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Three stories – but one experience 
is different from the others

I t was Pi day – March 14th – in Mr. Sherman’s sixth-
hour high school physics class. The whole class had 
broken up into pairs and we were working on physics 
problems involving the irrational number, 3.1415.

My friend Travis and I sat at a lab table making 
chicken scratches on a piece of notebook paper. We were 
tasked with determining the minimum force required to hit 
a baseball out of Kaufmann Stadium (where the Kansas City 
Royals play) when standing at home plate. After some thought 
and computations, we were confident in our answer so we 
summoned Mr. Sherman. 

“Nope,” he said. “What causes a curve ball to curve?” he 
asked. “Oh, we forgot about drag,” I said to Travis. I had no 
idea how to calculate the drag of a baseball, so I pressed Mr. 
Sherman a bit further. 

“Mostly it involves the velocity and cross-sectional area of 
the baseball,” he replied as he handed us a book to research 

equations. “You know 
how to calculate 
the cross-sectional 
area of a baseball, 
don’t you?” he asked. 

“Sure. Pi-r-squared.” “Nah – Pie are round, cornbread are 
squared,” he replied. 

I remember thinking, “Mr. Sherman, that is the dumbest joke 
I’ve ever heard.” However, because of that corny comment, I 
remember the day like it was yesterday. And what’s more, I still 
remember how to calculate the force required to hit a home run.

Three-and-a-half years later, I was sitting in my Mathematical 
Physics class at Pittsburg State University. It was a class 
on using advanced calculus to solve various applications in 
physics. What’s more, it was a class in theory with no hands-on 
application. I was struggling because I couldn’t get my mind 
around what I was doing, why I was making all these complicated 
calculations, and how any of this really mattered.

The final for that class was one question that took me 
nine-and-a-half pages of calculations to complete. Somehow, I 
pulled out a B in that class, but when I look back at that final, or 
as I look through the textbook for that class, it might as well be 
some alien language to me. I don’t remember a thing.

The final semester of my undergraduate degree, I took 
Intermediate Physics lab. It was the application of everything 
that I had learned from all my theory classes. There was no 
lecture, no note taking, and no sitting in a classroom. It was 
100% hands-on, relevant experimentation. I remember every 

experiment, the procedures, the data crunching, and the 
results. What’s more, I can still understand the math.

Three stories – all involving the use of mathematics to 
solve physics problems. However, one of my experiences 
is much different from the other two. I use these stories to 
illustrate that I, like most students of today, learn and retain 
information best by applying concepts in relevant, hands-on 
activities. This was the driving idea behind developing Pitsco’s 
Pre-Algebra and Algebra solutions. 

It might be using linear equations to describe the 
acceleration of a falling object in Gravity of Algebra, or perhaps 
it’s using rational expressions to find the focal length of a 
projector lens in Lenses & Optics. Maybe it’s solving a quadratic 
equation to predict the launch path of a rocket in Projectile 
Motion or using a graphing calculator to graph equations relating 
to isotope radioactivity in Nuclear Energy. Whatever the case, 
students in a Pitsco Algebra lab will come to understand that 
math is the language of physics and other areas of science.

Aside from providing hands-on experiments in the world 
of science, Pitsco Algebra programs also give students fun 
and relevant real-world activities. In these activities, students 
apply math concepts that have been taught to further aid in 
understanding and retention. Many students won’t remember 
a typical math lesson on calculating the volume of geometric 
shapes a week or two after the lesson is taught. However, give 
the same students the opportunity to design a patio in the 
Home Makeover Pre-Algebra Module, and after calculating the 
amount of cement needed for the project, the students are 
much more likely to remember how to determine the volume  
of shapes. 

I often wonder what my life would have been like had I 
not been so interested in what makes things tick and why the 
world works the way it does. Without my high school physics 
teacher going to a lot of extra effort to make learning fun 
and applicable, I probably would not be where I am today. It 
is because of him and his corny jokes that I decided to major 
in physics. So, thank you, Mr. Sherman. I am one life that you 
positively affected. To use your own words, I truly believe that 
“physics is phun!” 

Physics is phun

Aaron Locke 
Curriculum Manager

Curriculum Perspective

. . . I, like most students of today, 
learn and retain information 
best by applying concepts in 
relevant, hands-on activities. 

The M in STEM
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“The way algebra is taught is a 
crime against humanity.”
       – Dr. Harvey Dean, 
           Founder and CEO of Pitsco, Inc.

Why do we have “math haters” sitting 
in classrooms across America? 

In Styles and Strategies for Teaching 
Middle School Mathematics, Harvey F. 
Silver and Richard W. Strong reference 
statistics that show the longer a majority 
of students are in school, the less they 
trust in their ability to do math. They 
go on to state, “If we send an army of 
math haters out into today’s competitive 
global culture, we are short-changing 
millions of students by severely limiting 
their chances of future success.”

Pitsco founder and CEO Dr. Harvey 
Dean was the type of student described 
by Silver and Strong. Harvey has been 
out of high school for several decades; 
however, he still claims the traditional 
way algebra is taught is a “crime against 
humanity.” Why does he feel that way?

Here is Harvey’s perspective: “Too 
many students have been, and are still 
being, taught algebra using only one 
instructional delivery methodology. This 
verbal, ‘sage on the stage’ method does 
not effectively transmit the abstract 
concepts found in algebra to a high 
percentage of students.”

Harvey personally understands 
the impact of a teacher only offering a 
traditional method of teaching algebra – he 
did not pass college algebra until he came 
across a university professor who utilized 
a different methodology. This experience 
convinced Harvey that he could be 
successful in algebra, and it began to  
turn Harvey from being a math hater.

So, what are the areas of focus 
that educators should consider when 
looking to reverse the trend of producing 
math-haters?

In her book The Essentials of 
Mathematics, Grades 7-12: Effective 
Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment, 
Kathy Checkley answers that question 
with these five areas of focus:

• Equity of Experiences – Teachers 
must strive for equity in the 
classroom; all students need to 
pursue a higher level of mathematics 
understanding.

• Innovative Lessons – Teachers 
must provide lessons that connect 
with the real world.

• Research-Based Curriculum 
– Administrators must make 
curriculum selections based on 
proven research.

• Varied Instruction – Teachers 
must meet the unique learning 
needs of each student.

• Professional Development – 
Administrators offer their teachers 
high-quality learning experiences.

In the summer of 2007, Pitsco 
released a hands-on Pre-Algebra course, 
the first of two year-long math courses 
that address the five areas of focus 
listed by Checkley. In the summer of 
2008, the companion course, Algebra I, 
was released.

The following information details 
how those two courses address the five 
areas of focus:

• Equity of Experiences – As is 
the case with all Pitsco Education 
labs, we develop our materials for 
all students. In many cases, our 
labs are purchased to specifically 
target underserved populations in 
schools. These populations are the 
ones who most desperately need 
to experience better success in 
mathematics. 

• Innovative Lessons – Pitsco 
Education products always focus 
on hands-on experiences that apply 
the knowledge and content being 
learned to a real-world setting.  
This is the case with both of our 
math programs.

• Research-Based Curriculum – In 
developing the two math courses, 
we combined two historically 
successful programs – Pitsco 
Education’s Modules and another 
vendor’s mathematics software 
used specifically for diagnostic-
prescriptive instruction.

• Varied Instruction – In the 
math programs, students 
experience three types of 
learning environments: individual, 
cooperative learning pairs, and 
small-group activities facilitated by 
the teacher. Additionally, students 
are delivered a majority of their 
instruction via Pitsco Education’s 
multimedia-based Modules.

• Professional Development – A 
hallmark of Pitsco Education, 
we provide teachers with a 
robust professional development 
experience before they implement 
our math program in their schools.
All of these areas of focus within 

the Pitsco Education math programs 
lead to the one item that all educators 
desire – student success! 

Matt Frankenbery
Director of Education

Education Perspective

The M in STEM

Creating math lovers, not math haters

Cooperative learning through hands-on 
experiences is a hallmark of the Pitsco Education 
Pre-Algebra and Algebra programs.
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TAKS will tell the tale
Los Fresnos, Texas, 
administrators like  
the early success of 
Pitsco Pre-Algebra

T he Pitsco Education 
Pre-Algebra program 
was a summer 
school success in 
Los Fresnos, Texas, 

last year, and now administrators await 
results from the Texas Assessment of 
Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) this spring 
to see how students with a full-year dose 
of the program fare.

An abbreviated version of Pitsco 
Pre-Algebra was used during a 30-day 
summer school session before students 
at Liberty Memorial Middle School 
started the year-long program in August.

“As for the students who passed 
through our summer program, yes, it 

was effective at providing some learning 
in both math and science,” said Liz 
Swantner, Los Fresnos Consolidated 
Independent School District Instructional 
Technologist for Administration. “I cannot 
speak as to their performance in math 
assessments since then. Our evidence for 
both that population and those currently 
in the year-long program will come in May 
after the TAKS administration.”

Swantner has a history with Pitsco 
curricula, which is why she recommended 
the Pre-Algebra program be implemented.

“I had previously taught at the high 
school level here for five years. I had 
experience with Pitsco because we 
installed a Pathways (Suites) lab in my 
classroom,” she said. “The lab in my 
classroom was great and the students 
did really well with it. . . . I knew if (Pre-
Algebra) had the same key components 
as my Pathways lab, it would be a good 

product. I like the diversity of subjects in 
the lab.”

