
October-November 2008The Pitsco

Information for Synergistic Learning Systems Facilitators

Elementary Missions instill 
passion for exploration



Science • Technology • Engineering • Mathematics

Success Everywhere Everyday

To learn more about our STEM solutions visit:

www.pitsco.com/stem

http://www.pitsco.com/stem


Volume 10, No. 2 
October - November 2008

The Universe Module −  page 32

Learn about seven of the 14 new Algebra Modules, including The Universe. Discover the  
real-world context in which students meet core algebra objectives.

Contents
Attributes essential  
for transformation ...........................2

A particularly portent pair of P words 

Politics, politics, politics ..................4
Pitsco steady amid presidential change 
through the years

The future is green ...........................8
SunEzoon gives young innovators a head start

Dropout prevention award .............. 10
Star Academy ProgramTM garners 
national recognition

Quality Assurance Department........12
Thorough testing a detailed process

Plant the seed early .......................18
Missions hook Tulsa students on science

On the cover - Students in Eddie Proctor's Missions lab at Greeley Elementary School, Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, shake things up with a sediment tube experiment (see page 21).

Photo by Creative Advisor Rod Dutton.

Features

All Systems ......................2-17

Missions ............................. 26 

Modules ........................ 27-34 

Suites ............................ 35-36 

CareerPorts ........................ 35

Learning Systems

Departments/Columns
21st Century Skills ............................ 2
Teacher Education  ........................... 3
Education Perspective  ..................... 4
Integrated Technology ...................... 6
Funding Opportunities  ..................6-7
On the Web  .................................... 7
Star Academies.............................. 10
Administrators’ Corner  .................. 22
Upcoming Events  .......................... 37 

Pitsco’s vision: to lead educational change  
that positively affects learners

President and CEO:  
 Harvey Dean, hdean@pitsco.com 

Vice President and COO:  
 Lisa Paterni, lpaterni@pitsco.com 

Vice Presidents, Sales:  
 Jack Hemenway, jhemenway@pitsco.com 
 Robin White-Mussa, rwhite@pitsco.com 
 Stephan Turnipseed, sturnipseed@pitsco.com 

Director of Education & Executive Editor: 
 Matt Frankenbery, mfrankenbery@pitsco.com

Communications Manager & Editor:  
 Tom Farmer, tfarmer@pitsco.com

Customer Service: 
 Joel Howard, jhoward@pitsco.com 

Creative Advisor & Art Director: 
 Rod Dutton, rdutton@pitsco.com 

Synergistic Learning Systems Marketing: 
 Bryan Sheeley, bsheeley@pitsco.com

Lead Graphic Artist and Layout:  
 Melissa Karsten, mkarsten@pitsco.com

The Pitsco Network is published by Pitsco, Inc., 
five times each year (bimonthly, except June-July). 
Information and articles are geared to Synergistic 
Learning Systems facilitators and administrators.

Article submissions and story ideas: Story 
ideas, suggestions, and full-text submissions 
are welcome. Please send them to Editor Tom 
Farmer at tfarmer@pitsco.com or P.O. Box 1708, 
Pittsburg, KS 66762.

Change of address: To report a change of 
address or name of recipient, contact Editor Tom 
Farmer at tfarmer@pitsco.com or P.O. Box 1708, 
Pittsburg, KS 66762.

© 2008 Pitsco, Inc., 
P.O. Box 1708, 
Pittsburg, KS 66762

mailto: hdean@pitsco.com
mailto:lpaterni@pitsco.com
mailto:jhemenway@pitsco.com
mailto:rwhite@pitsco.com
mailto:sturnipseed@pitsco.com
mailto:mfrankenbery@pitsco.com
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
mailto:jhoward@pitsco.com
mailto:rdutton@pitsco.com
mailto:bsheeley@pitsco.com
mailto:mkarsten@pitsco.com
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com


2      The Pitsco Network

Look around your lab – students 
sharpen these skills daily

The twenty-first century skill set includes the following as 
critical for students to achieve success: creativity, innovation, 
critical thinking, problem solving, initiative, self-direction, 
leadership, and responsibility. 

I’m sure if I asked you to provide specific examples from 
your lab of how these skills are reinforced each day, you 
could quickly respond. But because you are reading this and 
I can’t ask you in person, let’s look at the following situation 
in a Modules lab and analyze it to determine the twenty-first 
century skills in action.

Teacher: “Just a reminder before you get started 
that today is Session 3 of your Module rotation. To 
begin, you’ll be working on the RCAs, and remember 
to work with your partner and use the resources 
at your workstation to locate the correct answers. 
You have at least 10 minutes to work on the 
RCAs. Good luck!”

At the Workstation: Ivy and Pat are 

partners at the Forensic Math Module and are working on 
the following RCA research question: Which of the following 
describes a letter, symbol, or combination of letters and 
symbols that represents an unknown or changing value? A. 
coordinate, B. variable, C. point, or D. coefficient

Ivy: “Okay, Pat, this is a research question, so we should be 
able to find the answer in one of the Module library books. You 
take a book and I’ll take a book and let’s get going.” (critical 
thinking, initiative, self-direction, leadership, and responsibility)

Pat: “I don’t need to look in a book because my math 
teacher talked about this the other day, and I’m pretty sure 
the answer is D. coefficient. You go ahead and look and let me 
know when you’re ready.”

Ivy spends a few minutes looking through a couple of 
books and determines she has found evidence of the correct 
answer. (initiative, self-direction, and responsibility)

Ivy: “Okay, smart guy, I’m ready. I found the answer 
in two different books and so I’m going to enter B. 

variable for my choice. Are you sure you want to 
stay with what you think is the answer?”

Pat: “Yeah, I’m sticking with coefficient  
 as my answer.”

Both students enter their different 
choices and receive the following 
feedback. “At least one of you is 

A particularly potent 
pair of P words

(Editor’s Note: The following article was 
written by Dr. Dean for Converge magazine, 
October-November 2008.) 

A search for the 
meaning of 
transformation 
uncovers various 
definitions in the 

worlds of science, computing, religion, 
law, and other fields. A simple synopsis 
of the various definitions could be stated 

as “a marked change . . . especially 
one for the better.” Policymakers and 
those in education should embrace this 
description because transformation 
in this sense can be applied to every 
aspect of education.

Acceptance of this definition of 
transformation begins a quest for 
the solution to transform education. 
Just what are the essential attributes 
required to transform today’s educational 
programs? The people, the processes, 
the skills, the environments, the 
curricula, and the myriad components 
that comprise transformation hinge 
on the leadership of two groups of 
individuals – administrators  
and teachers. 

Experience teaches us that being 

called a leader does not translate into 
being a leader. If we are to transform 
education, these two identified groups, 
teachers and administrators, need to 
possess leadership qualities. So, what 

Attributes essential for transformation 

Tim Cannell 
Education Specialist

21st Century Skills

President's Perspective

Harvey Dean 
President and CEO

The two attributes that 
leaders must possess, 
superseding all others, 
begin with the letter 
p. The words are not 
such notables as plan, 
prepare, process, 
produce, perceive, and 
so on. 

21st century skills in action
(continued page 36)
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Did we miss you?
Mark Maskell 
Teacher Education Specialist

Teacher Education

(continued page 37)

Attend a facilitator  
workshop to learn to get  
the most out of your lab

I hope the school year is off to a 
great start, and you are well . . . you 
know . . . having fun! For most Systems 
teachers, the first few weeks back in the 
lab yield a mixture of anticipation, excite-
ment, and chaos! It’s probably what you’d 
expect as you invite a room full of wild-
eyed teenagers into your teaching space, 
but it can be challenging nonetheless. 

If this is your first “go around” in a 
lab, the task can be even more daunting. 
You’re trying to remember everything 
you learned in the workshop, plus add 

your own fine-tune adjustments to 
the class. There are some educators, 
however, who find themselves in a new 
lab environment without the benefit 
and encouragement of a professional 
development seminar to help ease their 
transition to this brave new world of 
facilitation. If you find yourself in this 
category, read on as we have some good 
news for you!

Regardless of whether your lab is a 
brand new installation or you are replac-
ing a teacher in an existing class, we 
offer a variety of professional develop-
ment options to ensure you are “locked 
and loaded” for your new Edu-adventure. 
Here’s a quick summary of the types of 
seminars we conduct both at our facility 
in Kansas and on-site at schools across 
the country.

Modules:•	  At this stage of the 
curriculum’s continuum, we have 

two versions of this seminar staple. 
Teachers working in labs that utilize 
Colleague as the management tool 
and have Modules that are version 
2.6 (identified on the student login 
screen) can experience a session 
geared specifically for their version 
of implementation. The session is 
2-3/4 days in length.
Modules-Synergy:•	  This is the “new 
kid” in town and he’s going to be 
around for quite awhile. Synergy 
represents the new iteration of the 
Modules system and is browser 
based (version 3.0). In most cases 
this seminar is reserved for brand 
new labs/installations and is also 
2-3/4 days long.
Colleague•	  to Synergy: Some 
of you more adventurous types 
may find yourself teaching in a 
combination lab where you have 

incorrect. Try again.”
Pat: “See, I told you that I know what I’m talking about! You 

entered the wrong answer and missed it.”
Ivy: “Listen here, Pat, I promise I can show you where I 

found the correct answer in two different books. I think you 
were sleeping the other day in math class when the teacher 
was talking about what a coefficient really is. Let’s find the 
definition for coefficient and compare that to the definition of 
variable.” (critical thinking, problem solving, initiative, self-
direction, leadership, and responsibility)

Pat: “Okay, Ivy, show me.”
Ivy shows Pat the difference between the two terms. After 

this communication takes place, both students select variable 
as the answer and all is well with the universe.

Our approach at Pitsco is to design programs that provide 
successful opportunities for all learners, and this is just one 
example of how twenty-first century skills are embedded within 
a Module. Look around your lab today and you’ll witness many 
such examples of these skills in action.

Educators from across the country explore the Synergy management system during a teacher development workshop at Pitsco last summer.
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Matt Frankenbery
Director of Education

Education Perspective

Steady amid the change

Presidential, political 
posturing hasn’t ever 
deterred Pitsco from 
producing sound  
educational solutions

How long has Pitsco 
been serving teach-
ers and students? 
Well, here’s a 
hint – it was the 

year before McGovern and Nixon were 
vying for President of the United States. 
. . . If you answered 1971, you have 
both a pretty good memory and a deep 
knowledge of presidential elections. 

If you’re feeling pretty astute about 
your presidential knowledge, go ahead 
and see if you can name the remaining 
candidates from 1976 to the present. 
(See boxed information to check  
your answers.)

Not only have we at Pitsco seen  
quite a few presidential candidates 
during our 37-year history, but we’ve  
also experienced several major edu-
cational initiatives that have greatly 
impacted school districts and Pitsco in 
varying degrees.

Educational initiatives  
during Pitsco’s history

1972•	  – Title IX bans sex discrimina-
tion in educational institutions
1983•	  – A Nation at Risk is published; 
alarm bell is sounded on the state 
of education in the United States 
(http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/
risk.html)

1983•	  – Frames of Mind: Theory of 
Multiple Intelligences is authored by 
Howard Gardner; concepts in the 
book eventually are implemented 
throughout Pitsco’s systemic solu-
tions (http://www.howardgardner 
.com/FAQ/faq.htm)
1988/89•	  – Synergistic Modules 
program is launched 
1992•	  – Secretary’s Commission on 
Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS) 
– The Secretary of Labor’s commis-
sion determines the skills our young 
people need to succeed in the world 
of work; information is a guiding 
document in the development of 
Pitsco’s high school Suites program 
(http://wdr.doleta.gov/SCANS)
1997•	  – Synergistic Suites program 
is launched (under the name 
Pathways)
1999•	  – Synergistic Missions 
program is launched (under the name 
Spectrum System as a joint develop-
ment project with LEGO® Education)
2001•	  – No Child Left Behind 
standards-based education reform is 
enacted; anticipating this initiative, 
Pitsco develops a proprietary 
software program, Amalgama, that 
generates curriculum alignment 
information for customers making 
decisions about the curriculum for 
their labs (http://www.ed.gov/nclb/
overview/intro/4pillars.html)
2003•	  – Synergistic CareerPorts 
program is launched

Why the quick history lesson on 
presidential elections and educational 
initiatives? It’s an amazing trip down 
“memory lane” that reflects on all that 
has occurred during our 37 years serving 
teachers and students across the U.S. 
Time sure does fly! 

Additionally, I want to emphasize that 

regardless of the political party in power 
and the current educational initiatives 
underway, Pitsco has consistently 
delivered on the company’s four  
main pillars:

Student Success•	
Teacher Enablement•	
Industry-Leading Customer Service•	
Quality/Innovative Curriculum  •	
and Products

As proud citizens of our great 
country, we encourage you to vote this 
November. And, rest assured that regard-
less of the election outcome, Pitsco will 
continue to focus on the pillars that have 
been its foundation for 37 years.

Presidential  

1972 – •	 George McGovern  
 and Richard Nixon

1976 – •	 Jimmy Carter and  
 Gerald Ford

1980 – •	 Jimmy Carter and  
 Ronald Reagan

1984 – •	 Walter Mondale  
 and Ronald Reagan

1988 – •	 Michael Dukakis  
 and George H.W. Bush

1992 – •	 Bill Clinton and  
 George H.W. Bush

1996 – •	 Bill Clinton and  
 Bob Dole

2000 – •	 Al Gore and  
 George W. Bush

2004 –•	  John Kerry and  
 George W. Bush

Candidates 
during Pitsco's history

http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/risk.html
http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/risk.html
http://www.howardgardner.com/FAQ/faq.htm
http://www.howardgardner.com/FAQ/faq.htm
http://wdr.doleta.gov/SCANS
http://www.ed.gov/nclb/overview/intro/4pillars.html
http://www.ed.gov/nclb/overview/intro/4pillars.html
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During a quick Internet search, I found these 
science-related headlines: 

 “Plants and Animals Move as  •	
 Climate Warms”

 “How Lunar Soil Could Power  •	
   the Future”

“One-Third of Schools Built in Air Pollution Danger Zones”•	
“Bloomberg proposes windmills for New York City”•	

On another day, there might have been articles about 
genetically engineered food, stem cell research, contaminated 
water, or the next trip to the International Space Station.

