Inc., Indianapolis, Indiana

14-17  American Association of School 
Administrators, Tampa, Florida

21-23  International Technology Education 
Association, Salt Lake City, Utah

22-24  National Association of Secondary 
School Principals, San Antonio, Texas

March
15-17  Association for Supervision & Career 

Development 
New Orleans, Louisiana

27-30  National Science Teachers 
Association, National Conference 
Boston, Massachusetts

June
28-J. 2  National Educational Computing 

Conference, San Antonio, Texas

28-J. 2  Technology Student Association 
Orlando, Florida

July

9-12  High Schools That Work, Nashville, 
Tennessee

Upcoming Events

By Kristina Shields, Curriculum Specialist 
kshields@pitsco.com

“I understand that you have also done 
some research on different types of sensors. 
I want you to provide me with the reasons 
why you think that a temperature sensor is 
a necessity in this design. I want to compare 
my reasons with your reasons.” 

This is an excerpt from an e-mail 
that a student would receive when 
working on the Sensor Experimentation 
assignment in the Systems & Controls 
CareerPort. The virtual internship 
structure of a CareerPort offers students 
the opportunity to apply core learning in 
a real-life scenario. 

CareerPorts capitalize upon 
the growing desire for increasing 
responsibility and independence of the 
high school student. Through guided 
discovery, students analyze and apply 
information in order to make positive 
and beneficial contributions to the 
company for which they are  
virtually interning. 

To further emulate real life, students 
are given flexibility in when and 
where they complete many of their 
assignments. Most of the research, 
writing, and communication that is 
required can be completed by the 
student at any time, through any Internet 
connection. This is especially important 
for at-risk and working students who 
have nontraditional school environments 
or schedules. Students are given an 
approximate timetable for completion 
of their assignments and track their 
progress against the suggestions. 

Because flexibility is paramount 
in the program, ensuring student 
accountability is critical. Multiple 
accountability measures are in place, 
and student-teacher communication is 
vital. Facilitators can access a student’s 
timetable at any time to determine 
if the student is struggling with time 
management. Students are provided 
rubrics to guide them in assignment 
completion and expectations. Student 
learning and activity completion is 
evaluated through regular assignment 
submissions. Finally, communication 
between the student and his or her 
virtual coworkers is easily monitored 
through an online forum-type thread list, 
and assignment submission is generally 
electronic as well. 

Another enticing aspect of the 
CareerPort system is the inclusion of 
equipment and processes that field 
professionals use. The CareerPorts 
within the Engineering cluster are very 
rich in authentic, hands-on activities. In 
Engineering Communication, for example, 
students utilize Microsoft Project to 
create timelines and budgets to be 
used in designing and manufacturing 
a product. In Engineering’s Systems 
& Controls, students are required to 
explore electrical circuitry and robotics 
in order to design and create a working 
prosthesis prototype for their company. 
The Diagnostic Health CareerPort within 
the Health cluster offers students the 
opportunity to conduct cancer gene 
screenings and simulated paternity and 
drug testing..

Increased responsibility  
and independence
CareerPorts put students in position to succeed

Cargill
Cargill promotes the improvement 

of academic skills and improves the 
opportunities for the disadvantaged 
http://www.cargill.com/about/
citizenship/corpgiving.htm

Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation 
This foundation is primarily 

concerned with innovative instruction 
models and also has a strong attraction 
for meeting the needs of underserved 
students.  Student Achievement Grants

The NEA Foundation provides grants 
to improve the academic achievement of 
students in U.S. public schools. Proposals 
for work resulting in low-income 
and minority student success with 
honors, advanced placement, or other 
challenging curricula are particularly 
encouraged. http://www.neafoundation.
org/programs/StudentAchievement_
Guidelines.htm

The Marshall Plan (continued from page 27)

http://www.tcea2008.org/Attendees/Default.asp
http://www.tcea2008.org/Attendees/Default.asp
http://www.hasti.org/
http://www.hasti.org/
http://www.aasa.org/
http://www.aasa.org/
http://www.iteaconnect.org/
http://www.iteaconnect.org/
http://www.nassp.org/s_nassp/index.asp?CID=1138&DID=54609
http://www.nassp.org/s_nassp/index.asp?CID=1138&DID=54609
http://www.ascd.org/portal/site/ascd/index.jsp/
http://www.ascd.org/portal/site/ascd/index.jsp/
http://www.nsta.org/
http://www.nsta.org/
http://center.uoregon.edu/ISTE/NECC2008/
http://center.uoregon.edu/ISTE/NECC2008/
http://www.tsaweb.org/
http://www.sreb.org/programs/hstw/hstwindex.asp
mailto:kshields@pitsco.com
http://www.cargill.com/about/citizenship/corpgiving.htm
http://www.cargill.com/about/citizenship/corpgiving.htm
http://www.neafoundation.org/programs/StudentAchievement_Guidelines.htm
http://www.neafoundation.org/programs/StudentAchievement_Guidelines.htm
http://www.neafoundation.org/programs/StudentAchievement_Guidelines.htm
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