Facilitator Araceli Barbarena is 
leading students through the new lab 
that combines a diagnostic-prescriptive 
component with Pitsco Pre-Algebra math 
Modules. Students have shown initiative 
to go beyond their projects and seek out 
further information.

Los Fresnos CISD Executive Director 
for Academics Shannon Milum says, “The 
Pitsco labs have been a very beneficial 
addition to our math curriculum. When 
presented with the Pre-Algebra solution, 
we saw it as an opportunity to provide 
intervention for students struggling in 
math and science. The computer-based 
diagnostic program targets areas for 
needed improvement, and we are seeing 
improved scores for these students.” 

By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   

The M in STEM

Adding contextual 
elements to math 
classes can be 
a challenge, but 
they are important 

because they can solidify math concepts for many learners – or just 
make it engaging for others. 

Pitsco Education recognizes this and continues to develop 
new hands-on tools and games that cover a range of math 
concepts. These products appear in the Pitsco Education Big 
Book catalog, as well as in several Missions, Modules, Suites, 
and CareerPorts.

• Used in the Statistical Analysis Module, the Binostat 
demonstrates principles involving Pascal’s triangle, 
standard distribution curve, probability, and statistics. 
Dropping balls one at a time, students will see how  
these principles play out on the Binostat’s peg design 
and columns. “With the Binostat, students can watch as 
an actual bell curve is created,” said Bill Holden, Pitsco 
product development specialist. “When you talk about a 
theory, it’s not in context. The Binostat puts it into context.”

• Delve into the 2-D and 3-D aspects of the Cartesian 
coordinate system with the Coordinate Geometry Board 
and Coordinate Cartography Mapper. The Coordinate 
Geometry Board – featured in the Environmental Math 
Module – is split into four standard 
quadrants, and students plot x, 
y coordinates with pegs and 
colored bands. This tool 
can help students learn 
to find slope, graph 
lines, learn about 
quadrants, and 
estimate the area of 
geometric shapes.

• To add the third dimension to 
coordinates, student use the Coordinate Cartography 
Mapper to plot the points of two model landforms that 
are hidden inside the Mapper’s box. Students can create 
a pixilated view of the landform to identify its type – or 
advanced students can use a computer to create a 
contour map.

Add hands-on elements to math classes

PJ Graham 
Technical Writer

Research & Development

 Coordinate 
Cartography  

Mapper 
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For students who thrive on competition and strategy, Pitsco 
has several math games to try. Educational games offer ways to 
engage and excite students who might otherwise dislike math. 

“Games provide positive reinforcement of concepts 
introduced in traditional methods,” Holden said. “And 
they can make connecting points between 
the left and right brains.”

The newest Pitsco game is the 
Triangles Game, which plays much 
like Uno, but with triangle-based 
suits: right, obtuse, acute, scalene, 
isosceles, and equilateral/equiangular. 
So for triangle-challenged students, the 
Triangles Game is a fun way to learn them.

Strengthening the learning of fractions, the MathQuake 
Game is a block tower game that motivates students to solve 
simple and complex fractions as they pull math problem blocks 
one at a time from the tower. Correct answers earn points until 
someone topples the tower.

To learn about prime numbers and how to determine 
them, the PrimeTime! Game is the prime choice. 
Students solve prime factorization cards with tiles 
they draw to earn points. They can steal tiles  

from other players or gain tiles by catching 
another player’s mistakes.

With these and many other choices of 
hands-on math activities, there’s no reason 

mathematics have to live just on the whiteboard. 

Math activities available 
on Pitsco, LEGO® 
Education Web sites

Many science and math activities go 
hand-in-hand, and you don’t have to look 
very hard to find math within nearly all of 
the activities on the Pitsco and LEGO® 
Education Web sites. 

• Learn about the history of 
measurement with LEGO bricks. 
Calculate perimeter and area 
using a LEGO base. Learn about 
graphing concepts using LEGO 
bricks and much more on the 
LEGO Education Web site (http://
www.LEGOeducation.
com/activities/). Browse 
activities under the topics of 
Robotics, Simple Machines, 
Energy, Structures, Math, and 
Early Learning. Top Activities and 
Newest Activities display front and 
center as you click each topic.

• At the Pitsco catalog Web site 
(http://catalog.pitsco.com/
activities/), browse activities 
under the topics of Structures, 
Rocket Science, Robotics, Earth 
Science, Energy, Dragsters & 

Racecars, Flight, Magnetism & 
Electricity, and Force & Motion. 
You can also see Top Activities 
and Newest Activities here.

Closest to the hole
The “Closest to the Hole” activity 

incorporates many math concepts and 
meets many NCTM Grades 6-8 standards 

– depending upon how you implement the 
activity. The activity shown on the Pitsco 
Web site is concise, outlining objective, 
description, procedures, discussion, and 
continuation. 

The objective of the posted activity 
is to launch a straw rocket and land it 
closest to the center of a simulated hole 
in the floor. This activity can be used 
to introduce measurement of angles, 
distances, and diameter. However, the 
teaching opportunities with this activity 
are limitless.

The versatility of this activity is 
incredible as it can be easily adapted to 
teach more complex math concepts:

• Students can use algebra to 
calculate velocity and acceleration 
of the rocket.

• Teach math concepts of graphical 
representations of data by having 

students create a graph showing 
the trajectory angle on the y-axis 
and the distance the rocket 
traveled on the x-axis, keeping the 
launch force constant.

• Students can graph the weight of 
the rocket on the y-axis and the 
distance the rocket traveled on 
the x-axis. 

There are so many opportunities 
for various graphical representations 
and data analysis. Data analysis and 
probability standards can easily be met 
through adaptations to this activity.

Try out the “Closest to the Hole” 
activity, adapt it to meet your teaching 
needs, or visit the Web sites to view other 
activities that you could use in  
your classroom. 

Measuring up to math
Ruthie Gaddy, Teacher Education and PR Coordinator
rgaddy@pitsco.com   

Pitsco's Straw Rocket Launcher (http://
catalog.pitsco.com/activities) delivers the 
perfect combination of fun and learning in 
activities such as "Closest to the Hole."

The M in STEM

Triangles Game
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Funding Opportunities

Pat Forbes
Education Liaison

Funding Opportunities

Pat Forbes
Education Liaison

Happy are those who seek and serve

I n past columns, we’ve covered the Eureka Effect 
and the Lake Woebegone Effect. Now we must 
address the Math Teacher Effect. It may be a 
more significant challenge as we enter a period of 
economic concerns and an increased emphasis on 

teacher accountability, particularly math teacher performance.
Albert Schweitzer said, “The only ones among you who 

will be really happy are those who will have sought and found 
how to serve.” The grant offerings listed herein possess a 

teacher education 
opportunity in 
addition to other 
stipulations 
regarding math 
and science.

The potential cure for the Math Teacher Effect is a strong 
dose of Pitsco Education Algebra because algebra is the 
principal roadblock to successful completion of high school 
and causes more dropouts than any other subject. The 
Pitsco Algebra phases address the mystery of algebra and 
encourage a strong relationship among teacher, student, 
and curriculum.

The program-level orientation for students – determining 
their level of understanding, giving immediate feedback in 
a hands-on manner, and monitoring their daily progress – is 
a winning formula. You can’t wait for someone else to take 
action. So, teacher action is the needed effect that stimulates 
the desire to capture again the one-time lead in this field we 
enjoyed as a nation. Pitsco Algebra can become the teachers’ 
partner in recapturing that lead.

The grant world, federal and corporate, is requiring more 
teacher accountability. The emphasis on strong math and 
science teachers leads the way. The decline of math scores 
has been likened to an epidemic. 

• The federal Math Science Partnerships grant 
attempts to improve and upgrade the status and 
stature of mathematics and science teaching.

• Enhancing Education Through Technology (EETT) 
encourages math, technology training, and curriculum 
development.

• Innovative Programs stimulates educational 
innovation by encouraging professional development 
for curricular materials.

• Math Science Partnerships seeks to improve 
mathematics and science teacher education.

• The National Science Foundation attempts 
to enhance training for the biological and 
mathematical sciences.

• Title 1, which is a very broad offering, encourages 
teacher preparation, particularly in math.

All of these grant sources are appropriate for Module 
offerings, from Chemical Math, BioEngineering, Light & 
Lasers, and Environmental Math through Water Management, 
Home Makeover, and Hotel Management. These and many 
more math-rich Modules are available to guide teachers and 
students to a true appreciation of mathematical competence.   

In the corporate world of grants, there is frequently 
a stipulation that part of the funds be utilized for teacher 
in-service. 

• Lumina Foundation seeks to enhance education 
and training of teachers at the intersection of the 
biological and mathematical sciences.

• Innovative Programs encourages broad-based 
reform efforts. The funds may be used for technology, 
professional development software, or curricular 
materials.

• Likewise, the Fleishhacker Foundation concentrates 
its main education grant priorities on improving 
students’ learning skills and teacher professional 
development.

• Milken Family Foundation encourages researching 
and implementing programs to improve the quality of 
teaching at the pre-college levels.

• Joukowsky Family Foundation seeks improvement 
of educational delivery systems, and mathematics is 
one of the major systems mentioned.