These aren’t major headlines – in fact, sometimes you have 
to dig for science-related stories. But they are out there, and 
they illustrate a pretty important fact about our society: many 
of the issues that confront us are science based.

Yet, decision makers and voters don’t really seem to know 
this – or care. Science columnist Benjamin Radford recently 
reported on the failure of our current presidential candidates 
to acknowledge the importance of science. John McCain 
and Barack Obama participated in a recent “Faith Forum” 
highlighting their religious views – both, of course, scenting 
potential voters. However, both failed to accept an offer to 
appear in a forum titled “Science Debate 2008.” This forum, 
arranged by a bipartisan group of Nobel laureates and other 
scholars, was subsequently cancelled. 

Radford speculates that the candidates either didn’t feel 
well-versed enough in science to risk a debate, or they felt 
science wasn’t “sexy” enough and that “they should focus  
on more fundamental issues like the Iraq war, energy  

shortages, and the economy.” 
Our lagging international test scores bear further witness 

to our nation’s science illiteracy. Our science and math scores 
range from mediocre to well below average, and both decline 
between Grades 4 and 12. Of 16 countries tested, this year’s 
U.S. students scored 15th in Advanced Math and dead last in 
Advanced Science. 

How can we, as curriculum writers and facilitators, 
address the need for scientific literacy in citizens and policy 
makers? We do it every day! Whether we write or teach 
Synergistic curricula, we are starting students on the path to 
understanding science. We present the facts and concepts, 
and we also strive to show that science goes beyond these 
things; it is a process involving logical, rational thought and the 
use of evidence collected by observation and experimentation. 

With Synergistic curricula, we can introduce students to 
many fields of science and show them how science affects 
them personally and culturally. And just as important, we can 
teach them how to keep learning and how to read and listen 
critically – so, when they read or hear a science-based story in 
the future, they will consider the source, check the facts, and 
make an intelligent, informed decision.

According to Benjamin Radford, “. . . a basic understanding 
of what science is, and how it works, is essential to creating 
good laws and public policy.” What if we had a nation of voters 
who actually understood some of the science behind climate 
change, energy technologies, pollution, or genetically modified 
organisms? Would they make better decisions? Would they seek 
out, even demand, leaders and decision makers with scientific 
understanding? 

Maybe. After all, those young citizens we now teach will 
elect, or even be, our future (and hopefully more science-
literate) political leaders.

Growing science decision makers
Carol Hand 
Curriculum Specialist

Curriculum Perspective



Share your ideas and  
successes with us – and  
we’ll spread the word

Today’s schools need to be more than just a 
place for students to acquire content. No one 
knows this better than teachers in the classroom, 
and no teacher understands this more than those 
who facilitate in a Synergistic Learning Systems, 
hands-on math, science, or technology lab. 
Students of today want to be engaged, they 
want to see relevance, and they want to combine 
the learning of content with the application of 
that content through the use of technology. 

The National Education Association recently made these 
comments on their Web site:

“Every student needs the ability to navigate through the 24/7 
information flow that today connects the global community. For 
students to thrive in a world enabled by information technology, 
we must give them the skills to make sense of and use the 

information that engulfs them. They need to 
know how to learn new skills as quickly as 

technology creates new challenges.
Many students already use 

computers and surf the Web  
on their own, but there’s more to 

educational technology than desktop 
computers. Teachers and students need 

access to laptops and pocket PCs, digital 
cameras and microscopes, Web-based 

video equipment, graphing calculators, 
and even weather-tracking devices. They 

need to become responsible and savvy users 
and purveyors of information.  

They need to need (sic) how to collaborate 
successfully across miles and cultures.

Making the tools of technology 
available is important, but that’s just the 

Jack Hemenway 
VP of Systems Sales & Marketing

Integrated Technology

Technology 
and a relevant  

education

H istorically, the call to action 
has been to rally forces to 
achieve some worthwhile 
objective. Whether FDR, 

Eisenhower, Kennedy, or Max Schulman, the 
call is the same: achieve a goal through 
assistance from like-minded people. 
Generals rally armies and coaches organize 
teams, all seeking to bring order. Thus in 
this economically chaotic environment with 
budgets in trouble, many school districts 
are searching for a variety of dollar-saving 

or dollar-stretching solutions. 
Shortening the school week, 

limiting the number of athletic trips, 
curtailing field trips, cutting some 
teaching positions, and eliminating 
technology acquisitions are examples 

of attempts to stretch tightening budgets. 
Rising gasoline prices and the domino 
effect across the economy have required 
careful scrutiny of district expenditures. 
The result could be a limitation of curricular 
requests because of these fiscal restraints.

At this point educators need to rally and 
take initiatives to look for assistance from 
other sources. Pitsco provides an ongoing 
list of grant possibilities on its Web sites. In 
addition to the federal offerings, a multitude 

of corporate dollars are available for those 
willing to enter the hunt. In many cases 
the applications are less stringent than the 
government forms, and often the grants are 
aimed at the state or vicinity in which the 
district resides. 

The Cargill Citizenship Fund is an 
example of a grantor who provides 
strategic grants to organizations serving 
communities where the grantor has a 
presence. When searching for the location 
of those communities that can profit from 
Cargill largesse, go to the company’s 
foundation Web site. The states and the 
cities are listed, and information is  
passed through them to those who present 
the grants. 

Funding Opportunities

Pat Forbes 
Education Liaison

 “Rally round the . . .”

(continued page 8)
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In the coming months www 
.pitsco-network.com will 
be getting a facelift of sorts. 
The finished product will be up 
and running later this fall, so 

get ready to learn how this helpful site 
can become a valuable tool for you on a 
regular basis.

Don’t worry, the information you 
currently log on to find is still going 
to be available. The special activities, 
Discovery Day ideas, grant opportunities, 
current and past electronic versions of 
the magazine with bonus features, and 
more will still be available; however, the 
look and feel are set for a change.

The new Web site is a community 
server product with a core blog, 
media gallery, and a beloved, easier-

to-use forum – all customized 
specifically for our Synergistic 
Learning Systems teachers and 
administrators. Users will be able 

to post comments to a blog or to items 
in the media gallery. The type of access 
you are granted depends on the type of 
lab you have and your title within the lab. 

The media gallery is an essential tool 
to utilize because it holds the special 

activities and Discovery Day ideas in 
printable documents. Most importantly 
(well, maybe not really) the workshop 
photos are located and archived here 
as well. If you’ve forgotten what you 
looked like a few years back when you 
first visited Pittsburg for a Colleague 
workshop, or you just cannot remember 
the name of the person with whom you 
explored the Module for three days 
straight, you can find your group photo  
in the media gallery.

The site will still be password 
protected. If you already have a 
username and password, they can be 
used on the new site. Or, if it has been 
a while, and you have forgotten your 
password, simply e-mail a password 
request to me, and we can reactivate 
your account with a new password. Look 
for more details in future issues of the 
magazine and via e-mail.

Ruthie Gaddy 
Teacher Education and PR Coordinator

On the Web

COMING SOON:  
a new Pitsco-Network Web site

There are many such grants that focus 
on areas where industries or corporations 
have business locations. The Rural 
Telephone Finance Cooperative disperses 
funds to schools in their service areas. 
Anderson Corporate Foundation supports 
education in Minnesota, specifically in the 
St. Croix Valley. The Mary Reynolds Babcock 
Foundation is concerned primarily with the 

southeastern portion of the country. If you 
are of the Buckeye persuasion, the FMS 
Bruening Foundation will service those in 
Cuyahoga County, Ohio, and the Hershey 
Foundation serves Northeast Ohio. Those in 
the northeast states can look to the Louis 
Calder Foundation. If your stomach is your 
guide, the Brinker International Foundation 
should be perused.

Regardless the source utilized, 
educators can rally these potential avenues 
of assistance. In many instances a letter 
explaining your need is all it will take to get 
an opportunity to explain your program. 
These sources are less complicated to 
approach than most government subsidies, 
so red tape is at a minimum. If the quest 

appears too daunting, remember we at 
Pitsco are available to assist in writing 
the requests for the acquisition of Pitsco, 
LEGO® Education, or Hearlihy products  
and services. 

Like Eisenhower rallying Congress 
to create interstate highways, Kennedy 
imploring “do for your country,” and FDR 
rallying a nation to emerge from Depression, 
these depressive days can be surmounted 
by seeking grants from sources in your  
own backyard.

Oh, yes, in case you were wondering, 
Max Schulman wrote Rally Round the Flag, 
Boys!, and Max refuses to write grants so 
don’t even ask!

Pitsco provides an ongoing 
list of grant possibilities on 
its Web sites.
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The future is green
By Cody White, Technical Editor 
cwhite@pitsco.com   

SunEzoon Getting Started 
Package gives your future 
innovators a head start

Solar cell technology, or photovoltaics, is certain 
to be a major force in the energy revolution. 
However, though it shows great promise, issues 
with cost efficiency and energy storage capacity 
prove there are still many innovations to be 

made. Here is where your students come in. Pitsco knows that 
the next generation of scientists and engineers are sitting in 
classrooms today, and we have developed a great way to help 
you introduce your students to this important technology.

The SunEzoon Cars Getting Started Package contains the 
materials for 25 students to construct a SunEzoon solar car. 
It is simple to build (it requires no soldering or hot glue), so 
students snap and clamp together the component parts and 
attach the solar cell. Now just add some light, and the cars are 
ready to roll. The cars work in full sunlight or indoors under a 
bright incandescent light. 

Perfect for a Discovery Day or special activity, the 
SunEzoon Cars GS Package gives you a wealth of ways to 
explore photovoltaic technology and provides a great starting 
place for discussions about the future of energy, energy 
collection, laws of physics, gears, and the principles of 
engineering. Cars can be raced, timed, subjected to different 
levels and types of light – the possibilities are limitless. And 
your students will love seeing their cars in action. 

Bill Holden, Dr. Zoon himself, says, “The SunEzoon activity 
provides many students with their ‘first connection’ to solar 
energy. They are amazed to watch the car run, solely from the 
power of the Sun, and to see it stop when their shadow hits it. 
The looks on their faces are priceless.”

Also included in the package are the Dr. Zoon SunEzoon 
Video, which gives a complete explanation of how to 
construct a SunEzoon car, and the Driven by the Sun video, 
a documentary of the 2001 Winston Solar Challenge that will 
give your students an idea of the next step in photovoltaic 
technology design. 

The SunEzoon Cars Getting Started Package contains the materials 
for 25 students to construct a SunEzoon solar car.

first step. Fully preparing and supporting 
educators in the instructional use of 
technology is critical. Teachers and 
school staff must know how to do more 

with technology than simply automate practices 
and processes. They need to need [sic] to use 
technology to transform the nature of teaching 
and learning.”

We at Pitsco realize the importance of putting 
twenty-first century tools in front of students 
and providing professional development to 
assist teachers in realizing the potential of using 

these tools in the classrooms of today. If you 
as a teacher or administrator are using new 
and innovative tools and/or processes in your 
classroom or school, we would love to hear from 
you. We would love to share these ideas with 
others through this publication and on our  
Web sites.

Please let us know. Send your ideas/
successes to Editor Tom Farmer (tfarmer@
pitsco.com), and we’ll post the top submissions 
with full credit and attribution.

Technology and a relevant education (continued from page 6)

mailto:cwhite@pitsco.com
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
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Prizes

Collection of educational games,  
kits, and puzzles

2nd

A TETRIX™ Robotic Design System

$100 Pitsco gift certificate

1st

Teachers

Topic: Describe something 
you learned about science, 
technology, engineering, and/
or math in a Mission/Module/
Suite/CareerPort that surprised 
you, and explain how you might 
use that knowledge in other 
classes or a future career.

Eligible participants:•	   
Current Synergistic Learning 
Systems students

Length:•	  Up to 250 words (one 
page of double-spaced, 12-point 
type); essays may be handwritten 
initially, but final entries must be 
typed before being submitted. 

Deadline:•	  Entries must be 
received by December 1, 2008. 
Mail your top three entries 
to Editor Tom Farmer, The 
Pitsco Network, P.O. Box 1708, 
Pittsburg, KS 66762, or send 

them via e-mail to tfarmer@
pitsco.com (preferred method). 

Prizes:•	  A TETRIX™ Robotic 
Design System valued at 
approximately $500 for first place 
and a collection of educational 
games, kits, and puzzles valued 
at $150 for second place. 
Teachers of winning students will 
receive $100 gift certificates.

How: •	 Complete the essay  
contest as a writing exercise 
that could be conducted as a 
Discovery Day, a Real-World 
Activity, an extension activity, or 
an extra-credit assignment. 

Finalists:•	  Teacher selects the  
top three entries from a school 
and submits them to Pitsco for 
final consideration. 

Judges:•	  Essays will be judged by 
Pitsco writers and editors.

Published: The winning essay and the 
runner-up will be published in The  
Pitsco Network, and the top five essays 
will be posted on the pitsco-network  
Web site.

Contest Rules

2007 Essay Contest excerpts
“Through my experience in the Pitsco Lab Center, I have become 
familiarized with many intriguing and fascinating careers, but 
none appeal to me as much as the occupation of a draftsman.”

– Hillary Liu, Carson Middle School, Herndon, Virginia

“I ended up getting an A on a math test by using what I learned in 
the Synergistic Systems lab. I am sure that I learned more in just 
seven days at my module than I learned in an entire quarter of my 
math class.”

– Ivan Gallardo, Timber Ridge Middle School, Plainfield, Illinois

“Being in a class that offers the Pitsco curriculum provides me with 
more knowledge about machines than I knew before. I’ll need this 
knowledge to become a video game designer.”

– Dylan Barrientos, The Academy, Irving, Texas

mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
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R&D from the Land of Oz

By PJ Graham, Technical Writer 
pjgraham@pitsco.com   

Our ‘man behind 
the curtain’ ensures 
compatibility, 
improves products

Most of us know that incorporating 
a new operating system in Synergistic 
Learning Systems requires updating 
curriculum software and sometimes 
computer upgrades. What facilitators 
might not know is that it also requires 
equipment updates. 

Just like in the Land of Oz, Pitsco 
has its wizard that handles making the 
equipment compatible with Vista, XP,  
and USB ports – R&D Manager Paul 
Uttley. And this man behind the curtain 
will be pleased if no one can tell he’s 
been there. 