• ADC Foundation concentrates its strategic focus 
areas on mathematics, science education, and 
nonprofit access to technology. 

These foundations all support the objectives outlined in 
Pitsco Algebra.

Pitsco Algebra opens the door for teachers to immerse 
themselves and their students in a secure environment 
surrounded by Modules totally equipped to support them. This 
ensures that no student will slip through the cracks because 
of a lack of mathematical expertise. The teacher education 
aspects are a bonus that will add to the value of providing 
Pitsco Algebra to students who are the focal point of this new 
tradition in mathematical presentation. 
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OK, so maybe leaving your home for 
a week of training in Kansas isn’t your 
idea of a vacation, but if this off-the-
path destination is in your personal 
itinerary this summer, we can give you 
some pointers to ensure you’ll get the 
most from your experience. 

Booking your getaway
The first step is to ensure you’re 

registered for the event. You can sign 
up online at the following address: 
http://www.pitsco.com/curriculum. 
(Click Teacher Workshops at the 
bottom of the page.) You can also e-mail 
our seminar coordinator Ruthie Gaddy  
at rgaddy@pitsco.com. We want to 
make sure there’s a spot for you the 
week you’re scheduled to arrive!

Accommodations
In most cases, the details of your 

trip are the responsibility of you and/
or the school district. We have local 
hotels that provide discounted rates for 
seminar attendees. Most people fly into 
either Kansas City International Airport 
or Tulsa International Airport. Pittsburg 
is a 2-1/2-hour drive from Kansas City 
and about a two-hour drive from Tulsa. 
You will find all the critical information in 
your travel brochure after registering.

What to wear
Our seminars are informal, and 

casual clothing is recommended. 
Kansas summer weather is hot and 
humid, but we’ll keep it nice and cool in 
our model lab for the workshop. 

What to expect
After you’ve arrived on campus 

for the workshop, we’ll take care 
of all the details. Our seminar 
days are packed full of interactive 
sessions with lots of time for 
discussion, brainstorming, and 
exploration. Feel free to bring  
your laptop to take notes and 
record observations. If you prefer 
pen and paper, our seminar 
notebook has ample space to jot 
down ideas and questions. During 
the workshop, you’ll get a chance 
to interact with teachers from 
across the country as well as meet 
the members of our award-winning 
customer service team. 

Meals
A continental breakfast, lunch, and 

dinner will be provided each day of the 
seminar. In addition to meals, we’ll have 
numerous snacks and goodies on hand 
for morning and afternoon breaks. We 
fully understand that you can’t think 
critically on an empty stomach!

Welcome!
Workshop season is one of the 

highlights on our campus. As an 
educational curriculum company, Pitsco 
and its employees are aware of the 
critical role that teachers play in the 
learning process. Our goal is to do 
everything we can to ensure your visit is 
informative, engaging, and fun! We look 
forward to seeing you this summer! 

Mark Maskell 
Teacher Education Specialist

Teacher Education

Vacationing in Pittsburg this summer? 
Let us help you plan your excursion!

Teacher workshops include plenty of hands-on 
exploration of the curriculum and the electronic 
management system.

Part of each day is spent in a classroom setting where facilitators explain all components of Pitsco 
Education learning systems.
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Making it in Hollywood

Kunka’s improbable start  
has led to productive career

By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   

By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   

I t was 1993 and Dennis Kunka 
was searching for a new job. 
A recently retired teacher and 
administrator, he was nearing 
age 50 and had just received 

the most dreaded news from his doctor 
– he had lymphoma. Not exactly the best 
time to go job hunting.

Then, his interview with the fledgling 
Synergistic Systems company nearly 
fell through. “I cancelled one interview 
because of the cancer. I explained it to 
Stephan (Turnipseed). And what a fine 
mind – all he said was, ‘Well, do you want 
to get your calendar out and make it for 
two weeks from now?’”

Kunka, a lifelong Chicago-area 
resident, flew in for that interview, but his 

connecting flight was delayed overnight 
and he ended up having only a few 
hours to sell himself as a salesman to 
Turnipseed and company CEO Harvey 
Dean. He did his best, but at every  
turn the cards seemed to be stacked 
against him.

“When we were finished, Harvey and 
Stephan said, ‘We’re going to pray on this 
for the weekend and see if you’re right 
for the company. We’ll try to block out all 
that other stuff (cancer) and we wish you 
well with that, but we don’t want to make 
a decision on that.’ I’m like, ‘Yeah, right.’ 
I get home and tell my wife, ‘They said 
they’ll call on Monday.’ But I said, ‘They 
aren’t calling on Monday. Who would hire 
me with cancer and take that on? They’re 

not going to 
do that.’ I said, 
‘Honey, it’s 
business. They 
aren’t going to 
do it.’”

“On Monday, 
it got to be five 
o’clock and no 
phone call. I 
said, ‘See, I 
told you, told 
you, told you.’ Then, it was like seven 
o’clock and my youngest (Dan) answered 
the phone. He says, ‘It’s a Turnipseed 
or something like that.’ I went over and 
picked it up, and Stephan offered me  
the job.”

Parents’ patience propels 
Kunka to success with ac-
tion thriller ‘12 Rounds’

Nobody knows better than Jane and Dennis Kunka that 
raising children requires patience. Take, for example, their son 
Dan, whose dream was to write movie scripts after graduating 

from the University of Southern California in 2001.
“One of the things my dad and mom did is they never said 

no, not one time. Not when I was like, ‘Hey, I want to go to USC. 
I want to be a screenwriter. I’m going to live in LA,’” Dan said. 

“There were times when I had jobs and times when I didn’t have 
jobs, living on macaroni and cheese and Spaghetti O’s. They 
were always supportive and never said no. After five years they 
could have said, ‘It isn’t going to happen. Why don’t you come 
home and get a job?’ Instead, it was always this unflinching 
support that helps you sort of keep moving forward.”

Forward all the way to a major motion picture that was 
released nationwide on March 27. Dan wrote the script for 12 
Rounds, starring pro wrestler John Cena, produced by Mark 
Gordon (Speed), and directed by Renny Harlin (Die Hard 2). You 
might call it Dan’s big break – and the payoff for Jane and 
Dennis’ patience.

“A 100 percent big break, it doesn’t get any bigger,” Dan said. 
“It’s surreal. It’s to the point where I hope people enjoy it when 
they see it. It’s an action-packed, tense movie, but I think it’s 
smarter than the average kind of movie you expect. There’s a 
few surprises.”

(continued page 36)

(continued page 36)

Sales Representative 
Dennis Kunka

Dennis Kunka, left, has supported his son Dan's dreams of becoming a 
Hollywood screenwriter.
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By Cody White, Technical Editor
cwhite@pitsco.com   

 Here is a quick little activity that helps 
students understand the relationship of velocity 
and acceleration to descent distance.

Students attach a small weight to their 
parachute and drop it from three heights – three 
meters, five meters, and seven meters – timing 
the descent for each drop. These heights 
provide enough variation to ensure meaningful 
differences in data collected. Students record 
the descent time for each height. Using these 
measurements, students then determine the 
average descent velocity and the average descent 
acceleration using the formulas below. Students 
will be able to determine if or how descent 
distance affects these two factors – do they 
increase, decrease, or stay the same? Working 
in a hands-on way with these two factors will 
also help students grasp the difference between 
velocity and acceleration. 

Average descent velocity:
v = d ÷ t
Average descent acceleration:
t = 
(This activity and others can be found in 

the Parachutes GS Teacher’s Guide, available 
separately.)

velocity and acceleration
Calculating 

2d/a

Getting down with math and science
Pitsco Education pioneers 
fourth stage of parachute 
design with GS Package

The first parachutes, 10 centuries ago, were novelties 
designed to emulate the flight of birds and allow soft landings 
on jumps from tower tops. Second-generation parachutes 
followed the advent of manned hot-air balloons in the 
eighteenth century and promised improved safety. The third 
stage of parachuting, recreational skydiving, came in the 
1950s. Now, with the Parachutes Getting Started Package, 
Pitsco Education is pioneering a fourth stage – the use of 
parachutes in the classroom to bring math and science 
concepts to life. 

The Parachutes Getting Started Package provides all the 
materials, instructional content, and activity ideas needed to 
design and deploy 25 student parachutes. An abundance of 
activities probing various mathematical and scientific concepts 
are possible. After their parachutes are designed, students 
attach a payload and then test and retest, design and redesign. 
Possible goals range from the transmission of a fragile 
payload safely to the ground (an egg is the old standby for 
this experiment) to calculating velocity and acceleration to 

quantifying the virtues of 
various parachute shapes.  

Scalar quantities  
and vector quantities, 
velocity and speed, 
average acceleration  
and acceleration due to 

gravity – all these concepts, 
each with accompanying 

formulas or quantities, are 
hard to keep straight. Giving students the 
chance to interact with them in a direct and 

tangible way really helps them parse the concepts. And the 
vivid, exciting activities they’ll perform help to fix  
them in their memories. 

And that is only the beginning. In the testing process, 
students become practiced scientists – designing experiments, 
making hypotheses, and keeping careful notes. “Back to 
the drawing board” really just means another opportunity 
to consider the data they’ve collected and improve their 
understanding. Hands-on activities don’t mean abandoning 

pencil and paper basics – they mean providing students with 
an additional approach to comprehension and another path  
to success. 

Centuries before there was much practical use for 
parachutes, they were being developed. The idea of slow 
graceful descent and victory over gravity obviously has  
an inherent fascination. With the Parachutes Getting  
Started Package, teachers can tap  
into this same fascination to 
provide great learning activities 
for their students. 

April -May 2009      9



Youth leader from 
Philadelphia ghettos 
dedicates his life to 
helping inner-city poor 
develop their mind 
and character in model 
after-school program

While growing up on the unforgiving 
streets of North Philadelphia, Tony 
Lowden faced many obstacles: gangs, 
drugs, poverty, and a dysfunctional 
family. But he was one of the lucky 
ones. He was saved – in more ways 
than one. Now, he’s committed to 
spending the rest of his life saving other 
underprivileged, at-risk youth, in part 
through education.

Lowden is the executive director 
of Campus Clubs of Macon, Georgia, 
where he started a model after-school 
program that is spreading across the 
state. But that’s not enough. Lowden 
has set his sights on making it a national 
program because Georgia isn’t the 
only state where poor, at-risk students 
are in need of guidance on the road 
to strengthening their character and 
academic performance.

Choosing the right path
Lowden doesn’t shy away from 

the fact that he was born into a 
dysfunctional family and endured a 
steep climb to emerge from what 
he calls “one of the worst ghettos in 
America.” His father was never around, 
and his mother battled alcoholism.

Fortunately, Aunt Ethel lived nearby, 
and she cared for Lowden like a son, 
inviting him over for Sunday dinners 
followed by an afternoon watching 
sports on television with his uncle in a 
safe, loving environment – but with one 
stipulation. “I had to go to church,”  
he said.

Thus a bright light appeared in his 
life amid a sea of darkness. “My aunt 
saved my life. She basically saved me. 
She introduced me to Christ,” Lowden 
said. “My walk with Christ became 
stronger as I watched more African-
American males die from gangs and 
drugs. I wanted to one day be in a 
position to do more to prevent some 
of that. I knew that God had a bigger 
purpose for me than to follow in the 
footsteps of some of the males in  
my family.”

Another path leading out of the 
ghetto was sports. “The gangs would 
leave you alone if you could play.” 
So he did play, and well. He earned 
All-American status in basketball and 
baseball at West Philadelphia High 
School, playing for the three-time state 
champions on the hardwood.

His ticket out of Philly was secured 
as the colleges came calling, and he 
moved as far away as possible – the 
University of Southern California, 
where he became a two-sport star 
and eventually was drafted by the Los 
Angeles Dodgers. Lowden worked his 
way up to the Major Leagues and spent 
two years with the Dodgers playing 
behind center fielder Brett Butler. A knee 
injury set him back, and he eventually 

was sent down to the minors, where his 
desire to play waned after a friend was 
killed by a drunk driver.

“For some reason, the passion to play 
baseball wasn’t there. My passion to 
serve communities was starting to grow,” 
he said. Ever cognizant of the value of 
education, he did more than exercise 
his body at USC. He exercised his mind, 
majoring in government and economics. 

“I knew somehow I’d be serving someday.”

Career preparation
Lowden became active politically, 

working as a community organizer in 
Los Angeles and getting involved with 
student issues and state government. 
One of his favorite mantras: “You can 
participate in politics or politics can 
happen to you. You have to participate 
to change people’s lives.”

Lowden returning the favor
By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   

The expansion of Campus Clubs' education endeavors will require the efforts of key players such 
as, from left, Pitsco CEO Harvey Dean, Campus Clubs Executive Director Tony Lowden, Pitsco 
Director of Education Matt Frankenbery, and Pastor Don Reid of Alethia Baptist Church.

He has a crystal-clear 
mission for the future, and 
it’s all about saving kids, 
giving them educational 
opportunities, leaving no 
child behind.
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He also coached basketball at Grant 
High School in California and gained 
national attention when he prayed with his 
state champion squad before and after 
games. Always eager to acknowledge his 
deepening beliefs, Lowden grew in his 
faith while working for pharmaceutical 
companies and eventually relocated to 
the southeastern United States.

One day, he opted to give up his 
professional career and focus instead 
on working as a youth pastor. His salary 
plummeted from $170,000 to less than 
$40,000, but his job satisfaction rose 
immeasurably. Then, he took another  
big step when he left the mega church 
with 6,000 members to take over 
Campus Clubs, which was in need of 
inspired leadership.

His overriding goal for the past 
three years has been to return the 
favor he received as a youngster and 
save lives by reaching poor, inner-city 
youth through education and faith. “Dr. 
Martin Luther King said education is 
both intelligence and character. That 
is the goal of education. We’ve got to 
do whatever we can to educate our 
children and build on their character. If 
kids are intelligent and have no spiritual 
foundation, they could grow up to be a 
killer or rob a company.”

Seeing the need to supplement 
underprivileged students’ education, 
Lowden started the Campus Clubs 
after-school program that utilizes 
Pitsco Education and LEGO® Education 
materials and curricula. Students flock 
to Campus Clubs to be part of the 
stimulating environment – and get a 
snack or dinner – before going home 
sometimes as late as 8:30 p.m.

“When they get out of school at three 
o’clock, their education stops,” Lowden 
said. “Most of their families can’t afford 
computers. It is criminal to have 80 
percent of kids in a city who don’t 

have access to 
the information 
highway.”

So Campus 
Clubs and its 
growing network 
of primarily 
church-based 
community 
centers across 
Georgia set up 
Dell computers 
purchased at a 
discount and offer 
programs and services such as CAT1 
(www.techfluency.org), Rosetta Stone, 
and Microsoft Office to give kids the 
same opportunities to learn enjoyed by 
their more affluent peers in suburbs and 
wealthier communities.

“We believe that the model we have 
could be the model for after-school 
programs across the country. We are 
partnering with government and school 
districts to build 21st century learning 
centers,” he said. “We build robots and 
rockets and learn about math. Campus 
Clubs is a place where kids can get all 
the services they need to be successful 
in life.”

Engaging curricula is only part  
of the equation. Solid character can be 
developed only if a strong foundation  
is in place, and that begins with faith 
and a moral compass, according to 
Lowden. Many children from broken 
homes and poverty aren’t rooted in faith 
and morals, which is where Campus 
Clubs fills the gap.

Lowden doesn’t believe government 
and public education should advocate 
the practice of faith, but neither 
should they run from it. Campus Clubs 
comingles with government and public 
education in an effort to turn out well-
rounded children. “Eventually, the cities 
and government will say that Martin 

Luther King was right. Education is 
about intelligence and building character. 
Character comes from a spiritual 
foundation,” he says.

As Campus Clubs spread into needy 
neighborhoods, it’s apparent there’s no 
stopping Lowden, and maybe no slowing 
him down either. He has a crystal-clear 
mission for the future, and it’s all about 
saving kids, giving them educational 
opportunities, leaving no child behind. 

Case in point: a 14-year-old Macon 
boy playing with a gun that he and his 
brother thought was empty. Turns out 
it had a bullet in the chamber, and the 
12-year-old brother was shot and killed.

“The schools kicked him out, and 
we spent three months helping and 
rehabbing him. We got curriculum, kept 
him up with homework. Everyone in 
the city called him a murderer, but in 
January he started a new life at a new 
school,” Lowden said. “Had we not 
fought for him, he’d be on the streets. 
He’s here every day after school, and 
he uses his tragedy as testimony to 
keep other kids away from guns. That’s 
Campus Clubs and that’s the kind of 
impact we want to have.”

Saving lives – in more ways  
than one. 
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Dennis Clancy 
Interim State District Superintendent 
Paterson School District 
Paterson, New Jersey

Administrators' Corner

No urban issue too great

I ntroduction: Dennis Clancy has spent 41 years 
in education and recently came out of retirement 
to serve his second one-year stint as interim 
state district superintendent for the Paterson 
School District, serving the third-largest city in 

New Jersey. He started out as a classroom teacher before 
serving as a building principal, a central office supervisor, 
an assistant superintendent of curriculum and instruction, 
superintendent for several school districts in New Jersey, 
and an educational consultant.

 TPN: The Pitsco Network
 DC: Dennis Clancy

TPN: Tell us about the Paterson School District.
DC: This is my second tour of duty here. It’s a very unique 
district. Our population is very diverse, with students speaking 
approximately 37 languages. Over half our students are 
Hispanic, another third are African-American, and we have 
a fairly large Arabic population too. It’s a district with about 
27,000 kids and 50-some school sites. The Paterson Public 
School District has had problems with old facilities, most of 
them never renovated. It used to be a wealthy mill town, but 
as industries moved overseas, the city became economically 
deprived. Our district facilities are old and in need of repair.

TPN: What have been your main successes in two 
stints (first one in 2004-2005) as interim superintendent 
in Paterson?
DC: During my first time here, we cleared up our financial 
issues and opened two new schools. We’re opening two new 
schools this year, also. That’s all the new schools they’ve had 
in the past 20 years. We’ve also implemented a pretty rigorous 
restructuring plan, which is saving the district millions of 
dollars over the next few years. Given what everyone is facing 
economically, that’s been an important step. I’ve found my 
experience in Paterson to be successful and enjoyable.