“We were able to make all the 
changes without changing the way the 
product functions,” said Uttley. “This 

is easier not only for our curriculum 
specialists but also for the facilitators. It 
was a very streamlined process.”

Thus far, three pieces of large 
equipment have been updated for Vista 
and XP compatibility as well as for USB 
ports. The Manufacturing Module’s Z-Mill 
received both software and hardware 
updates. In the Digital Manufacturing 
Suite, the Materials Stress Tester has 
been updated and the CNC Foam Cutter 
is soon to follow suit. And the Propulsion 
Monitor from the Aerospace Rocketry 
Suite, used to measure the thrust of a 
bottle rocket, is now compatible as well. 

In some cases, the updates made the 
equipment into better classroom tools. 
For the Z-Mill, Uttley took this opportunity 
to also change the software in response 
to customer requests. Previously, 
students could manually run the Z-Mill 
from the computer, but many Z-Mills were 
set up too far from the computers for 

students to see what they were doing. So 
Uttley removed this mode of operation 
from the computer so students could 
operate the Z-Mill at the machine itself.

And due to the speed of the USB 
connection and a software rewrite, the 
Propulsion Monitor now reads more data 
points, providing students with a clearer 
representation of how their rockets 
performed. But that’s not the only 
advantage of using USB ports.

“Changing to USB is much easier 
for teachers because it makes the 
equipment plug and play,” Uttley stated. 

The R&D Department was also  
able to make these equipment changes 
without having to increase product  
prices – yet another reason you may not 
notice the changes. That’s OK – you  
are free to continue wearing your 
emerald glasses. 

Star Academy Program™ garners national dropout prevention award
By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   

The Star Academy Program™ of Pickens County, S.C., has 
been named the recipient of the National Dropout Prevention 
Center’s Crystal Star Program Award of Excellence in Dropout 
Recovery, Intervention, and Prevention. During its first three 
years, the program has progressively improved its success 
rate, advancing 73, 76, and 90 percent of overage, at-risk 
eighth- and ninth-grade students to 10th grade in one year.

According to NDPC Special Projects Coordinator Linda 
Shirley, the program in Pickens County, the first of its kind in 
the country, has “demonstrated clear evidence of success 
in meeting the needs of at-risk students.” The award will be 
presented at the Twentieth Annual National Dropout Prevention 
Network Conference in Atlanta on November 19, 2008.

During their time in the school-within-a-school Star Academy 
Program, students complete a rigorous academic program and 

learn coping skills as well as life skills that eventually enable 
them to successfully complete 10th through 12th grades in a 
regular school environment. Star students have failed one or 
two grade levels in the past and seek to return to their peer 
group through acceleration.

“Research shows that students who are academically 
behind are at greater risk of dropping out of school,” said Tim 
Mullis, director of the John T. Simpson Alternative Center for 
Education, where the Pickens County Star Academy Program 
is delivered. “The Star Academy provides these students 
the opportunity to regain lost academic years. Through the 
successes they experience in the Star Academy, they discover 
that they can achieve academically and that earning a high 
school diploma is within reach. We believe that this second 
chance could make a profound difference in their lives.”

(continued page 15)
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Cool weather means chili weather                    

Nothing sets the tone for fall, foot-
ball, and cool days more than a 
bowl of homemade chili. 

Whether it’s Texas or Cincinnati style, it seems everyone 
has a favorite. Original Texas chili can be traced back to the 
early 1800s and was originally known as a peasant stew 
because of its inexpensive meat and at-hand ingredients for 
the Chuckwagon cooks. Cincinnati chili was said to have been 
created in 1922 by a Macedonian cook who used familiar 
Middle Eastern spices (cocoa, allspice, cinnamon).  Cincinnati 

chili is a meat stew or sauce often served over pasta with 
beans, shredded cheese, and oyster crackers. 

Texas chili despises beans. From the Mexican Quarter  
chili stands of San Antonio during the 
1800s, chili recipes have evolved 
with much the same ingredients 
used on wagon trains and contain 
ingredients like cumin (Canary 
Island immigrants), oregano, chili 
powder, fresh chilies, tomatoes, and 
beef chuck. 

Chili recipes are countless, and 
it seems like everyone has their 
favorite, be it Cincinnati style, Texas 
style, or a combination of  
the two.

Traditional Cincinnati Chili

Dan Petersen 
Sales Consultant

Ingredients
1 pound ground beef
1 clove garlic, minced
1 large onion, diced
1 can (15 oz) kidney beans, rinsed 
     and drained
1 can (8 oz) tomato sauce
1/2 cup beef broth
1 tablespoon chili powder
1 tablespoon semisweet chocolate pieces

1 tablespoon 
     vinegar
2 teaspoons cinnamon
2 teaspoons allspice
1/4 teaspoon salt
8 ounces fettuccine, broken into 4-inch  
     lengths, or 8 oz egg noodles
Sliced onion (optional)
1 cup shredded cheddar cheese

Directions:
 In a medium saucepan, 

cook beef and onion until beef 
is brown. Drain fat. Stir in beans, 
garlic, tomato sauce, beef broth, chili powder, 
chocolate, vinegar, allspice, cinnamon, and 
salt. Bring to boiling. Reduce heat. Cover; 
simmer about 15 minutes. 

Meanwhile, cook pasta according to 
package directions. To serve, divide pasta 
among individual plates. Make a well in the 
center of each. Top with meat sauce and 
sliced onion and cheese. 

Classic Texas Style “Cowboy Chili” 

2 pounds ground chuck
2 pounds stew beef
2 large onions, chopped
5 cloves garlic, chopped
2 tablespoons oregano
2 tablespoons cumin

2-4 tablespoons chili powder 
1 jalapeno, chopped fine
4 ancho chiles, stemmed and seeded,  
     finely chopped
1 cup beef broth
1 28 oz can chopped tomatoes and  
     their liquid
1 14 oz can tomato sauce
Flour, olive oil, salt, and pepper  
     (as needed)

Directions:
 Lightly flour the ground chuck and 

stew beef. In a four-quart Dutch oven over 
medium high heat, sear the beef in a little 
olive oil. Once browned, add onions and 
garlic, stirring constantly until onions are 
tender and limp without burning the garlic. 
Add spices and peppers and cook for 2 
minutes. Add broth and tomatoes, bringing 
to a boil and then simmering for at least one 
hour. Add salt and pepper to taste.

October-November 2008      11



12      The Pitsco Network

Thorough testing a detailed process
By Ragan Todd, Development Logistics Manager 
rtodd@pitsco.com   

Quality Assurance

A quality product is something every 
consumer desires. Before making large 
or long-term purchases, one checks out 
reviews, talks to current owners, and 
considers a company’s reputation for 
quality and service before making a 
decision. That’s why we at Pitsco are 
dedicated to quality, and the Quality 
Assurance team is committed to making 
sure you get the best product possible.

Long-time Pitsco customers know 
how Synergistic Modules have kept pace 
with technological advances. Beginning 
with hard copy notebooks, then 
CD-ROMs, and most recently browser-
based delivery, Modules have become 
increasingly complex in their form. The 
Quality Assurance Department was born 
out of the need to produce properly 
functioning Module software. 

Pitsco’s QA Department tests all 
software and Systems – Missions, 
Modules, Suites, and CareerPorts. The 
following is a step-by-step review of the 
Module testing process.

1. Review scripts
Right from the beginning, Quality 

Assurance is involved with the curriculum 
specialist charged with writing new 
Modules or updates. New audio and/
or video scripts are checked by a QA 
tester as well as an editor to confirm the 
accuracy of the new instructions. This 

also helps to streamline the recording 
process and keep retakes to a minimum.

2. Test first version of Module
After the curriculum specialist 

has placed all of the new content 
(instructions, audio, graphics, and video) 
into the development environment, the 
Module program is compiled and a 
version is loaded onto the QA Synergy 
server for initial testing. 

A QA tester logs into Synergy with 
two student names to simulate a pair of 
students in a classroom. The Module is 
navigated from Session 1 to Session 7 
and even through the Enrichments, just 
like a student would use the software. 
Every page of the Module software must 
be checked for proper functionality 
of each interaction; for spelling or 
punctuation errors in main text, closed-
captioning, or graphics; and for inclusion 
of all elements necessary for each  
page type.

3. Test on platforms  
and browsers

QA testers also use new equipment, 
just as a student would in a classroom 
setting. New versions of third-party 
software are tested on both Windows XP 
and Vista operating systems. Tests are 
also done using the Web browsers Firefox 
2, Firefox 3, and Internet Explorer 7.

Grades scored during Module 
testing are double-checked in Synergy 
to ensure everything is tracking 
properly. Also, on an initial test all SIM 
documents are printed from SIM Online 
and checked to be sure they have been 
updated to match the new content. 
These documents are also checked for 
consistency with the Module software. 

QA Testing

New scripts are checked   1. 
 during writing phase of updates.

When ready, Module is packaged  2. 
 and loaded onto Synergy server.

Every page of Module content  3. 
 is checked.

Proper grading in 4. Synergy  
 is confirmed.

Initial testing includes checking  5. 
 SIM documents.

Games database is checked.6. 
Issues are entered into QA  7. 

 Manager database.
Issues are addressed and Module  8. 

 is repackaged for next test.
New tester begins next test.9. 
Testing continues until all  10. 

 primary issues are resolved.

step-by-step

Development Logistics Manager Ragan Todd oversees the Quality Assurance Department and logs 
a copy of every version of every curriculum title (CDs and DVDs) that passes QA testing.

The Pitsco Quality Assurance Department 
computers get quite a workout when 
Synergy Modules are submitted for review.

mailto:rtodd@pitsco.com
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Quality Assurance

Putting students first
By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   

Quality assurance specialist 
enjoys her role as user advocate

The best part of Michelle Mansker’s job is that she 
gets to act like a kid every day – sometimes she’s 
an elementary student, other days a middle or  
high schooler.

No, she isn’t an actress. She’s a quality 
assurance specialist at Pitsco, and her primary responsibility is to 
test the Missions, Modules, Suites, and CareerPorts, ensuring they 
function properly and are as error-free as possible.

Mansker views herself as a user advocate – she assumes  
the role of student when testing the curriculum – and it  
doesn’t hurt that she’s a strong proponent of the Synergistic 
education philosophy.

“I’m a hands-on learner, so this system to me is really cool,” she 
said. “If I had had it in school, I would have seen how this applied to 
school and real life. I love when they create new Modules. You can 
see all the technology and it all clicks. I say, ‘Now I know what my 
teacher was talking about in high school.’”

For nearly a decade, Mansker has headed up Pitsco’s effort to 
test curriculum and software before it’s shipped to schools across 
the country. The process has changed dramatically through the 
years. In the beginning only a couple computers were dedicated 
to full-time testing, notes were handwritten on legal pads, and not 
every aspect of the software was checked during each test.

Now, a room of nearly a dozen test computers and servers is 
set up, a custom tracking program reports issues to developers, 
and testers are trained on what to look for during each type of 
curriculum test. Another change, and challenge, has been the  
need to account for multiple installation and delivery scenarios 
during testing.

“You have Linux now as an operating system. You have Windows 
XP and then Vista that’s also supported. There’s Internet Explorer 7 
browser; then you have Firefox browsers,” Mansker explained.

There’s obviously no shortage of curriculum to test, but certain 
times of year, particularly March through May, are extra hectic with 
as many as 7-10 testers feverishly combing through content. As 
the QA point person, Mansker coordinates everything behind the 
scenes, putting in very long days – sometimes seven days a week.

“I don’t mind working the extra hours because I want to get a 
good product ready for the students. You put the hours in and get 
the job done,” she said.

Mansker’s natural curiosity makes her a perfect fit for the QA 
Department. “I like learning and figuring things out. There’s always a 
new aspect to the job. It’s great they picked me to do this because 
I really like it.”

Quality Assurance Specialist Michelle Mansker has seen the cur-
riculum testing process evolve during nearly a decade working in the 
department. The process has changed dramatically through the years.

The games database, which contains  
the questions used by Bloop! and Critter 
Cross, is also checked for consistency  
with new content.

4. Log all issues
Any issue found during testing is 

entered into a database. After the test 
is finished and all issues are logged, the 
curriculum specialist will either address 
the issues in the database or reassign to a 
team member in another department. After 
issues are closed, they are rechecked by 

QA, and then the Module is recompiled for 
the next test. This process is repeated until 
all primary issues are resolved. 

Testing is an iterative process
Although some automated code tests 

are done by programming and database 
checks are performed by editors, QA 
testing is still very much a hands-on 
process. One key approach to minimize 
human error is to have a different member 
of the QA team perform each subsequent 
test. Each tester has a different knowledge 

base, skill set, and experience level. Having 
a new set of eyes often reveals things that 
were overlooked during previous tests. 
Each tester also reviews the issues found 
in the previous test before beginning his or 
her test.

As Modules continue to change, you can 
be assured that we will endeavor to design 
and implement improved ways to test all 
the Systems products developed now and in 
the future. That’s how we produce the best 
possible product.

mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
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Numbers don’t lie

Quality Assurance

QA Department racks 
up impressive numbers 
while turning out 
quality products

Each year, new and updated 
products must undergo thorough Quality 
Assurance testing. Module DVDs, 
Harbor CDs, and Mission notebooks are 
the most commonly tested products. 
Synergy, SIM Online, Innovator, and other 
software applications are also rigorously 
tested prior to new version releases.

More than 100 Module, Harbor, 
and Mission titles went through the 
testing process within the last year. 
This included new titles, existing 
titles updated to the next version, and 
occasional content upgrades.

Each title averages three to four 
tests before it is released for duplication 
and mass distribution, though new 
development usually requires more tests 
than do updates. Historically, updates 
have fewer issues reported than new 
products. A new Module could have more 
than 500 issues reported during the 
testing process or maybe fewer  
than 100.

 Types of issues that are commonly 
reported include audio, closed-
captioning, programming, video, and 
graphics. From an interaction not 
working properly to a misspelled word to 
a missing graphic, every error – large or 
small – is logged. 

Nearly 500 tests were performed, 
and more than 7,000 issues reported 
within the last year. Each test ranged 
in length from a couple of hours for a 
simple update to more than 10 hours 
for an extensive initial test, and every 
product requires multiple tests before 
being released. Every page in a Module 
must be checked; this could total 
anywhere from about 150 pages to  
more than 400.

Synergy, SIM Online, and other 
software applications, however, are 
products that require much more 
complex testing. Testing of a major 
version release can take weeks, not 
days. Altogether, almost 4,000 hours 
were spent QA testing a variety of 
products last year.

It’s not just about numbers, but the 
numbers tell a story. Quality testing 
requires painstaking effort and attention 
to detail to prevent mistakes from 

making their way into your classroom. 
We’d rather take the time to get it right 
than rush it out the door. It is a daunting 
task, but we are committed to providing 
the best quality possible.

QA Testing

August 2007 - August 2008

Module tests – 414

Harbor tests – 55

Mission tests –12

Module DVDs passed – 91

Harbor CDs passed – 7

Mission notebooks  

 passed – 7

Hours of testing – 4,000+

QA issues logged – 7,000+

by the numbers

By Ragan Todd, Development Logistics Manager 
rtodd@pitsco.com   

5591
414

7,000
4,000

7
12
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Quality Assurance

What does it take to be a QA tester?
Kristen Mattivi is an education assistant in the Pitsco Quality 
Assurance Department. A senior at Pittsburg State University 
majoring in Accounting, she would eventually like to work in the 
accounting field and earn a master’s degree. Kristen took the time 
recently to answer a few questions about her work as a quality 
assurance tester.

Q: What does it take to be a quality assurance tester?
A: To be a QA person you have to pay close attention to detail, 
be self-motivated, be able to stay on task, be able to perform 
multiple tasks at the same time, have good organizational and 
communication skills, and have a high level of computer literacy  
and computer skills.

Q: Do you ever imagine, when testing curriculum, that  
you’re a student?
A: I try to put myself in the position of a student when doing my 
job. I had the opportunity to go through Modules, Harbors, and 
CareerPorts throughout my junior high and high school years, so  
I know what it is like to be on the other side of the table. I find my  
job easier having been through it myself as a student. 

Q: What did you learn from the Synergistic curriculum  
when you were a student?
A: I learned that teamwork, cooperation, and planning are 
imperative in order to complete Modules and Harbors. This 
curriculum prepared me in a way that traditional teaching did not 
with all the hands-on experiences that students get to do during the 
Modules and Harbors. Being able to follow instructions and being 

able to work together 
is a must in order to be 
successful in any of the 
Synergistic classes. 

Q: What are your 
responsibilities as 
a quality assurance 
tester?
A: I am responsible for 
making sure the Modules, 
Suites, CareerPorts, 
Missions, Synergy, SIM 
Online, equipment, and curriculum scripts are the best that they 
can be for the students.  
I also occasionally close-caption Modules as needed.

Q: What is a regular workday for you like?
A: A regular day would be coming to work and testing Modules or 
whatever needs tested that day, including performing the activities 
as a student would and making sure they work and are suitable for 
a school environment.

Q: What are you looking for as you review curriculum?
A: As I view the content, I look for mistakes or ways to improve and 
then I write up suggestions or the problems in a database where 
the curriculum specialists view the problems or suggestions and 
make changes as they see fit.

By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   

Kristen Mattivi, an education assistant in 
the Pitsco Quality Assurance Department, 
sheds light on what it takes to carry out her 
duties.

The key elements that students encounter in the Star 
Academy include:

Curriculum relevant not only to their future but also to their current •	
needs and interests
Instructional strategies that rely on experiential learning to meet their •	
individual needs and learning styles
Emphasis on building competencies through the application of knowl-•	
edge and skills to real-world challenges and currently relevant topics
Relevant, career-focused learning through differentiated instruction•	
Curriculum and learning activities that address cognitive, psychomo-•	
tor, and affective needs of each student
Technology-based learning and assessment activities•	
Positive home-and-school relationships that engage parents and •	
guardians in the students’ learning process

The Star Academy Program has expanded from a single 
implementation in Pickens County in 2005-2006 to 19 in 2008-

2009, including a pair of installations in Hillsborough County 
(Tampa), Florida, the 10th-largest school district in the  
United States.

Mullis says the key to his program’s success – and a likely 
factor in earning the NDPC honor – is a group of dedicated teachers 
and staff that motivates students to become independent learners 
and genuinely cares about their academic and personal success.

“The true reward of the Star Academy is watching the success 
of our students,” Mullis said. “However, this honor acknowledges 
our teachers and staff who have worked diligently toward our 
mission of preparing students with an academic foundation for a 
more productive future.”

To learn more about the Star Academy Program, visit www. 
staracademyprogram.org. To learn more about the National 
Dropout Prevention Center, visit www.dropoutprevention.org. 

Star Academy Program™ garners national dropout prevention award  
(continued from page 10)
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Despite costs and painstaking
process, Pitsco committed
to providing closed-captioning

Some moviegoers and TV watchers view closed-
captioning as a distraction, a superfluous 
feature. That’s because they don’t need the aid 
of an on-screen transcription of what is being 
said. Others, including many Synergistic Module 

students, turn on the closed-captioning feature to improve their 
understanding and comprehension of the words being spoken 
in video and audio segments of the curriculum.

Despite the inherent cost and painstaking process 
necessary to incorporate closed-captioning, Pitsco continues 
to offer the feature for one simple reason.

“It’s likely that the users of the system don’t understand the 
time and effort put into closed-captioning,” said Pitsco Director 
of Education Matt Frankenbery. “We do it because it’s another 
means of ensuring that no child is left behind.”

Closed-captioning is not only for the hearing impaired. 
Some teachers encourage students to turn it on as another 
means through which content might be better understood. 
Some students learn 
by doing, others by 
hearing, and still others 
by reading.

“Some students 
retain information 
better if they can see 
the words that are 
spoken rather than just 
hearing them,” said 
Mary Ann Eggleston 
of Louisburg (Kansas) 
Middle School, who 
noted that at least 80 percent of her 
students use the feature. “Seeing the 
words also helps to keep students 
focused on their computer and not 
listening while they are gazing around  
the room.”

Pitsco Development Logistics 
Manager Ragan Todd says every aspect 
of Module content delivery is critical.

“Pitsco has always believed in delivering content through 
different media so that every student has an opportunity to 
succeed,” Todd said. “We have used text, audio, and video, and 
closed-captioned text is yet another element that can increase 
the success of those who are either deaf or just reading below 
grade level.”

Although the Federal Communications Commission 
regulates some aspects of closed-captioning for broadcasts, 
style standards are generally left up to the companies who 
caption their materials. That’s why sometimes you’ll see words 
in italics or capital letters or bold formatting. Pitsco has its 
own captioning standards that are enforced by editors and 
quality assurance specialists.

“We limit the number of lines that appear on-screen at any 
one time so that a reader doesn’t lose their place,” Todd said. 

“It also keeps closed-captioned text from taking up too much 
screen real estate. For obvious reasons, captions also need to 
stay on-screen a minimum of three seconds.”

Occasionally, the special captioning needs associated with 
educational curriculum call for creativity. For example, the 
recently developed Pre-Algebra and Algebra Modules required 
the adoption of a new font that includes symbols commonly 
found in math formulas.

Closed-captioning might not be for everyone, but 
to some it is everything, the difference between 
understanding and moving forward or being left behind.

Quality Assurance

Captioning addresses NCLB concerns

By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   

CC Video Production and Curriculum Assistant Tennyson 
Williams, Jr., plays an integral role in the development of  
closed-captioning for Pitsco Modules.

mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
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By Deborah Muse, Editing Coordinator 
dmuse@pitsco.com   

The S in STEM
Environmental science is covered

Systems developers 
recognize the 
pervasiveness, 
influence of this topic.

It seems everyone is “going green” 
these days, and ways to save our 
environment have become hot topics. 
Personally, I can’t think of many topics 
more worthy of discussion. Our planet 
is our responsibility, and we need to 
take care of it for future generations. 
Although we have known about it and 
discussed it for years, our environment 
and ways to preserve it have become the 
forefront of global concerns. 

Curriculum Manager Aaron Locke 
explained that environmental science 
is “influencing so many different areas 
of our lives – transportation, industry, 

construction, politics, the economy,  
and the list goes on.” Because it is  
such a strong influence, we can all  
relate to environmental issues and see 
how even one person’s efforts can make 
a difference.

It is well known that students learn 
best when they see the relevance of 
what they are studying. They need to 
make the connection of how the material 
they are learning will affect their lives. 
Environmental science topics can help 
students make that connection because 
the concepts are visible, tangible, and 
around them each day – natural resource 
depletion, animal extinction, pollution, 
and others. Because of the focus on 
going green, many students are actively 
working together and seeking solutions.

“Not only is environmental science an 
area of study that almost all grade levels 

can understand some aspects of, but it 
is an area that directly affects them day 
in and day out. It has become and will 
continue to be a normal part of life as 
today’s students grow,” Locke explained. 

Synergistic Learning Systems has 
several titles that teach environmental 
science concepts. The curriculum 
contained in these might help students 
learn new ways they can make a 
difference. Whether they create a 
solar oven (Limited Resources Mission), 
demonstrate the greenhouse effect 
(Environmental Issues Module), or cal-
culate the biomedical waste generation 
rate (Environmental Health CareerPort), 
students will become engaged with 
useful hands-on activities they can take 
with them outside the classroom to 
affect change in the world.  

Missions
Use and Reuse
 Natural resources, pollution, 
 reduce, reuse, and recycle
Life on Earth
 Interdependency of  
 organisms and their  
 dependency on plants
Air Everywhere
 Air pollution and how it travels
Ecology
 People and organisms and  
 their environment

Animal Survival
 Natural defenses and  
 endangered species
Energy 
 Renewable and nonrenewable  
 energy sources
Limited Resources
 Earth’s natural resources

Modules
Alternative Energy
 Renewable and nonrenewable  

 resources

Environmental Issues
 Pollution, resource use, waste  

 management, global climate  
 change, and more

Horticulture
 Ecology and  

 conservation concerns
Water Management
 Pollution and methods of  

 water conservation

CareerPorts
Environmental Health
 Research federal and state  

 environmental regulations and  
 create a waste-reduction plan
     

address environmental  
Variety of titles

science issues

mailto:dmuse@pitsco.com
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/Synergistic%20Missions/tabid/328/Default.aspx?tree=6&system=1&yo=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Use%20and%20Reuse&searchtype=0&titleID=127&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Life%20on%20Earth&searchtype=0&titleID=133&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Air%20Everywhere&searchtype=0&titleID=142&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Ecology&searchtype=0&titleID=152&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Animal%20Survival&searchtype=0&titleID=177&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Energy&searchtype=0&titleID=180&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Limited%20Resources&searchtype=0&titleID=216&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/Synergistic%20Modules/tabid/334/Default.aspx?tree=7&system=2&yo=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Alternative%20Energy&searchtype=0&titleID=239&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Environmental%20Issues&searchtype=0&titleID=70&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Horticulture&searchtype=0&titleID=84&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Water%20Management&searchtype=0&titleID=114&pb=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/Synergistic%20CareerPorts/tabid/336/Default.aspx?tree=9&system=4&yo=1
http://www.systems.pitsco.com/tabid/325/Default.aspx?KeyWords=Environmental%20Health&searchtype=0&titleID=14&pb=1


18      The Pitsco Network

Elementary Science
See. Do. Learn. – Mission Accomplished!

By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com
Photos by Rod Dutton, Creative	Director   
   rdutton@pitsco.com

mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
mailto:rdutton@pitsco.com
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Elementary Missions 
hook Tulsa students, 
prime them for what 
lies ahead in middle 
and high school

Let’s face it – many kids fear 
science. They dread the periodic table, 
the memorization of seemingly foreign 
terms, and that heavy science textbook. 
But there’s more to science, and the 
sooner students experience the amazing 
and engaging side of this ever-changing 
subject, the less likely they’ll be to  
fear it.

Instilling a love for science at an 
early age lessens the chance that 
kids will ever reach the fear threshold. 
Teachers and administrators in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, have implemented Pitsco 
Missions as early as the first grade in 
an effort to instill a “love for science” 
before fear even gets a chance to  
enter the equation.

“The Missions get them excited about 
science,” said Facilitator Jennifer Holder 
of Alcott Elementary School. “That’s so 
important. Who wants to do something 
they’re not really excited about? That’s 
not just children, that’s adults. You’ve got 
to get them excited to do it.”

At nearby Monte Cassino School, first 
through fourth graders enter a dedicated 
science lab every week to explore hands-
on activities, including four-person Crew 
Mission topics such as Earth Rocks, Bug 
World, Air Power, Animal Adaptations, 
and Epidemic. 

“They especially need to start science 

as early as they can,” said Monte 
Cassino Principal Lisa Beardshear. “We 
get our first graders in here as much as 
our fourth graders. I think you need to 
get them a good base and get them to 
enjoy it and not be afraid of it because 
so many people are afraid of science. 
They think it’s so hard and boring and 
just for certain people. We try to do 
things, especially for the younger stu-
dents, to make it fun so that they’ll enjoy 
it and not be afraid of it when they get 
to middle school and high school. They’ll 
have a good memory of it.”

Monte Cassino has utilized Missions 
for four years, and eight elementary 
schools in the Tulsa Public Schools (TPS) 
system are in their third year with  
the program.

“The Missions were implemented 
at the elementary schools that feed 
into McLain High School for Science 
and Technology,” said TPS Elementary 

Science Specialist Ava Howard. “The 
idea was to present the students with 
the scientific and technological skills at 
the elementary level that would prepare 
them and inspire them to choose careers 
in science and technology.”

Test scores
Test scores reflect that the Missions 

program already is making a difference. 
Monte Cassino students finished near 
the top on the science portion of the 
national Iowa Test of Basic Skills earlier 
this year (see “Test Results”). Six of the 
eight Tulsa Public Schools with Missions 
saw gains ranging from 9 to 37 percent 
on the Oklahoma Core Curriculum  
Test (OCCT) following the first year  
of Missions.

“People like results and we have to 
be accountable,” said Holder, whose 
Alcott fifth graders went from 72 percent 
scoring Advanced or Satisfactory on the 
OCCT in 2006 to 82 percent in 2007. 

“The program has to be accountable. If 
we don’t see test scores improve, we’ll 
lose the program. If we don’t see test 
scores improve, we’ll lose teachers.”

Holder’s colleague at Greeley 
Elementary School, Eddie Proctor,  
took an already high-performing school 
to the top, going from 91 percent to  
100 percent. He says the hands-on,  
exploratory nature of the Missions  
drives home science concepts in a 
memorable fashion.