TPN: Which Pitsco solution did you implement first?
DC: We put Geophysical Systems in our high schools. I 
had used the Synergistic Systems in Morris (N.J.) and was 
impressed by the electronic student management system. The 
special ed and bilingual population there did pretty well in the 
science components, so we brought Synergistic into the ninth 
grade here.

TPN: What was your first encounter with a Pitsco lab?
DC: When I was in the Morris School District in the late ‘90s, 
we designed an instructional media center for the middle 
school program. We built it in time for all students to receive 
instruction in science and math in the media center, which had 
24 stations for each subject. It worked very well. Then, in high 
school, we put in a Geophysical Systems lab for all students. 
We were receiving an influx of students, new to the country 
with language problems. We discovered that these students 
could function in a collaborative learning situation with other 
kids and be successful. The labs provided an opportunity for 
students to get the content down while receiving language 
support. The same thing was true for our special education 
students – it facilitated inclusion for students with special 
needs too.

TPN: What else have you implemented in the 
Paterson district?
DC: In eight of our high schools, we now require Geophysical 
Systems in the ninth grade. Each of our large comprehensive 
high schools has three Synergistic labs, and we also have them 
in our career academies and smaller high schools. We wanted 
every ninth grader to have the instructional technology and use 
it. We also have a few Synergistic labs at the elementary level.

TPN: What other educational innovations are 
you implementing?
DC: We’re looking now at a total inclusion model for the 
ninth grade. We discovered that our performance in special 
education and limited English proficiency is not where it 
should be in the high schools. Pulling out students and 
giving them separate coursework is simply not beneficial. 
Your company came out with the Pre-Algebra and Algebra 
programs. We’re evaluating how these work in our middle 
schools (this semester), with a plan to possibly put those into 
a total inclusion schedule in our high schools. We lose about 

Success with bilingual and special ed students and innovative 
solutions have made Pitsco curriculum successful in Paterson, N.J.
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50 percent of our high school students. Before they graduate, 
they leave. Our goal is to get them through the ninth and tenth 
grades and then we think they will stick it out. We believe that 
if we integrate this technology into our ninth-grade curriculum, 
students will successfully get algebra under their belt and 
move into geometry earlier.

TPN: Tell us about BUILD Academy, an offshoot of 
Star Academy.
DC: There is no question that we needed an alternative 
program for students having trouble. We also wanted to 
create an accelerated program, with a whole different slant, 
for students who are capable and need to make up credit. In 
looking at the Star Academy’s intent and goals, our feeling 
was, ‘If you’re in a district where students need pre-algebra 
and algebra at a high school level, you’re running behind.’ So 
instead of looking at this as a remedial program for students 
who are disaffected, we created a middle school program for 
students who have ability and just need to do it differently. The 
BUILD Academy is a leadership program. Students go there by 
choice. Rather than look at it as a deficit model, we’re looking 
at it as an enrichment model.

TPN: Why is the BUILD Academy version of Star 
Academy necessary?

DC: Unfortunately, 50 percent of our ninth graders fail algebra. 
When 50 percent of your students aren’t passing, there is 
something wrong. Basically, the students are reading at the 
fifth-grade level. You cannot offer traditional instruction – the 
kind of instruction that requires a lot of reading – to students 
with significant reading problems. We’re going to push the 
envelope a little bit at the middle school level. We’re going 
to help students change their personal expectations. If they 
believe they’re in an accelerated learning program, I think 
they’ll learn better than if they think they are in a remedial 
program. I believe they’ll rise to the occasion.

TPN: How can the relevance of math be taught or instilled?
DC: The current thinking in the country under NCLB has been 
test preparation. So much of our instruction is textbook based 
with a lot of repetition. Many times, students pass the test but 
they really don’t know the content – they can’t problem solve 
beyond the test question. I’ve always felt that the hands-on 
element, the learning application part, is something that many 
teachers aren’t comfortable with. For those teachers who are 
good, who love to teach, the lab provides support and frees 
them up to do what they are best at. From that perspective, 
the instructional technology covers the basics and allows 
good teachers to add those all-important enrichment activities, 
which allow the program to grow.

TPN: How does a teacher’s role differ in a Pitsco lab?
DC: It’s not the lab necessarily; it’s the learning environment 
created by having teacher and computers work together on the 
delivery of curriculum. Teachers need to understand that we 
are not implementing computer-mediated instruction to get rid 
of them. Some people even say, ‘You’ll be able to put someone 
who is not a math teacher in that room,’ which is not the case. 
Actually, it is just the reverse. Imagine what a teacher who 
understands mathematics can do with this kind of program.

TPN: How are you working to overcome the high 
dropout rate in Paterson?
DC: From our current freshman class of about 2,000, we’ll 
see about 1,000 students graduate. If half of them don’t finish 
school, they’re now the parents of more kids. Part of what 
attracted me about Star Academy was the idea of the parent 
and the student involvement. You need to do that. There are 
great people here who want to do well. It’s just that in many 
cases, some of these people have to drop out. They have to 
work. We’re looking at afternoon and twilight programs where 
young people can come in and utilize technology to get their 
credit, allowing them to work during the day and also have 
those options that a diploma provides. 

We were receiving an influx of 
students, new to the country 
with language problems. We 
discovered that these students 
could function in a collaborative 
learning situation with other 
kids and be successful. The 
labs provided an opportunity 
for students to get the content 
down while receiving language 
support. The same thing was 
true for our special education 
students – it facilitated 
inclusion for students with 
special needs too.
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With spring in the air, it must mean baseball and cookouts 
are just around the corner. Major League baseball and food  

go hand in hand, and as ballparks try new things to 
entice us to America’s pastime, food continues to  

drive the effort. 
Everything from high-end 

steakhouses and martini bars 
to all-you-can-eat sections of the ballpark are the norm these 
days. Regional themes vary from crab-cake sandwiches in 
Baltimore to cedar-planked salmon in Seattle to the ever-popular 
hot dog and give fans what seems like never-ending options at  
 

concession stands across the country. The new Yankee Stadium, 
for example, will have more than a dozen sit-down-style eateries 
where fans can watch the game from the comfort of their table.

Many years ago, I had the opportunity to assist  
preparing and serving food to Major League ball players from 
the Milwaukee Brewers baseball team. These basic recipes 
were always a hit after a game and are perfect for any backyard 
cookout.

Bratwursts – hot dogs on steroids – were always a 
favorite of the players, and the only brand they asked for 
was Johnsonville. With its German heritage, Milwaukee and 
Wisconsin are known for their German sausage.  

Dan Petersen 
Sales Consultant

Tim Cannell 
Education Specialist

	

Baseball’s in the air – and food is on the mind

Original bratwurst
Note: Always thaw product prior to cooking. 

Sausage is cooked thoroughly at 180°F.
Skillet method: Heat a pan to a medium 

temperature. Add 1/2 cup of water and place 
links in the pan. Cover and heat for 10 minutes, 
turning links once. Remove the cover and 
continue cooking for 10 minutes.

Gas or charcoal grill method: Preheat the 
gas grill to medium-low heat. If using charcoal, 
allow it to burn until white ash has formed on 
the coals. Place links on the grill 7-9 inches 
above the heat source. Use tongs to turn links 
often, every 4-6 minutes. Cook until golden 
brown, about 25-30 minutes. (Closing the grill 
lid while cooking helps minimize flare-ups.)

To keep the bratwurst warm if the game 
were to go into extra innings, we would sauté 
onions with garlic in a little olive oil and put the 
onions and brats in a large pot of beer over low 
heat until the game was over. Not only would 
this keep the bratwurst warm, but it also gave 
them that little extra boost of flavor that was 
a hit. Serve on lightly toasted buns with the 
standard condiments. 

Mom’s pralines
Pralines for dessert were always a big hit 

as the players could grab them on the run and 
not have to sit down with a fork to have their 
sugar fix. 

Ingredients:
24 graham crackers
1 cup butter
1 cup brown sugar
1 cup nuts (We used pecan pieces.)

Directions: 
Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. Lay 

crackers in a single layer on a 10 x 15 baking 
sheet. Bring the butter and brown sugar to a 
slow boil for 2 minutes, then add nuts, and mix 
and pour over crackers. Bake for 10 minutes, 
cool, and cut into squares.

STEM and 21st century skills are the future

So much talk these 
days concerns the future of education in 
the United States, and depending on which 
source you read, watch, or listen to, you 
can find just about any opinion to support 
or disagree with your own. But one thing 
is for certain – students today will enter a 
much different world of work than previous 
generations, and they’ll need a different 
skill set in order to be prepared for the 
challenges they face.

Two education movements that I feel 
have validity for our students today are 
the STEM and twenty-first century skills 
initiatives. Both of these movements share 
a close relationship and can help prepare 
students to be successful. 

K-12 STEM education is geared 
toward improving the way students 
learn science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics in the hope that the 
United States will greatly strengthen its 
competitiveness in these areas and its 
place in the global economy.

Twenty-first century skills promote a 
framework consisting of six key elements 
that compose a twenty-first century 
education. These key elements are 
knowledge and skills that are necessary to 
succeed as a citizen, worker, and leader 
in the global community students will face 
upon graduation.

For the sake of this article, let’s take 
a closer look at the relationship between 
these two movements concerning 
mathematics. It’s obvious that math is 
a big piece of STEM education, and by 
emphasizing math concepts and skills, the 
goal is to not only increase mathematical 

understanding but also to encourage 
students to seek a career path that might 
be heavily founded in math, such as one of 
the many engineering fields. 