And while some teachers and 
administrators dread standardized tests, 
Proctor welcomed the recent addition 
of state-wide science testing for fifth 
graders. “The biggest thing that’s 

Plant the seed early

Tulsa Missions

Test Results

Monte Cassino School
2008 Iowa Test of Basic Skills 
(percentile rank of average scores in 

science: national school norms)

Second Grade, 95%
Third Grade, 99%
Fourth Grade, 99%
Fifth Grade, 98%
Sixth Grade, 98%
Seventh Grade, 97%
Eighth Grade, 98%
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happened in this district to help out 
the science department is they started 
testing for science. So, if students don’t 
score well for science, it shows up. When 
they said we’re going to start testing for 
science, that’s when we got the Missions 
program. I’m tickled to death it hap-
pened. To me, it’s fun. It’s hands-on and 
kids love hands-on. Basically, the hands-
on projects you do in school, those are 
the ones you remember. They’re going to 
remember this.”

Engagement
Before young students can learn, 

they must become engaged. And 
Missions engage.

“It’s like science on steroids, and 
they’re psyched as soon as they get in 
here,” Holder said of her lab. “Look at 
these Missions. There’s a Slinky in these 
Missions, for heaven’s sake. A Slinky? 
Yeah, but not only do students do this, 
but they’re going to learn from it. There’s 
a jump rope – oh my gosh!”

Monte Cassino Science Facilitator 
Janou Farrell says her students often go 
beyond what’s intended in the Mission 
lessons. “If you give hands-on, kids 
discover more through trial and error, 
rather than me tell them, ‘this is what it 
is. This is the answer.’ They can discover 
for themselves. And they often find out 
things other than what they were trying 
to find out to begin with. They actually 
find out more.”

Instead of talking about science 
concepts in theoretical terms, Farrell 
engages students by connecting science 
to the real world, noting that basically 
everything is science. “Sports can be 
science, animals are science, and every-
thing is science,” she says. “I tell them 
about the Olympic athletes. Science 
makes them go faster and higher. If you 
want to be a good athlete, you’ve got to 
know a lot of things about science and 
your body and things like that. It clicks 

with those kinds of kids, too. We try to 
tap into everybody as best we can.”

Monte Cassino School Director Sr. 
Mary Clare Buthod, O.S.B., can see that 
the program is working as soon as she 
walks into Farrell’s classroom. “They 
never look up, always focused. They’re 
just totally engrossed. I think the  
intensity of the workload is not quite  
as strong as if it were just paper-pencil  
in the classroom, which I like a lot.  
They can use their thinking skills and 
work together. That’s why I love this  
way of learning.”

Cooperative learning
Students work in Crews of four at 

the Series III and IV Missions, and they 
take turns filling the roles of Commander, 
Communications Specialist, Information 
Specialist, and Materials Specialist. They 
are instructed how to work cooperatively 
to resolve issues before calling on their 
teacher to help.

“Usually at the beginning of the 
Missions, before we even start them, 
I kind of give them tools for how to 
resolve something,” Farrell said. “They 
don’t need me to resolve all their issues. 
Even in the first grade they know what 
they’re supposed to be doing, and 
they get really good at it. It’s quite fun, 
especially after the first few rounds.”

The leadership and communication 
skills instilled through the Missions help 
students in all of their classes, not just in 
science. And their confidence rises the 
more they experience success.

“It’s completely student driven with  
a teacher kind of working with all the 
kids at the same time,” Beardshear  
said. “For students to hear each other 
speak and talk about things instead of 
just hearing it only from one teacher, 
they’re just able to explore so much 
more. What an 8-year-old thinks of, the 
30-some-year-old teacher might not 
even think of. To an 8-year-old, they’re 

going to see something marvelous and 
disgusting, just have a great time with 
different things.”

A Monte Cassino fourth grader might 
have best summed up the communica-
tions aspect of the Missions. “Everybody 
has to try to get along for it to work. It’s 
a good lesson because, if somebody 
doesn’t get their work, you have to help 
them understand it.”

The seed has been planted
Acquisition of science knowledge 

and information is not the sole goal of 
the program. Missions are intended to 
serve as the initial stepping stone on 
the science journey. At Monte Cassino, 
students eventually enter into the 
middle school Pitsco Modules program 
for further hands-on, student-centered 
science activities.

Beardshear knows firsthand how 
important it is to give middle school 
students control over at least a  
portion of their learning because one  
of her daughters recently completed  
the program. 

“Once she got to (the Modules) in the 
seventh and eighth grade, it was a whole 
new ballgame,” Beardshear said. “She’s 
a technology kind of kid and she likes the 
technology behind it, following along and 
not having everything teacher driven. It’s 
student driven. I think for middle school 
students that’s really important to start 
letting them have some of that control.”

Tulsa teachers and administrators  
are discovering that if students enjoy 
their initial experiences with science, 
they’ll want more.

“On this level, we can’t turn them 
off. And we also want them to be 
knowledgeable,” Sister Mary Clare said. 

“The Missions introduce students to 
something they absolutely love because 
it’s hands-on, because they can work 
together in small groups, and because 
it’s laid out so beautifully.
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Tulsa Missions teacher defies the odds
Proctor believes in his underdog 
students – and they deliver

A nyone who thinks not all children are capable 
of learning has yet to meet Eddie Proctor, an 
18-year teaching veteran in Tulsa (Oklahoma) 
Public Schools. Originally studying in college 
to become a missionary and then working for 

many years in real estate and construction, Proctor knew he 
was finally in the right spot after his first week in the classroom.

“I went home and told my mother, ‘I’ve found my mission 
field,’” he said.

Proctor dispels the myth about certain students being 
unable to learn and is eager to ignite a passion for education 
in his underdog students. The science teacher and Synergistic 
Missions facilitator at Greeley Elementary School in a poor 
area of north Tulsa, he doesn’t dwell on the fact that some 
students come to school saddled with family and social issues. 
Instead, Proctor smiles broadly and contemplates who the next 
whiz kids on his Academic Bowl team will be. If they’re willing 
to open their minds even a little bit, he’ll oblige by packing in 
educational facts as well as life lessons.

He doesn’t “teach down” just because most of his students 
are underprivileged minorities (90 percent receive free lunch); 
he challenges his students to “learn up,” and he constantly 
quizzes them and shows them how things work. Perhaps that’s 
why he enjoys facilitating Synergistic Missions so much. The 
Missions’ hands-on components engage students and allow 
them to learn by doing. They become immersed in science 
experiments and all their troubles are forgotten.

His results speak for themselves. One-hundred percent of 
Greeley fifth graders scored at the proficient level or above on 
the state science test the past two years. Only three of Tulsa’s 

57 elementary schools 
achieved the lofty mark.

“The number one thing 
I’ve learned as a teacher 
is you haven’t taught them 
unless they know it,” Proctor 
said. “Just because you told 
‘em doesn’t mean that you’ve 
taught ‘em. I don’t take it for 
granted. I repeat and repeat.”

But what’s truly amazing 
is that the team of thirsty 
learners he’s assembled 
in one of the lowest 
socioeconomic areas of town has managed to win the citywide 
fifth-grade Academic Bowl each of the past two years under 
Proctor’s tutelage.

“They love competition and I just play off of it. It may not 
work on the south side of town, but here it works. They’re very 
competitive,” he said. “They like sports and everything. They’re 
always good at that because they like to win. I make a game 
out of learning.”

Missions science curriculum is a powerful tool, but by 
itself it cannot reach the students. Mix in a passionate teacher 
who capitalizes on the curriculum’s benefits and his students’ 
potential – regardless of the perceived odds stacked against 
them – and you’ve got a winning combination.

“Basically, I’m proving that all kids can learn. You’ve got to 
figure out what will make ‘em learn. You can’t take these kids 
and tell them hard work pays off unless you get some of them 
to try it and see that it does pay off, and you reward those that 
go for it. We don’t win the Academic Bowl because we go in 
there and get lucky. They’ve had to study and study hard.”

Soaring Scores
The year before science Missions were 

implemented at Greeley Elementary School in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, 72 percent of fifth graders scored at the 
proficient level or above on the science portion of the 
Oklahoma Core Curriculum Test. The following year, 
2006, 91 percent of students fit into that category, and 
each of the past two years, 100 percent of Greeley fifth 
graders have scored proficient or above.

Eddie Proctor, Synergistic 
Missions Facilitator 

Proctor helps a 
student who is in 
charge of playing 

Mission audio. 
Hearing instructions 

while also reading 
them helps students 

better understand 
what they’re learning.
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Elementary teachers  
specialize in science, math

Introduction: Julian Wilson is the second-year 
principal at Alcott Elementary School in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma. With his school on the verge of not making 
AYP (annual yearly progress) and witnessing the 
stress on his teachers, he shook things up a bit at 

the start of this school year. With Synergistic Missions already 
implemented to boost science performance, Wilson reshaped 
how fourth and fifth graders are taught by allowing his teachers 
to focus on either math/science or language arts/social studies 
instead of having to teach all four core courses. He took a few 
minutes recently to answer our questions regarding this and 
other education topics.

 TPN: The Pitsco Network
 JW: Julian Wilson

TPN: Why was the Missions lab implemented at Alcott?
JW: It gives students not only the book knowledge but a lot 
more hands-on with the students we’re working with in our 
community. A lot of them are kinesthetic learners. We want 
students to understand things better. . . Sometimes, in certain 
situations, students aren’t always exposed to things that 
go on. The word propulsion is a little bit more defined when 
students are able to put their hands on that and get that total 
understanding of the definition of what propulsion is. The lab  
is just fantastic.

TPN: How does the Missions’ secondary emphasis on 
reading and vocabulary help students?
JW: Unless we’re able to get a very defined understanding of a 
word, then we just kind of learn for that particular moment and 
then it moves on. Whereas with having a lab, you’re able to not 
only hear the word, but you’re able to, once again, physically 
touch the word and what it means. Because of that we were 
able to make a move to clearly define and understand the 
vocabulary in the science spectrum.

TPN: What approaches are you taking to address  
the STEM (science, technology, engineering, and  
math) initiative?
JW: What I have asked the teachers to do is couple the science 
with the math because when you look at it, a lot of things, the 
factors, a lot of the mathematics that you use in science, go 
right back to math. It’s somewhat of taking both of those and 
merging those together and putting a lesson together. I’ve just 
decided that’s something we’re going to do.

TPN: How exactly does this new approach work?
JW: With the testing, one teacher being bombarded with the 
constant pressure of having to teach all four subject areas at 
one time, I decided to put the language arts and social studies 
together – the reading portion – and the math and science 
together. This is what we can do to alleviate the teacher from 
having to teach four subjects. That takes the pressure off the 
teacher. What they’re learning in science along with the math 
component, when they get all that mingled together, they go 
into the lab and say, “We’ve done the hard pencil-and-paper 
portion. We’ve done the research and vocabulary. We’ve done 
the definitions for the vocabulary. Now, let’s go over here to 
the Synergistic lab and get it going.”

TPN: How do teachers benefit from this new design?
JW: Teachers are overwhelmed with constant demands 
concerning testing. My focus is to make it where the teachers 
aren’t as stressed out and they can focus in on, “these are the 
only two things you have to worry about. You can go ahead 
and put all your power, all your energy into this particular area.” 
This teacher here can put all their power and all their energy 
into this area, so that you’re not pulling your hair out  
because of the four test areas.

TPN: Explain how the Missions have helped to improve 
student performance on state tests.
JW: The lab works parallel to the state objectives, and by doing 
so, when it comes to testing students, students will have the 
ability to recall information possibly more clearly than without 
the existence of the lab. In some cases teachers do not have 
the time as well as the resources necessary to successfully 
carry out a lab project. The Mission labs are prepackaged to 
address our stated objectives. 

Julian Wilson 
Principal 
Alcott Elementary School 
Tulsa, Oklahoma

Administrators' Corner
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Early commitment to 
science is essential

Dedicated teacher and 
lab at the elementary 
level give Tulsa 
students an edge

Before science performance can 
be improved at the high school level, 
thereby keeping the U.S. competitive on 
the international stage, it must receive 
more attention at the elementary level. 
And one surefire means of yielding 
stronger performance in elementary 
science is to commit more resources to 
the effort – such as a full-time teacher 
in a dedicated room that’s more a 
combination of a zoo and an arboretum 
than it is a classroom.

Elementary Principal Lisa Beardshear 
of Monte Cassino School in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, says a dedicated science lab 
is more than just a larger work space 
where water is readily available and labs 
can be conducted.

“Students have the animals down 
there they get to see and help take care 
of,” Beardshear said. “It’s a different 
space and a different place. So many 

of the kids, if you ask them what their 
favorite subject is or favorite room, 
they’ll say science. A lot of it has to 
do with being in a different space and 
getting to do hands-on activities.”

Pitsco Missions comprise about half 
of the science curricula for first through 
fourth graders. And under the direction 
of fourth-year science teacher Janou 
Farrell, students have flourished. On the 
science portion of the 2007-2008 Iowa 
Test of Basic Skills, second graders 
finished in the 95th percentile while third 
and fourth graders finished in the  
99th percentile.

“If you have a set time for science, 
then they’re going to do it rather than 
sometimes it may get lost in the home 
room if things come up,” Farrell said. 

“This way they have it, it’s consistent, and 
they stay on track. It’s not something 
that’s going to be left behind.”

Monte Cassino School Director Sr. 
Mary Clare spearheaded the effort to 
add Missions in 2005 after seeing how 
excited and enthused seventh and eighth 
graders were in the Modules lab during 
the previous several years. “We needed 

to generate in the elementary school the 
excitement and the love for science in 
the first through fourth grades.”

Continuity found in a consistent 
curriculum delivery model benefits 
students as they work their way toward 
high school, and the Missions program is 
a great first step.

“You can’t go wrong,” Farrell said. 
“The first graders have it step-by-step in 
pictures. The second graders have it in 
simple reading. And the third and fourth, 
everything is so easily laid out. You can’t 
mess it up. It’s really a foolproof system, 
especially for teachers that might not 
even have the science background.”

From Director Sister Mary Clare Buthod 
(top) to Elementary Principal Lisa 
Beardshear (middle) to Facilitator Janou 
Farrell (bottom), Missions curriculum 
has the full support of administrators and 
teachers at Monte Cassino School.