Twenty-first century skills such as 
critical thinking and problem solving have a 
direct correlation to learning math. These 
two skills are used in both analytical and 
creative thinking and benefit all students, 
even those who are not interested in 
engineering or other math-intensive 
careers. A classroom that has a focus on 
STEM and twenty-first century skills is one 
that I fully support and believe will do the 
most good for today’s students.
We can all agree that math is important and 
something that most everyone uses at one 
time or another. At Pitsco Education we 
develop curricula and products that bridge 
the gap between math concepts and skills 
with genuine applications that help students 
strengthen their educational experiences. 
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Editing and adding questions in  
Bloop! and Critter Cross

You probably already know that 
Bloop! and Critter Cross are fun games 
that reinforce the content delivered 
within our Modules and Harbors. These 
games serve as a refresher that is a 
little more engaging than the typical 
study guide. While these games are 
not designed to teach new concepts, it 
definitely doesn’t hurt our feelings if you 
use them to deliver additional content.

When we built the games, we had  
to account for more than 60 Modules 
and Harbors that would use them. Not 
only did we have to allow for questions  
in existing titles, but we also had to 
make the systems flexible enough to  
add new content areas and edit existing 
ones. To do this, we built an editing 
tool that enables our writers to build 
and maintain topic areas and questions. 
This tool has been made available to 
facilitators with every installation of 
Bloop! and Critter Cross. 

Accessing the Editor
Both Bloop! and Critter Cross 

connect to the same database on a 
single workstation. You can usually find 
this database in the folder C:\Program 
Files\Pitsco\Games\Database. Also in 
this folder is an application titled Editor.
exe. This application connects to the 
game database and enables you to 
see all topics and questions used by 
both games. You can also access this 
application via the start menu inside the 
group Pitsco Games.

Keep in mind that editing this 
database will modify what the students 
see when they launch the games from 
within a Module or Harbor. All Modules 
and Harbors, along with their associated 
questions, are stored in this single 
database. Another thing to keep in mind 

is that each workstation has its own 
database. Changing the questions on 
one workstation will not change them on 
other workstations. There are techniques 
for pointing all games to a centralized 
database – so that one change affects 
all – but that is a topic outside the scope 
of this article.

Editing/Adding Information
Using the Pitsco Game Database 

Editor, you can modify existing topics 
and questions, or you can add your own. 
You should notice that each category 
and topic already in the system has 
a specific ID associated with it. The 
Module and Harbor software uses 
these numbers to automatically select 
appropriate questions when the game 
is launched from within our content. 
Therefore, we recommend you not 
change the ID numbers.

Categories provide a means for 
grouping topics. To add new categories, 
view the Category Options submenu 
in the File menu. Warning: Bloop! does 
not have a visual means for changing 
categories. You must set the category to 
be used inside the Bloop! configuration 
file found in the Bloop! directory.

Topics equate to Harbors and 
Modules within our structure. Topics 
are nothing more than a grouping of 
questions. Students may select a topic 
for their game session via the Options 
screen in either game. You can add your 
own topics using the buttons at the 
bottom of the topics list.

Editing a question and its answers 

is as simple as double-clicking the 
appropriate question on the right, 
making the change, and then clicking 
Apply. All changes are made immediately 
after clicking Apply.

Import Questions
It is possible to import questions 

for a selected topic by using the Import 
Questions button. This enables you to 
import from a comma-separated values 
(csv) file, an Excel spreadsheet, or 
the more advanced option of using a 
Microsoft Access database.

Finally, there is a relationship 
mechanism for linking topics to one 
another. This is an advanced topic that 
provides our developers with the ability 
to pull questions from various topics 
inside another topic. For example, 
you can pick three specific questions 
from BioEngineering and relate them 
to Applied Physics. At the same time, 
you can weight Applied Physics with a 
value of 70, which would mean there is 
a 30 percent chance one of the three 
questions in BioEngineering would be 
selected when a student is playing a 
game pulling from the Applied Physics 
questions.
This game editor was not initially 
intended for use outside of Pitsco, 
which explains its “programmatic” look. 
After we built it, we decided that it 
was polished enough to include with 
the games for those advanced users 
who want more control. I hope you 
take a look at it and even use it to 
build activities for students, possibly 
outside of the typical Module scope. If 
nothing else, have fun looking through 
the topics and questions while gaining a 
better understanding of one of the key 
applications in our labs. 

By Shelby Mansker, Development Technology Manager
smansker@pitsco.com   
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50 Missions Labs
in Hillsborough County, Florida

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

Missions lab proliferation
Improved test scores 
lead administrators 
to expand elementary 
science program

In these days of accountability and 
annual yearly progress, rising test scores 
attract attention and can lead to program 
expansion. Pitsco Education Missions are 
a prime example. Seven years ago, 13 
elementary Mission labs were installed 
on an experimental basis in Hillsborough 
County, Florida, one of the 10 largest 
school districts in the United States.

Many of the schools using the 
supplemental science program saw 

test scores rise within a few years. 
Consequently, a total of 50 Missions 
labs have been implemented in the 
district, primarily at schools on the lower 
socioeconomic end of the spectrum.

“Such wonderful things come out of 
schools that use the Missions. We’ve had 
schools where scores jumped 20 points 
the third year after the lab implementation 
because the kids got good science in 
third and fourth grades and then again 
in the fifth grade,” said District Resource 
Teacher Barbara Brightman. “We had 
large numbers of Missions schools with 
big jumps in that third year. That’s why 
the district allowed us to put it on our 
new-school purchase. Every new school 

that’s built gets a 
Missions lab.”

Shana Tirado, 
who recently 
took over as the 
Supervisor of 
Elementary Science 
for Hillsborough 
County (Tampa), 
came in fully aware 
of a 2005-2006 
study that revealed 
the Missions’ 

positive impact at the first 33 schools 
where they were implemented. “My 
philosophy is, ‘Don’t fix what’s not broken.’ 
It’s been proven to work, so we’re going 
to continue to put them in new schools,” 
Tirado said. 

With an extensive list of Mission topics 
available, teachers can become highly 
selective when determining which Missions 
to include in 
their labs. Lee 
Elementary 
Missions Facilitator 
Becky Weinberg 
went a step 
further three years 
ago and analyzed 
exactly which 
state science 
standards were 
met to the highest 
degree by a 
specific list of Missions. The end result was 
a set of Missions that helped students to a 
top-10 finish out of 141 district elementary 
schools on the fifth grade science portion 
of the Florida Comprehensive Assessment 
Test (FCAT) last school year.

Said Lee Principal Mamie Buzzetti, 
“Becky has done an awesome job 

Supervisor of 
Elementary Science for 
Hillsborough County  
Shana Tirado

Lee Elementary Missions Facilitator Becky Weinberg ensures that 
students have a fun and educational experience in her science lab.
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Missions Facilitator 
Rick Person

Such wonderful things come out of schools that use 
the Missions. We’ve had schools where scores jumped 
20 points the third year after the lab implementation 
because the kids got good science in third and fourth 
grades and then again in the fifth grade.

Florida - Missions

A Crew commander addresses her team at a workstation in the Lee Elementary Missions lab.

because she has tried to bring in the 
standards we have with the curriculum in 
here. It’s taken time, and she’s done an 
awesome job.”

One of Tirado’s main goals for 
elementary science is to make it more 
engaging, real, and fun for students, 
ultimately achieving 60 percent hands-on 
and modeling and only 40 percent taught 
from a traditional textbook.

“It’s a lofty goal because we have 
a lot of people who are 90 percent 
textbook and 10 percent, if even, 
hands-on,” Tirado said. “Some teachers 
don’t have faith in themselves and 
they’re not comfortable with science. 
They don’t know where to begin.”

Reddick Elementary School Math 
and Science Resource Teacher Rick 
Person concurred. “Elementary 
teachers aren’t usually known for their 
science and math skills. If they’re 
unsuccessful teaching science, if their 
experiments come out wrong, then they 
don’t want to do it anymore.”

That’s where the all-inclusive 
Missions lab makes a difference. All 
materials, equipment, videos, step-by-
step instructions, and assessments are 
included, leaving the classroom teacher 

to take on the 
role of facilitator.

“Here it’s 
great because 
it’s organized, 
it’s structured,” 
said Fifth Grade 
Teacher Karyn 
Kinney, who is in 
her fourth year of 
bringing students 
into the Missions lab at Lee Elementary. 

“Kids need that structure. In the 
classroom it’s different because you’ve 
got to set up that structure. There’s only 
one teacher, so it’s overwhelming.”

The Missions lab not only alleviates 
the preparation and teacher skill-level 
concerns, but it also instills teamwork 
with its four-person Crew design.

“I think it’s a fantastic tool for 
students,” Tirado said. “When you 
have a group working together, it’s a 
great avenue for students to delve into 
hands-on experimentation, especially 
with the technology and cooperative 
group skills, which is lacking in a lot of 
our schools. Here, everyone’s a player in 
the end product.” 

Student comments
Hillsborough County elementary 

school students enjoy the Missions 
science curriculum for any number of 
reasons including . . .