The Animal Adaptations Missions gives 
Monte Cassino students the chance to 
look more closely at feathers and other 
fascinating features of various creatures.
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Love and Logic
Teacher takes successful 
parenting approach into 
the classroom

As any working mother of a pair of toddlers can attest, 
there comes a time when you’ll try just about anything to get 
your children to listen and behave better. Missions Facilitator 
Jennifer Holder found herself in just such a spot recently when 
she learned about Parenting With Love and Logic. 

“Love and Logic is giving children control of their lives to 
make their own decisions,” Holder explained. “When you’re 
constantly, ‘Don’t do this, I told you to stop, I’m going to make 
all the decisions for you,’ then they get to a point in their life 
when it’s time to make decisions, and they don’t know how 
because they’ve always had somebody do it for them.”

When three-year-old daughter Tessa said she didn’t want 
to pick up her toys, Holder went to a Love and Logic standby 
– give the child a choice between two realistic options. “I said, 
‘Well, would you like to pick up your toys or would you like for 
mommy to pick them up?’”

When Tessa opted to have mommy pick up the toys, Holder 
informed her, “I’ll do that, but if I pick them up, I keep them.” 
Ten minutes later, Tessa asked, “Where are my toys?” All it took 
was one hard lesson. “The very next time, I said, ‘Do you want 
to pick them up or do you want mommy to?’”  

Tessa quickly replied, “I got em.”
In only her third year teaching, Holder figured there must 

be an application for the effective Love and Logic approach 
in the classroom, and to her surprise there was even a book 
especially for teachers, Teaching With Love and Logic. She read 
the book this summer, and after a few weeks practicing this 
new approach, Holder has already noticed a difference.

“I’ve become more of a partner with them than a dictator. 
There’s something magical that happens when a child knows 
that they can count on you to help them instead of boss 
them around,” said Holder, the science specialist at Alcott 
Elementary School in Tulsa, Oklahoma. “All the sudden, there’s 
a hug in the hallway. The extremely difficult child that’s always 
just acted out says, ‘Hey, Holder, how you doing? Guess what I 
did last night.’ There’s just this bond that happens.”

A perfect example occurred on a late-August morning when 
a fifth grader didn’t want to work cooperatively with her Mission 
partners. So, when given the choice to remain in the room and 
follow class rules or leave the room to complete worksheets in 
a nearby classroom, the student opted for the latter.

A few minutes after class was dismissed, the remorseful 
student made a point to find Holder, who immediately wrapped 
up the Love and Logic sequence. “Do you think you can make 
better choices?” she asked. “Yes,” the student quickly replied 
as a smile crossed her face. “Go forth and be good,” Holder 
said. “I’ll see you soon.”

Lesson learned – the Love and Logic way!

Regarding the Love and Logic approach she’s employing in her Alcott Elementary classroom, Facilitator Jennifer Holder says, “I’ve become more  
of a partner with them than a dictator. There’s something magical that happens when a child knows that they can count on you to help them  
instead of boss them around.”
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First, you must reach the students
Veteran teachers 
combine books and 
Modules to achieve 
high scores 

If a teacher fails to reach her 
students, she can’t teach her students. 
With that practical axiom in mind, a pair 
of Tulsa, Oklahoma, educators have 
shaped their seventh- and eighth-grade 
science curriculum into a highly  
effective program.

By spending one semester in a 
hands-on Synergistic lab (Earth science 
Modules in seventh grade and physical 
science Modules in eighth grade) and 
one semester in a traditional classroom 
where the textbook is the primary 
teaching tool, students at Monte  
Cassino School are hit with science  
from all angles (text, audio, video, 
hands-on) and in various ways – teacher-
to-student, computer-to-student, and 
student-to-student.

It’s all about reaching students and 
spurring an interest in science that 
they can deepen when they enter high 
school. Of course, top-line test scores 
don’t hurt either. In 2007-2008, Monte 
Cassino seventh graders finished in the 
97th percentile on the Iowa Test of Basic 
Skills and eighth graders were in the  
98th percentile.

The lab-and-book combo “works 
great with my curriculum. I love it,” said 
eighth-grade science teacher Jessi 
Monroe. “The first semester we do 
strictly chemistry, so I teach them 
about matter, how matter reacts with 
each other. We get a good base on the 
chemistry. Then we move across to the 
(Module) lab and start the physics part of 
physical science. Physics lends itself to 
so many laboratory activities, and they 
get to experience so much more over 
there than I would be able to do in  
a classroom.

“Over (in the 
Modules lab), 
they get labs 
every single day, 
hands-on every 
single day, and 
I think that they 
retain more 
of the physics 
over there than 
they would in 

my classroom. It’s so hands-on, and so 
many people are kinesthetic learners.”

Take eighth-grader Carly Newell, 
for example. “The Module lab is more 
interactive, and that’s the way I like it. 
It’s hands-on and I like that way better 
because I learn more. The book is 
kind of boring to me. It’s not as much 
learning, I think.”

Seventh-grade teacher Becky 
Gammill has facilitated the Modules at 
Monte Cassino for nine years and says 
there’s no substitute for students seeing 
the actual application (Modules) of what 
they learn from the textbook. If she ever 
had to choose between the two, though, 
she would opt for the Modules.

“I’d prefer the Synergistic Modules 
because they allow a couple things. First 
of all, the program allows the teacher to 
do more one-to-one teaching because a 
lot of the responsibility is put back on 
the student. They’re starting on their 
own, they’re progressing through the 
screens, listening to the information, 
which allows us to walk around more and 

kind of monitor and see how each set of 
students is doing,” Gammill said. “The 
other reason I love it in here is students 
who maybe struggle in a traditional 
classroom, they thrive in here. They 
love it because the information is given 
to them so many different ways. They 
have it in text on the screen. They have 
the videos. They have the audio. And 
then they get the 
actual hands-on 
experience, so it 
touches on every 
learning style.”

 Monroe 
estimates that 85 
percent of her 
eighth graders 
prefer the 
Modules lab over 
the classroom setting, and she likes that 
students are more responsible for their 
learning in the lab. In the Modules lab “is 
more how a work environment functions. 
You have to be able to work with people. 
You have to be able to think on your feet. 
You have to be able to take responsibility 
for everything that goes on in there. It’s 
real-world training over there.”

Not only that, but the Modules reach 
students. “I think in hands-on systems 
like Synergistic Systems you don’t just 
learn about it,” Monroe added. “You do 
it. You experience it. If you learn about it 
and do it and experience it, it stays with 
you. It sparks interest. You want to go 
further and learn more.”

While a Monte Cassino seventh 
grader reads from a Module library 
book, his partner completes Module 
Guide questions on the computer. 

Jessi Monroe,  
Synergistic Modules 
Facilitator 

Becky Monroe,  
Synergistic Modules 
Facilitator 
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Children ages 6-8 
thirst for independence, 
making Series II 
Missions a perfect fit in 
maturation process

Think back to your first- and 
second-grade years. You weren’t 

a baby in kindergarten anymore, but you 
didn’t get to play on the big kid play-
ground equipment either. You learned to 
ride your bike up and down the driveway, 
but your parents wouldn’t let you ride 
around the block. And remember the 
teeth? You wiggled the front one until it 
hung by one root, grossing the rest of 
the kids out when you smiled. 

According to the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, the ages of 
six to eight years old – wiggly tooth-time 
– is called middle childhood. In childhood 
development it is a time of gaps, not 

only in the space between teeth but also 
in a child’s quest for independence. They 
are too young for this or too old for that, 
and while they still like the attention of 
being young once in awhile, birthdays 
don’t come fast enough in their quest to 
be older.

During middle childhood, a child 
becomes less dependent on parents and 
family and more reliant on friends. Their 
sense of their place in the world grows. 
Their ability to express thoughts and 
describe experiences increases. They 
also pay more attention to teamwork. 

Consequently, Series II Missions fit 
these aspects of maturation perfectly. 
Each of the Missions offers information 
and practice to reinforce developing 
skills. For example:

In •	 Being a Scientist, students inves-
tigate the scientific method, how to 
predict results, and different units of 
measurement. They also learn about 
scientists and careers in science. 

The •	 Cycles and Patterns Mission 
teaches students to think about 
cycles and patterns of life and 
to solve problems logically. They 
determine that most natural events 
occur in patterns. 

The objectives for•	  Earth, Moon, and 
Sun are to use models to show the 
orbits of the Sun, Earth, and the 
Moon; discover phases of the Moon; 
learn about seasons; and compare 
day and night skies. 

Five Senses•	  lets students explore 
their senses using various pieces of 
equipment such as magnifying and 
light-refracting glasses, sound toys, 
and kinesthetic materials.

In •	 Food, students measure to find 
correct portion sizes and learn about 
food groups. They discover where 
some foods originate and how the 
body uses food.

Although •	 Life on Earth and On the 

By Joel Howard, Systems Customer Service Manager 
jhoward@pitsco.com	•	800-774-4552

By Dale Bryan, Curriculum Specialist 
dbryan@pitsco.com   

Filling in the gap

Missions: keep them current
Hopefully, all of your Mission materials and equipment 
are in great shape and the kids are enjoying them. Due 

to the relative simplicity of the content and structure, keeping 
them up-to-date is often overlooked. 

It never fails that at the beginning of each school year, we 
receive calls from teachers requesting replacement equipment 
or software for their Missions, only to find that these items are 
no longer available. Although we do our best to prevent this 
situation from happening, quite often products are discontin-
ued by the vendor or manufacturer without our knowledge, and 
we do not find out until our supply is depleted.

The process is fairly simple and one we can assist you in 
completing. You can call or e-mail us a list of your Missions; 
we would then send you the current list of components within 
the Mission and you use them to complete an inventory. If your 

materials are up-to-date, then all is well. If not, we would create 
a custom proposal to update your lab based only on what you 
need to make your Missions current. 

We always strive to keep our curriculum content current 
no matter what, but often our hand is forced due to product 
changes or discontinuations. For example, several of the 
Missions use LEGO® parts and kits extensively, and in an effort 
to keep LEGO products current, they frequently change the 
contents of the kits. So you might find yourself in need of some 
small components to keep your Mission going, only to find that 
part is no longer available. You don’t want to find yourself in 
this situation in the middle of a school year.

So take some time and give us a call. The process is pain-
less and you will thank yourself down the road. 

(continued page 37)
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By now I hope that all of you have 
been successfully updated to 

at least version 1.6.0 of Synergy. Many 
of you might have been using Synergy 
1.4.0 or earlier at the end of the school 
year and are probably not aware of 
some of the features released with 1.5.0 
and 1.6.0. It is quite likely there is new 
functionality that you will find useful but 
did not know existed. Allow me to point 
out some of the highlights.

There is now the ability to assign •	
Performance Assessments points to 
all students within a rotation by use 
of a unique tagging system. In other 
words, no more bringing up every 
student and manually typing in their 
Performance Assessment points.  
(See Image 1.)

The Grade Book now supports a “low •	
profile” view. Essentially this means 
you can shrink the cells giving you 
the ability to view considerably more 
students at one time. (See Image 2.) 

A robust Student Tip feature has been •	
added to the Student and Faculty 
Portal. This allows you the ability to 
create a “Tip Set” that can be applied 
to any or all of your classes. It can be 
created and applied to your Content 
Set directly from the Faculty Portal, 
requiring nothing to be done at the 
individual workstations. Tip Sets may 
also be shared among teachers. 
(See Image 3.)

Along with the new Student Tips came •	
the ability to preview every page of 
every Module directly from the  
Faculty Portal. (See Image 4.) 

The Assignment Manager now gives •	
you the ability to adjust the dates for 
each rotation individually. For instance, 
if you missed a week of school due 
to snow, you now have the ability 
to adjust the dates of each rotation 
individually to account for the change 
in schedule. (See Image 5.)

Direct Navigation has been •	
significantly improved and is now 
easier for students to use. 

A remote update feature was  •	
added, allowing for Synergy updates  
to be automatically downloaded to 
your server, assuming you  
have Internet access.

Manual and Student Blocks have  •	
now been added, giving you the 
ability to block students from specific 
Modules or from being partners with 
specific students. (See Image 6.)

In addition, almost every screen 
received an overhaul to make them  
more user friendly and cleaner, not to 
mention many behind-the-scenes changes 
that will increase overall performance  
and reliability.

So if you haven’t updated yet, please 
contact us to find out how. If you have, 
make sure to try all the new features. I 
think you will like them.

Full-featured Synergy 1.6.0

By Joel Howard, Systems Customer Service Manager 
jhoward@pitsco.com	•	800-774-4552
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By Jeanne McCready, Curriculum Specialist 
mccready@pitsco.com   

Math 
Objectives

Observe graphs of quadratic •	
equations.

Learn to recognize the parts  •	
of a parabola.

Identify the coefficients in a •	
quadratic equation.

Determine the x-coordinate and •	
y-coordinate of the vertex.

Collect data to determine  •	
the launch speed of the  
straw rocket.

Graph quadratic equations  •	
using a graphing calculator.

Identify the roots of a  •	
quadratic equation. 

Identify three types of roots.•	

Learn to find the roots of •	
quadratic equations with one 
variable by using a graphing 
calculator, by taking the  
square root when the equation 
has an x-squared term but no  
x term, and by using the 
Quadratic Formula.

In the Projectile Motion Module, students build and 
launch straw rockets in order to observe how flying 
objects follow a curved path called a parabolic path. 
Students predict the launch angle that will make the 
straw rocket travel the greatest horizontal distance  

and then test their predictions.
Students learn the general form of a quadratic equation, 

identify the coefficients in a quadratic equation, and use the 
coefficients in a quadratic equation to predict the shape of a 
parabola. Students predict where the straw rockets will land 
using a quadratic equation that describes the straw rocket’s path.

Finally, as a culminating activity, students use Algebra to 
successfully fly a straw rocket through three hula hoops. In order 
to do this, students must use quadratic equations to describe 
the parabolic path of their straw rocket. Next, students must 
solve the quadratic equations in order to find the highest point 
the straw rocket will reach. 

Finally, students must use the speed of the rocket and all 
other calculations to determine where the rocket will land.