“It helps a lot of people 
understand scientific things in 
such a fun way that you always 

want to go to the lab. It also 
prepares you for FCAT science.” 

 – Asia
“If you work together, you’ll 

achieve more. If you work alone, 
you’ll only have your own brain 
to go through. But if you work 

together, you have several 
brains to work together.”  

– Shreya
“I’m glad we have our lab 

because we get to learn very 
cool things and do experiments 

that go along with them.” 
– Lily

“When we get done with the 
questions, everyone changes 

papers so we can check ‘em. The 
person who makes a mistake has 
to go back and make it better so 

we can get 10 points.” 
– Reko

“I’ve learned a lot from these 
Missions and, after three years, 

believe that I can get a 5 on  
FCAT science.” 

– Kessie
“You can do hands-on 

experiments and talk to your 
friends. Plus, it prepares you for 

science FCAT. I just wish there 
were more Missions.” 

– Cade
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District Resource 
Teacher Barbara 
Brightman

Facilitator Joan Graf says hands-on Mission activities such as this 
experiment in Light Works keep the lab engaging for students.

They say, ‘I don’t want to leave 
I’m having so much fun. Do I 
have to go home now?

Reddick Elementary’s ELL 
students in particular get  
most out of the Missions

A t many schools, it ’s all teachers can do 
to keep their students’ attention Monday 
through Friday. Saturday school? Don’t even 
think about it.

But Reddick Elementary School in 
Hillsborough County, Florida, is not like many schools. 
Teachers have trouble getting students to leave their twice 
monthly Saturday school. “The kids like it. They don’t want to 
leave,” says Pitsco Education Missions Facilitator Joan Graf. 

“They say, ‘I don’t want to leave I’m having so much fun. Do I 
have to go home now?’”

With the hands-on Missions science curriculum set up 
in an exploratory manner during Saturday school, Reddick 
students turn out in droves – about half of all eligible 

students attend the half-day sessions. They learn science, 
reading, and math in an effort to improve understanding in 
the core subject areas. Reddick is a Focus school, meaning 
at least 90 percent of its students are on free or reduced 
lunches, and about 95 percent of the students are English 
Language Learners (ELL).

Reddick is the 50th elementary school in Hillsborough 
County to implement a Missions lab for hands-on science 
exploration and core instruction. Having Missions readily 
available, it only made sense to use them during Saturday 
school as a means of engaging the ELL students and helping 
them to improve their communication skills.

“The lab requires them to read as a group and work 
together,” Graf said. “The whole purpose is to get them to 
work with people in a harmonious way and take turns.”

District Resource Teacher Barbara Brightman said the 
Missions lend themselves to helping teach language as well 

as science. “In the lab, where the kids 
actually have that experience to put their 
hands on everything, they can connect 
the language to the item or activity. I 
think science is one of the best things to 
help kids pick up the language.”

With such a high percentage 
of students classified as ELL, it ’s 
imperative that the more advanced 
students take the lead in the teamwork 
Mission environment at Reddick, 
according to Missions Facilitator Rick 
Person. “Sometimes the strongest reader in the group will 
read the Mission, and they’ll talk about the vocabulary words 
for kids whose reading level’s not that high. They’ll kind of 
guide the team through, sort of a lead person at each table.”

“Think about the reinforcement that student is getting,” 
Person added. “He’s able to explain what he’s just read to 
everybody else, using pictures or touching different objects. 
What better way to reinforce it than to explain it? That’s the 
best way to learn something – to teach it.”

Lead students enjoy taking on a greater role. “It makes 
me feel big, responsible,” said one fifth grader. “We mostly 
read and write in the classroom, but here we get to do things.”

Students do a lot of things, in fact. “This classroom is 
extremely cross-curricular,” Graf said. “For language arts 
you can have them draw pictures and write three paragraphs. 
This isn’t just science. It ’s science, it ’s reading, it ’s math, it ’s 
thinking, it ’s getting along in groups, it ’s about jobs.”

No wonder Saturday school is so popular. 

50th lab a hit on Saturdays too
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By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   •   Photos by Rod Dutton, Creative Director  rdutton@pitsco.com

The Star Academies
in Hillsborough County, Florida

A portion of Star Academy students' community service efforts is 
spent assisting school staff in the office and mail room.

Giving back
Community service takes on 
significant role, teaches students 
invaluable life lessons 

“To whom much is given, much is expected.”
Teachers at the Giunta Middle School Star Academy 

remind their students how fortunate they are to be in a 
program that gives them the opportunity to accelerate 
from eighth to 10th grade. And they believe it ’s only fair for 
students to give back to the community that is providing the 
program for them.

“We just felt like if they were going to get this opportunity 
for free, they would have to give something back to the 
community,” said Science Facilitator Barbara Gable. “That 
was only fair. If we were going to give them this chance, then 
they needed to give as well.”

Giving occurs in various forms of community service such 
as assisting in the school office and mail room, regularly 
reading to students at neighboring Frost Elementary School, 
cleaning a public park, and adopting families during the 
holiday season.

Making community service an integral part of the 
Hillsborough County Star Academies has done more than set 
a good example.

“It helps them to realize they’re part of something bigger,” 
says English Teacher Liz Hawley. “For any teenager to figure 
out they’re part of a larger event, which is life and the world, 

and that we’re all connected somehow, for a teenager to 
grasp that is pretty important.”

The students are getting as much or more out of the 
service projects than the recipients of their efforts. Vernell, 
a Star Academy student, was flattered when the Frost 
Elementary students threw a party for him and the other big 
kids who read to them every Wednesday morning.

“We want to do stuff for others instead of just helping 
ourselves,” Vernell said. “I was a little skeptical at first, but 
it ’s been better than I thought it would be.”

Math Facilitator Melissa Diaz says the community service 
efforts are helping the students grow socially and in their 
self-esteem. “You can see in them they’re feeling more like 
adults. Sometimes they saunter over next door (to Frost). 
They get in there and all the sudden their posture is better. 
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They hold themselves higher. They go in and take on the role 
of caregiver or big brother.”

The Star students at Webb Middle School had a similar 
experience with a couple families they adopted during the 
holiday season. They scoured the halls and the neighborhood 
raising money to buy gifts and provide a Christmas dinner for 
each family.

“This was not our idea as teachers,” said Webb Math 
Facilitator Selma Claxton. “This was an idea a student came 
up with. They collected money school-wide. I think they were 
phenomenal with it.”

Added Star Academy Administrator Danni Greenberg, 
“These kids weren’t going to get a lot themselves for Christmas, 
and here they were 
giving to other 
families.”
Another Star 
Academy lesson 
learned: “It ’s 
better to give than 
to receive.” 

“I enjoyed the testing process because the kids felt empowered that they 
could select which tests they were going to take,” said Giunta Middle 
School Math Facilitator Melissa Diaz (pictured).

A Star Academy student sorts mail in the 
office at Giunta Middle School.

E-SESS™ testing is convenient, customizable
The development and delivery 

of curriculum has become a highly 
automated, dynamic, and speedy 
process thanks to computers, software, 
and various technological devices. So it 
only follows that testing and assessment 
should be an interactive experience with 
immediate feedback.

When the need arose for quarterly 
testing at the Hillsborough County, 
Florida, Star Academies, it didn’t take 
long to decide that the Technological 
Fluency Institute’s E-SESS™ online 
assessment engine would deliver the 
kind of testing desired.

The online E-SESS testing process 
(related story on page 26) is highly 
customizable, including instant grading 

and feedback, and it offers a wide 
variety of reports. Best of all, students 
take the tests on the computer.

“The kids are used to working on the 
computers, so testing on the computers 
is easy for them to do,” said Star 
Academy Administrator Danni Greenberg. 

“They already get assessed over the 
computers through the Modules.”

Hillsborough County requires 
semester testing, but because the Star 
Academy is accelerated, covering eighth 
and ninth grades in one school year, 
each quarter is equivalent to a regular 
semester of work. Hence the need for 
quarterly testing.

Star Academy officials worked with 
teachers to set up Module-based tests 

in the E-SESS 
program, using 
Module Guide, 
RCA, and Post 
Test questions 
that correlate 
to state math 
and science 
standards. 
Questions can 
be edited, added, 
or deleted at 
any time in 
E-SESS, and they 
are delivered 
to students in 
random order.

Because not all students complete 
the same Modules at the same time, 
E-SESS testing was helpful in that 
students could test over only the 
Modules they had completed. “I enjoyed 
the testing process because the kids felt 
empowered that they could select which 
tests they were going to take,” said 
Giunta Middle School Math Facilitator 
Melissa Diaz. “’OK, I’m going to take my 
test on Hotel Management now, and I’m 
going to save Environmental Math for the 
last thing.’ I think it gave them a lot of 
confidence.”

All the math and science teachers 
agreed that a major benefit of the 
E-SESS program was the immediate 
feedback.

“When they’re finished, they can hit 
score and immediately see their score,” 
said Science Facilitator Barbara Gable.

Added Webb Middle School Math 
Facilitator Selma Claxton, “I think the 
kids like that immediate feedback, and I 
think that is an advantage for the entire 
program. They walk out of here and they 
know their score.”

So far, students are performing on 
the quarterly E-SESS tests comparably 
to traditional students who take 
semester tests.