To better acquaint you with the content of the 14 Algebra I 
Modules, we are featuring them in The Pitsco Network. On the 
pages that follow, you will find descriptions of the seven Phase 
III Modules. The seven Phase II Modules – Nuclear Energy, 
Math Behind Your Meals, Gravity of Algebra, Supply & Demand, 
Unsolved Mysteries, Sports Statistics, and Water Quality – were 
featured in the August-September issue of the magazine. To 
request additional information or to order Modules, visit www 
.systems.pitsco.com or phone 800-828-5787.
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By Carol Hand, Curriculum Specialist 
chand@pitsco.com   

Math
Objectives

Evaluate an expression by •	
substituting a value for  
the variable. 

Analyze a scatter plot to  •	
make predictions.

Solve literal equations for a •	
specified variable. 

Use dimensional analysis to •	
convert units within a system.

Carry out a procedure to simplify •	
polynomial expressions.

Carry out a procedure to perform •	
operations with matrices.

Represent applied problems by •	
using matrices.

People are often 
surprised that the study 
of climate requires as 
much knowledge of 
math as it does science. 

But, the more you learn about science, 
the more you realize that all science is 
math-based. And climatology, the study 
of world climates, is no exception. Both 
the math and science of climatology 
are particularly relevant today, as we 
contemplate world climatic changes and 
the changes in our lives that may result. 

The Climate Change Module covers 
the present and potential effects of 
climate change from both scientific and 
mathematical viewpoints. In science, 
students learn the basic chemistry of 
greenhouse gases and the composition 
of the atmosphere and analyze factors 
that cause changes in atmospheric 
temperature. They learn the concept 
of albedo, or surface reflectivity; 
experimentally determine which surface 
colors reflect the most and least light; 
and relate this information to surfaces 
on Earth, such as polar regions, oceans, 
deserts, and forests. They consider how 

warming temperatures are affecting 
polar regions, extreme weather events, 
and distribution of plants and animals.

As students study the science of 
climate, they also learn the algebra of 
climate, concentrating on data analysis, 
polynomials, and matrices. Much of 
the data students analyze is based on 
the Fourth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) released in 2007. They 
use a simple program to graph global 
temperatures and global carbon dioxide 
levels from 1958 to 2007. Later, they 
melt an “iceberg,” measure iceberg 
height and water level over time, and 
graph their results. As students analyze 
their graphs, they identify positive and 
negative data correlations and interpret 
correlation coefficients.

Throughout the Module, students 
practice adding, subtracting, multiplying, 
and dividing polynomials. As they con-
sider the various factors affecting global 
temperatures, they construct their own 
polynomial equations to describe both 
the factors related to greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) and non-GHG-related factors. 

Then, they solve these equations by 
using actual climate data.

Finally, students learn the concept of 
carbon mitigation and review various 
carbon mitigation strategies proposed 
by scientists and engineers. They also 
practice adding, subtracting, and per-
forming scalar multiplication of matrices. 
Then, they apply their knowledge of 
matrices by creating their own carbon 
mitigation plans in matrix form and 
manipulating the matrices to simulate 
changes in government budgets avail-
able for carbon mitigation.

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

In the Population Perspectives 
Module, students explore the 
field of demography, or the 
study of human populations. 
They learn how demographers 

use algebra to analyze the growth and 
changing composition of populations. 
During the Module, they analyze both 
population numbers and population 
growth rates, using progressively  
more complex equations, and they 
use the graphing calculator to graph 
population equations.

First, students compare census 
taking with population sampling and 
complete a hands-on activity showing 
the difference. They solve problems 
by using the simple binomial equation 
R = B – D (growth rate equals birthrate 
minus death rate) and then add the 
factor of migration to form the trinomial 
equation R = B – D + M (growth rate 
equals birthrate minus death rate 
plus migration). They learn to express 
population growth rates both as a 
number added per 1,000 population and 
as percentages. Finally, they illustrate 
the effect of different growth rates 

on populations of the same starting 
size, using both hands-on activities and 
graphing calculators. 

After an introduction to the concept 
of functions, students learn to recognize 
a function and to determine its domain 
and range. They then learn about 
quadratic and exponential functions. 
They concentrate on exponential 
functions, considering both positive and 
negative functions and how they relate 
to population growth and other “real-
world” situations, and they graph both 
exponential and quadratic functions by 
using the graphing calculator. 

Other concepts covered in the 
Module include population doubling 
times, the construction of polynomials 
related to age cohorts in populations, 
and comparisons of population sizes 
and growth rates in more-developed 
and less-developed countries. In the 
final session, students learn about the 
demographic transition, which describes 
the change in population growth rates 
as less-developed countries become 
more developed. They complete their 
study of populations by researching 

a selected country and making 
recommendations for dealing with the 
type of future population growth likely  
to occur there.

This Module would be equally at 
home in a classroom teaching algebra, 
Earth or environmental science, or 
social studies.

Math 
Objectives

Analyze the graph of a  •	
function to determine its  
domain and range.

Apply proportional reasoning  •	
to solve problems.

Carry out a procedure to •	
simplify polynomial expressions.

Define and graph  •	
quadratic equations.

Define and graph  •	
exponential equations.
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Have you ever 
noticed the wedge 
of light coming 
from the projector 
room in a movie 

theater? Have you ever wondered how 
the projector makes a 35-millimeter film 
appear as a 30-foot-wide picture? When 
viewing an object through a lens, why is 
the image sometimes upside down? 

In the new Lenses & Optics Module, 
students discover the math behind 
these questions. They also construct a 
simple slide projector to demonstrate 
how projectors accomplish their task. 

Students begin the Module by 
exploring the relationship between the 
object distance and the image distance. 
Students use grid paper and  
a graphing calculator to graph the 
results of an experiment using different 
object distances, and then they 
determine the image distance. This 
leads to an explanation of inverse and  
direct variation.

Students perform an experiment to 
discover 

the 

relationship between the object height 
and the image height that are used to 
define the magnification ratio. They 
then use this information to solve the 
magnification formula using cross 
multiplication. Students also explore the 
focal length of a lens and define the lens 
equation, which is a rational equation. 
An experiment is performed to test the 
lens equation.

In one session, the magnification 
necessary to display a large image 
of a small object is mathematically 
determined. The calculations are 
checked by setting up the lens using 
the proper distances and projecting a 
35-millimeter slide image onto a  
larger screen.

After experimentally determining 
the focal length of a magnifying lens, 
students practice solving rational 
equations for various missing elements, 
including using negative numbers. 
Virtual images and the effect of using 
two or more lenses are explored, and 
students receive additional practice in 
solving rational equations.

In the final session, students 

explore how lenses are used to correct 
nearsightedness and farsightedness. 
Dimensional analysis is used to 
determine the diopter of a lens after 
calculating the focal length of the lens  
in centimeters.

Lenses & Optics gives practical 
uses for rational equations. Performing 
the correct math operations and then 
being able to test them when setting up 
the slide projector shows students how 
solving for x can be useful.

Math 
Objectives

Solve simple rational equations.•	

Use cross multiplication to  •	
solve formulas.

Learn about direct and  •	
inverse variation.

Graph a lens’ optic measurements.•	

Solve the magnification formula •	
using cross multiplication.

By Ray Grissom, Curriculum Specialist 
rgrissom@pitsco.com   
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By Carol Hand, Curriculum Specialist 
chand@pitsco.com   

Our Synergistic 
Learning Systems 
outer space story 
begins in Pre-
Algebra with the 

Astronomy Module. Here, students study 
the “near universe” – our Sun, its solar 
system, and objects such as comets 
that pass through it. They develop 
scale models, calculate proportions, 
and express solar system distances 
by using both scientific notation and 
astronomical units.

This extraterrestrial adventure 
continues with The Universe, a new 
Module in the Algebra series. In The 
Universe, students extend their sights 
outward from our solar system into the 
larger universe where they consider 
nebulas, stars, and galaxies and explore 
evidence for the origin and expansion 
of the universe. They learn to use the 
Astroscan telescope and to calculate 
its magnifications and focal lengths, 
and they measure the speed of light by 
using a microwave and light-sensitive 

Thinking Putty. 
They also develop 
and interpret a 

scatter plot to 

categorize stars by color and luminosity 
and then compare their scatter plot with 
the Hertzsprung-Russell diagram.

In The Universe, students consider 
in detail the concept of star magnitudes, 
using positive and negative numbers 
and exponents to calculate differences 
in magnitudes and to calculate 
distances to stars based on their 
absolute and apparent magnitudes. 
They study distances between stars 
and between galaxies, applying algebra 
concepts including exponents, powers 
and roots, scientific notation, and 
multistep polynomial equations. They 
express astronomical distances in miles, 
light-years, and parsecs and learn to 
convert among these units.

The Universe also gives students 
plenty of opportunities to practice 
mathematical skills by solving literal 
equations related to astronomical 
concepts. These include use of the 
inverse square law, which relates the 
apparent brightness of a star to its 
distance from us, calculation of a star’s 
luminosity based on its radius and 
surface temperature, and calculation 
of the number of fusion reactions per 
second in a star, based on its luminosity. 

Students wrap up their tour of the 
universe by looking at evidence for the 
Big Bang Theory of the origin of the 
universe and by applying their own 
estimates to the Drake Equation. This 
probability equation, developed in the 
1960s, is used to estimate the number 
of planets in the universe that might 
have intelligent life.

Math
Objectives

Carry out a procedure to  •	
solve literal equations for a 
specified variable.

Apply the laws of exponents  •	
and roots to solve problems.

Carry out a procedure  •	
to perform operations  
with numbers written in  
scientific notation.

Carry out a procedure to •	
evaluate an expression by 
substituting a value for  
the variable.

Use dimensional analysis to •	
convert units of measure  
within a system.
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By Barb Roberts, Curriculum Specialist 
broberts@pitsco.com   

Jet-setting around the globe, 
following the latest rock star 
on tour, and searching for 
lost treasure. This isn’t the 
norm for a 10-day time span 

– unless you’re scheduled for the Where 
in the World Module. If you asked most 
students to solve an exponential or 
radical equation by using the Distance 
Formula or a coordinate grid, most of 
them would probably reply, “What in 
the world?” But, Where in the World has 
them doing just that in a matter of days, 
and they might not even know  
it happened! 

Step-by-step, this new Algebra 
Module takes students from identifying 
a radical expression and labeling 
its parts to solving complicated 
geographic formulas to determine 
the distance between two locations. 
Students use MapSource software to 
find the latitude and longitude of places 
around the world. After determining 
the geographic coordinates, students 
apply the Distance Formula to solve for 

the distance between each place, and 
eventually find the total distance of their 
trips around the globe.  

Where in the World also describes 
different types of maps and map 
projections and relates them to math. 
Attention is also drawn to the way 
different map projections are used 
in everyday life. Students learn to 
distinguish between the two types of 
location – one of the Five Themes of 
Geography. Using trilateration, students 
learn how relative location can lead to 
an absolute location. In another activity, 
students plot the path of Captain Brody 
Dred and his crew on a huge laminated, 
Pacific-centered world map. Application 
of the Pythagorean Theorem leads 
students on a voyage to help the crew 
find a lost treasure located somewhere 
in the Pacific Ocean.

Students again use the MapSource 
software in Session 7 in the culmination 
of all the “radical” concepts taught 
in Where in the World. The GeoMath 
activity has students using the 
geographic coordinates found in the 
software, clues located in the student 
Module notebook, and Journeys of a 
Lifetime (a colorful and interesting travel 
book) to search for geocache sites and 
decipher exactly what the cache is. All 
of these resources and tasks make for  
a fun exploration – of geography, 
history, and math; the students will 
barely even notice they are solving 
radical and exponential expressions to 
find the cache! 

As much fun as this sounds, 
Where in the World is a hard-hitting 

algebra lesson. Students learn, review, 
practice, and apply concepts over and 
over throughout the Module. Those 
who might normally have a tough time 
grasping this difficult topic will “sail” 
through this Module and have fun doing 
it. Bon voyage!

Math 
Objectives

Learn to simplify radical •	
expressions using the product 
and quotient properties of 
square roots.

Determine how the Distance •	
Formula is related to the 
Pythagorean Theorem and  
how it can be used to find the 
distance between two cities.

Add and subtract radical •	
expressions.

Convert radical expressions  •	
to decimals.

Plan a trip around the world •	
using the Distance Formula and 
a software application.

Design a zip line course  •	
using radical expressions and 
the Pythagorean Theorem.

Relate various map projections •	
to math.

Complete a geocaching •	
expedition around the world 
using mathematical applications 
learned throughout the Module.
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Math 
Objectives

Identify types of polynomials  •	
as monomials, binomials,  
and trinomials.

Simplify polynomials by using •	
addition and subtraction.

Examine the properties of prime •	
and composite numbers. 

Factor polynomial expressions •	
and combine like terms.

Use the Distributive Property to •	
factor quadratic equations.

Use the FOIL method to solve •	
quadratic equations.

Find the roots of quadratic •	
equations.

By Aaron Locke, Curriculum Specialist 
alocke@pitsco.com   

I’m a bit of a do-it-yourselfer 
and currently am in the 
process of remodeling one of 
the bathrooms in our house. 
I’ve never really been taught 

how to remodel but have just picked 
up some of the tricks of the trade from 
here and there. One thing I remember 
my dad always telling me, though, as we 
worked on projects together was this, 

“The right tool for the right job.” 
So the first thing I do when I start 

work on our house is strap on my 
Gerber tool. It’s an amazing little tool 
that comes equipped with pliers, both 
flat and Phillips head screwdrivers, a 
knife, a saw, a file, and a couple other 
little gadgets that are great for prying, 
punching holes, and cutting. I’ve even 
been known to pound in a nail here or 
there with it. And the best thing about it 
is that it fits in a little pouch on my hip 
so I can keep it with me while I work.

So, what does a multitool have to do 
with an Algebra Module? Well, what the 
Gerber tool is to home repair, factoring 
is to Algebra. Factoring is one of the 

fundamental concepts that permeates 
the world of Algebra. It is one of the 
most widely used tools in solving 
various Algebra problems. The fact is, 
you can’t do much Algebra if you don’t 
know how to factor.

If you were to ask your average 
Algebra student what they thought was 
the most difficult Algebra concept to 
understand, in most cases they would 
probably say factoring. It is a skill that 
involves a higher degree of thinking 
and reasoning, and if not understood 
will most likely taint any student’s 
Algebra experience. Because of this, 
and the fact that so much of Algebra 
involves concepts related to factoring, 
we have devoted one whole Module 
in the Algebra program to cover the 
fundamentals of factoring. 

In Factoring & Polynomials, 
students learn about different types of 
polynomials and the terms that are used 
to describe the parts of polynomials. 
Students use a set of Algebra Tiles 
to symbolize and write monomials, 
binomials, and trinomials as well as 

to simplify polynomials by using 
addition and subtraction. Using 
a magnetic tile board, students 
explore prime and composite 
numbers as well as perfect 
squares, properties of these 
types of numbers, and how  
these numbers relate to  

factoring polynomials. Students also 
learn about and use the Distributive 
Property to factor and solve quadratic 
equations. The FOIL method (FOIL is an 
acronym for First, Outer, Inner, Last) is 
taught and used to multiply binomials 
and trinomials.

Understanding polynomials and 
being able to factor and simplify them 
is perhaps the best tool a student can 
have in their tool belt for understanding 
Algebra. And just in case you have the 
same question most students do as 
they explore factoring – Why do I need 
to know this? – well, I used factoring just 
the other day to make sure my walls 
were perfectly square in my bathroom 
before installing a new shower.
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Back up regularly and go forward confidently

Suites-to-CareerPorts transition 
By Jeanne McCready, Curriculum Specialist 
mccready@pitsco.com   

The Suites-to-CareerPorts 
transition is seamless when 
aligning topic areas. 

Let’s look primarily at the topic of health 
science. Currently, there are two Health Suites: 

Health Science and Health Care; though, several other Suites 
such as Genetics, AgriBiotechnology, and Forensic Science 
also contain health-related content. 

We currently offer an articulation between four Suites 
and four CareerPorts in the health science arena (see boxed 
information). Following are several examples of how these 
groups of Suites and CareerPorts connect.

In the Health Science Suite, students use the scientific 
method to ask questions, make observations, form hypotheses, 
and draw conclusions about nutrition. Students learn the basic 
concept of physical fitness and the benefits of physical activity 
and monitoring their health. Finally, students become skilled at 
effectively communicating health information.

In the Health Care Suite, students explore the basic body 
systems and learn how the immune system fights diseases 
and infections. Students evaluate their diet, exercise, and 
hygiene habits. Students learn and practice proper treatment 
of cuts, scrapes, joint injuries, and muscle injuries and 
learn and practice CPR and the Heimlich maneuver. Finally, 
students explore the professional health care system including 
diagnostic health, therapeutic health, and mental health care. 

Knowledge gained from either of the Health Suites can 
then be applied to the Health Cluster CareerPorts. In the four 
Health Cluster CareerPorts – Therapeutic Health, Diagnostic 

Health, Environmental Health, and Health Information – students 
complete paternity testing, body mechanics, and information 
management activities. 

In the Patient Care Harbor, students test patient samples  
for the presence of drugs and then complete a report of  
the results.

In the Diagnostic Health CareerPort, students are asked to 
use simulated samples to complete a drug-test screening for 
a school district. Students are responsible for conducting the 
screenings, analyzing the screening reports, and reporting the 
conclusions and testing procedures to the school district and 
its employees.  

Within the Suites System, students follow a guided process 
to complete the activities. To complete the challenge students 
are given specific tasks. Within the CareerPorts System, 
students must research the information in order to complete 
the tasks at hand. The activities are more open ended, allowing 
students more freedom to explore and choose the direction in 
which they will go to finish their projects.

Suites-to-Careerports 

Step I: Suites – Health Care, Health Science, 
Genetics, Forensic Science
Step II: CareerPorts – Therapeutic Health, 
Diagnostic Health, Environmental Health, 
Health Information 

Articulation

By David Patterson, Systems Customer Service 
david_patterson@pitsco.com	•	888-728-4548

How is that Encompass data 
stacking up on you? Are you 

backing it up on a regular basis? How 
about reporting the grades to the office? 

As you progress through the first 
semester, entering grade information by 
the rotation load, have you considered 
the consequences of not having it 
backed up? Oh, my! Heaven forbid that 
something strange happens to cause you 

to lose data, but it could – and does – 
happen without warning.

If you are not yet familiar with the 
Encompass backup program, there is 
no time like the present. I am sure that 
none of you are interested in entering 
data a second time, so please take a 
moment to review the backup procedure. 
It’s quick and easy. Just follow these 
steps to ensure that your hard work 

is preserved. You may want to try this 
on a regular basis! If you get stuck, try 
pressing the F1 key to open the Help file 
to assist you.

The Back Up/Restore utility enables 
you to back up the Encompass database 
or restore a previously saved database. 
It is recommended that you back up 
the database to the hard drive daily, 
especially during Interval 1 where all of 
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are the most essential attributes for 
leaders to possess if they are to  
impact their schools and students?  
There are two.

The two attributes that leaders 
must possess, superseding all others, 
begin with the letter p. The words are 
not such notables as plan, prepare, 
process, produce, perceive, and so on. 
Certainly each of these ingredients is 
admirable and important for successful 
leaders to possess. However, the two 
attributes that are absolutely essential 
for teachers and administrators seeking 
transformation within a district, a  
school, a class, or a student are  
purpose and passion.

Many, if not most, teachers and 
other fulfilled, focused individuals 
acknowledge that their careers achieve 
the purpose for which they exist. Nikos 
Mourkogiannis, in his book Purpose: 
The Starting Point of Great Companies, 
notes that “purpose is based on well-
established moral ideas; its presence 
can transform a firm (a school) and its 
loss can destroy an institution; it will 
boost morale but it can never be just  
a tool.” 

One’s purpose is found in recognition 
of those aspects of life in which one has 
a natural intrigue, a natural ability to 

understand, a sixth sense. Finding  
and filling one’s purpose provides a  
rewarding life journey. Administrators  
and teachers who believe that purpose 
drives their career have one of the 
essential attributes that underpins  
all transformation.

Could it be that a teacher with 
purpose significantly influences others 
to become teachers, to follow a career 
path related to the skills taught by 
the passionate teacher? I think so! My 
purpose, to become a teacher and work 
in the education sector, was discovered 
by learning from and observing a 
particular high school teacher. How many 
administrators and teachers today found 
their purpose by observing a teacher  
or administrator? 

Leaders with purpose can help build 
trust between individuals: administrators 
and teachers; teachers and students. But 

purpose is constrained without the  
innate drive to accomplish the unknown – 
to solve problems hindering mankind, to 
find answers for all aspects of  
society, to find solutions that help 
students succeed. 

The innate drive that releases the 
purpose of individuals and organizations 
is passion – passion intent upon helping 
others. Teachers’ passion is centered on 
teaching students to learn content and 
concepts that have application to life. 
Motivation to become a teacher often 
stems from a passion to help students 
believe in themselves, to help them gain 
knowledge and skills evident in the “aha” 
moments. For administrators, passion  
is that global desire to improve all 
aspects of the institution, to transform it 
for teacher and student success. Passion 
need not be overt, but it must drive the 
purpose of the individual and of  
the organization. 

As we move further down the roads 
of information technology and the 
challenges brought about by the world of 
student assessment, let us not lose sight 
of those two transformative elements – 
purpose and passion. These may have 
more influence on learning than all the 
other factors combined!

Attributes essential for transformation  (continued from page 2)

the students are busy taking the electronic 
assessments that are scored and stored 
in Encompass automatically. You may also 
wish to back up to your flash drive or a CD 
at least once each week.

To back up the Encompass database:
Click the 1. Utilities button and then 
the Back Up/Restore option.
At the Back Up/Restore dialog, you 2. 
have two options:

Click the a. Back Up button to 
back up the database to the 

location specified in the Back 
Up To field.
Click the b. Browse button, 
locate a new location for the 
backup file, click Save, and 
then click Back Up.

At the Confirm dialog, click 3. Yes.
At the Information dialog, click 4. OK.

To restore a database:
Click the 1. Utilities button and then 
the Back Up/Restore option.
At the Back Up/Restore dialog, 2. 
locate under the Backup History 

heading the file that you want to 
restore and click it.
Click the 3. Restore Selection 
button.
At the Warning dialog, click 4. Yes.
At the Confirm dialog, click 5. Yes.
At the Information dialog, click 6. OK.

Note: If you want to restore a database 
that is not listed under Backup History, click 
the Restore Other button and locate the 
database that you want to restore. Then 
proceed with the remainder of the restore 
database procedure.

The innate drive that 
releases the purpose 
of individuals and 
organizations is  
passion...
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Upcoming Events

Pitsco’s family of companies will be represented at 
education shows and conferences across the country in 
the coming months. If you attend any of these events, 
stop by the Pitsco booth. Our representatives look 
forward to meeting you!

October
14-15  New Jersey Science Convention, 

Somerset, New Jersey

15-17  National Council for Teachers of 
Mathematics, Cleveland, Ohio

23-25  National Career Pathways Network, 
Cincinnati, Ohio

23-25  Florida Association of Science 
Teachers, Orlando, Florida

28-30  National School Boards Association 
Technology & Learning, Seattle, 
Washington

30-N.1  National Science Teachers 
Association, Charlotte, North Carolina

30-N.1  National Middle School Association, 
Denver, Colorado

30-N.1  National Association of Gifted 
Children, Tampa, Florida

30-N.2  California Science Teachers 
Association, San Jose, California

November
5-7  South Carolina Ed Tech Conference, 

Myrtle Beach, South Carolina

5-7  National Council for Teachers of 
Mathematics, Reno, Nevada

16-19  National Dropout Prevention Network 
Conference, Atlanta, Georgia

21-23  Illinois Association of School Boards, 
Chicago, Illinois

24  Indiana Association of School 
Principals, Indianapolis, Indiana

December
4-5  Association for Career and Technical 

Eduction, Charlotte, North Carolina

4-6  National Science Teachers 
Association, Cincinnati, Ohio

Earth sound similar, they address 
different standards. In Life on Earth, 
students observe living things and 
explore interdependency of organ-
isms. In On the Earth, students  
find out about landforms and how 
they change.

Primary Gears•	 , Primary Levers,  
and Primary Wheels and Axles 
all teach students about simple 
machines. They use LEGO® DUPLO® 
sets to construct models to show 
how gears work and how a balance 
is a type of lever. They also build 
their own vehicles and use them  
to measure distance and learn 
about force. 

In •	 Seeds, students examine differ-
ent types of seeds with magnifying 
glasses and learn how each con-
tains a baby plant. They also sort 

seeds by attributes and experiment 
with seeds and how they travel.

The •	 Solid, Liquid, and Gas Mission 
also lets students explore attributes. 
They learn about density, molecular 
structure, and matter.

Weather•	  teaches students about the 
elements by using various weather 
measuring tools like rain gauges, 
thermometers, and anemometers. 
They read about the water cycle.  

In general, Series II Missions help 
guide first- and second-grade students 
toward greater maturity by fostering 
independence with a team approach  
and hands-on activities. While missing 
teeth and bike-riding rules may  
dominate students’ thoughts, Series II 
Missions are engaging enough to  
keep them interested in science and  
math learning.

Filling in the gap  (continued from page 26)

a mixture of 2.6 and 3.0 Modules 
and use Synergy as your manage-
ment tool. If you are a seasoned 
Modules facilitator, we have a 
simple training solution for you – it ’s 
called a webinar. In this format you 
simply need access to a computer 
with an Internet connection and a 
telephone. We conduct the class 
live over the Internet, and it includes 
a combination of presentation ele-
ments, Synergy student and faculty 
demonstrations, as well as Q&A 
time. It ’s a “must” for educators 
who are moving incrementally to a 
Synergy -based lab. 
Suites:•	  The Synergistic Suites 
seminar is 3-1/2 days in length and 
focuses on “getting down and dirty” 
with the curriculum. Many have 
identified the Suites methodology 
as our strongest format in terms of 
providing students with information 
and then creating opportunities for 

them to apply their knowledge.
Missions:•	  Synergistic Missions  
can be implemented for teams of 
two or crews of four. This one-day 
seminar gets you “ready to roll”  
with this program.
CareerPorts:•	  CareerPorts instruc-
tors facilitate students operating 
individually through an Internet-
based curriculum. In this one-day 
workshop, you’ll learn the program 
from top to bottom.

No matter which seminar you 
attend, you can be confident that the 
core elements will be addressed, the 
atmosphere will be relaxed and condu-
cive to questions, and we’ll do whatever 
is necessary to ensure you are comfort-
able with the program. If you’re in need 
of some additional professional develop-
ment, contact our seminar coordinator 
Ruthie Gaddy. She can be reached at 
rgaddy@pitsco.com. 

Did we miss you? (continued from page 3)

http://www.njsc-online.com/
http://www.nctm.org/conferences/default.aspx?id=52
http://www.nctm.org/conferences/default.aspx?id=52
http://www.cord.org/2008-ncpn-conference/
http://www.fastscience.org/Conferences.aspx
http://www.fastscience.org/Conferences.aspx
http://www.nsba.org/t+l/
http://www.nsba.org/t+l/
http://www.nsta.org/conferences/2008cha/?lid=tnavhp
http://www.nsta.org/conferences/2008cha/?lid=tnavhp
http://www.nmsa.org/annual/
http://www.nagc.org
http://www.nagc.org
http://www.cascience.org/csta/conf_home.asp
http://www.cascience.org/csta/conf_home.asp
http://edtech.scaet.org/
http://www.nctm.org/conferences/default.aspx?id=52
http://www.nctm.org/conferences/default.aspx?id=52
http://www.dropoutprevention.org/conferen/conferen.htm#2008_NDPN
http://www.dropoutprevention.org/conferen/conferen.htm#2008_NDPN
http://www.iasb.com/jac08/
http://www.iasb.com/jac08/
http://www.iasp.org/dppConference.aspx
http://www.iasp.org/dppConference.aspx
http://www.acteonline.org/convention/index.cfm
http://www.acteonline.org/convention/index.cfm
http://www.nsta.org/conferences/2008cin/?lid=tnavhp
http://www.nsta.org/conferences/2008cin/?lid=tnavhp
mailto:rgaddy@pitsco.com
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I AM A SCIENTIST
Missions students don’t just learn science concepts; they experience the hands-on nature 
of science. They don’t just see it or hear about it; they’re wrapped up and engaged by it. 
They don’t just think, “I like science.” They shout, “I am a scientist!”

www.systems.pitsco.com  800-828-5787
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