“I think that it’s worked,” Greenberg 
said. “The fact they get the results back 
right away helped. We’ll continue to use 
it for the Star Academy.” 
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Dr. Tom Brock heads up the 
Results-Based Communication 
protocol used in Star Academies.

Barbara Gable, below, and Danni Greenberg, bottom, employ some 
of the RBC strategies when interacting with students at Giunta 
Middle School in Tampa, Florida.

He makes us feel so valuable as 
teachers, but what he does for the 
kids is so much more exciting.

Teachers greet RBC method with 
skepticism but quickly become  
advocates when parents and  
students respond positively

Dr. Tom Brock explains the Results-Based Communication 
approach in simple terms when he trains teachers, parents, 

and students how to 
communicate. In fact, it ’s  
so simple and direct that 
the strategy is usually met 
with skepticism. Can it 
really be this easy?

That was the case when 
Brock trained teachers and 
staff at Hillsborough County, 
Florida, before two Star 
Academies were opened  
last fall.

“I think we were all a bit 
hesitant about RBC during 
the training, before the 
year got started,” said Star 

Academy Administrator Danni Greenberg. “Now, the kids  
look forward to Dr. Brock coming. They really enjoy when  
he’s here.”

Teachers also welcome Brock’s periodic visits because he 
has improved communication among all three points on the 
education triangle: teachers, students, and parents.

“He makes us feel so valuable as teachers, but what 
he does for the kids is so much more exciting,” said Math 
Facilitator Melissa Diaz. “They adore Dr. Brock. He’s very 
honest. He lets them say what they feel like saying. He values 
their opinions and views. He really listens to them and helps 
them move along with their goals.”

And parents play a more active role in their children’s 
education because of the RBC approach. “Parents tell us their 
kids are happier, their kids want to come to school,” said 
Science Facilitator Barbara Gable. “One mom said, ‘My child 
is so much easier to live with this year.’ They see a positive 
change in their kids.”

RBC is a precise method of questioning that engages 
students and parents in clarifying goals, identifying resources, 
and monitoring progress and success. Brock or members of 
his team visit the Star Academies periodically.

“I was very skeptical at first,” said Selma Claxton, math 
facilitator at the Webb Middle School Star Academy. “How is 
this going to help them learn math? That’s the question I had. 
The first parent night we had, I looked at the way the parents 
were responding to him, and I thought, ‘It doesn’t matter 
whether I understand it. It’s working and that’s what it’s all 
about.’ The parents are there, they know what’s going on, 
they’re involved.” 

Conversations do lead to better results
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Science Facilitator Barbara Gable (right) and eighth-grader Vernell (above) recently 
touted the Star Academy program's merits to a group of middle school administrators in 
Hillsborough County, Florida.

Vernell, left, and a classmate act out a scene from Shakespeare in 
Liz Hawley's English class at Giunta Middle School.

They were all paying 
attention, listening to my 
thoughts and opinions.

Eighth grader taking full 
advantage of opportunity 
to catch up with peers

Exactly what type of student 
benefits most from the Star Academy 
Program? Well, there is no catch-all 
description, but a great example is 
Vernell, an eighth grader who fell 
behind his peer group when he failed 
to advance to the seventh grade due to 
family issues that saw him bounce back 
and forth between Florida and Texas. 

“I missed too many days and I 
couldn’t catch up,” he said with an air of 
acknowledgement. “I’d try anything to 
get back on track.”

Vernell’s making the most of his 
opportunity to accelerate to the 10th 
grade if he successfully completes his 
Star Academy courses this year. “It’s 
getting me back on track in school. It’s 
giving me hope to stay in school, go to 
college, play sports and stuff. If I want to 
either play football professionally or be a 
computer programmer, I have a chance 
to get back on track and do  
that stuff.”

Science Facilitator Barbara Gable 
and Vernell recently spoke to a group 
of middle school administrators, 
touting the Star Academy Program as 
an alternative for students who have 
failed one or two years and who meet 
the other admission criteria. “They were 
all paying attention, listening to my 

thoughts and 
opinions,” he 
said. “That’s 
the first time 
that a principal 
just sat there 
and listened 
to me, so I felt 
good about 
that.”

“Vernell 
spoke for a 
few minutes 
and did well,” 

Gable said. 
“He told 
them he 
wants to 
play football 
next year (in 
high school). 
He said, ‘If 
I make it to 
the NFL, I’m 
going to give some money to the  
Star Academy.’”

Despite having to drive her son half 
an hour to Giunta Middle School, where 
one of the two Hillsborough County Star 
Academies is located, Vernell’s mother 
is fully supportive. “She knows I want to 
do it. She wants to do more to help and 
support me,” he said.

“He’s a very bright kid, just a nice 
kid,” Gable said. “He’s who this program 
was built for.” 

‘He’s who this program was built for’
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We knew teacher selection 
would be very important.

Liz Hawley

Barbara Gable

Melissa Diaz

Marianne Allen

Selma Claxton

Star teachers
Not just anyone  
can head up a Star 
Academy classroom

N ot just any teacher can fit into a Star 
Academy setting. They must be extra 
passionate, 
extra caring, and 
able to relate to 

the special circumstances from which 
their students have emerged.

“We knew teacher selection would 
be very important,” said Hillsborough 
County Star Academy Administrator Danni Greenberg, who 
helped select staff for two Star Academies. “A fantastic 
teacher in a middle school would be an excellent  
teacher in the Star Academy. Obviously, you need 
to have a teacher who is willing to put forth the 
extra effort because of the type of students 
you’re working with. You need the type 
of teacher who can motivate these 
students.”

Many Star Academy students 
have family issues and simply need 
someone in whom they can confide.

“I think this setting forces 
teachers to be more caring,” said 
Webb Middle School Math Facilitator 
Selma Claxton, who regularly spends 
part of her lunch period talking one-
on-one with students. “I want these 
children to know wherever they go, 
10th grade, 11th grade, 12th grade, 
college – I want them to know they 
can always, always find me.”

Another inroad to understanding 
Star students is to have shared 
experiences. Giunta Middle School 

Math Facilitator Melissa Diaz knows what it’s like to struggle 
mightily with math. After her fourth-grade teacher failed to 
teach much math, she remained behind until college, passing 
only because she helped other students with their English if 
they’d help her with math assignments.

“I thought, ‘This is ridiculous, I’ve got to learn math,’” Diaz 
said. “At one time in college I had over $40 in fines from the 

library for having all 
these math books 
checked out. I was 
going through and 
teaching myself how to 
do math. I think I’m an 
asset in math because 

I really understand the blocks kids have, and I’ve come up with 
ways for kids to get around these blocks.” 
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Students and teachers connect
at Ridgeland Star Academy

G reeted at the door by 
a student welcoming 
you to the Star 
Academy, you 
instantly realize this 

is not a typical classroom. The Ridgeland 
Star Academy students are working 
individually, in pairs, or in small groups. 
They are willing to help each other and to 
receive help from students or teachers. 

When asked, one student responded, 
“We are all friends now.” What transpired 
between the beginning of school and 
today is a credit to the teachers and  
the students. 

The teachers, Ivy Richardson and 
Carolyn Mayes, have mentored a can-do 
spirit while working full-time in the Star 
Academy. They have fostered respect 
for each person in the classroom and 
expect that respect to show all the time. 
Their high expectations for behavior, 

class work, friendship, and relationships 
are standard in the Star Academy at 
Ridgeland.

Richardson makes these high 
expectations apparent when students 
and parents interview for the program. 
Mayes greets students each day with 
a sincere “I’m so glad we are together” 
that starts everyone on the path to a 
successful day. She loves being in the 
classroom, and it is obvious to all  
who enter.

Students also feel that the Star 
Academy is a great place to be. Alesha 
wrote in an essay, “The most recent 
thing Ridgeland Middle School taught 
me was to shoot for the moon, so if you 
don’t reach the moon you’ll land with the 
‘Rising Stars.’” 

The students really do realize how 
special their teachers are and that they 
are surrounded by opportunity. Daren 
said, “Mrs. Richardson helped me 
become a better student in math. She 
helped instill in me to get it done. She 
doesn’t rush to get it done. She takes 
her time to help me in the Star Academy. 

Now she comes to the school on the 
weekends just to get me to 10th grade. 
Dr. Mayes will work with me or any 
student all day until you get it. If you 
don’t get it, she will work with you until 
you get better. She is very patient with 
me, and I appreciate her taking the time 
to work with me.”

Students and teachers are willing to 
make the extra effort it takes to succeed 
because they see a reason for education. 
Andrew explained, “We have an after 
school tutorial program for students 
who are not where they should be in the 
program. Mrs. Richardson and Dr. Mayes 
are doing their best to keep me in the 
Star program. Because they have faith 
in me, I am working real hard to not let 
them down. 

“Star Academy is about me getting 
my high school diploma and then going 
on to college. I want to get a good 
education and have a good job.”

Congratulations, Ridgeland Star 
Academy, on a wonderful year of 
learning, growing, and caring for  
each other! 

Kelly Reddin 
Educational Services Manager

Star Academies

Jamie McKenney, Modules Facilitator
mckenneyteck.com/about.html   Winning Suggestion

Encourage parents to talk with their children
First-year teacher shares her approach  
to getting parents more involved

(Editor’s Note: Jamie McKenney is a first-year teacher at 
West Ridge Middle School in Austin, Texas, where she facilitates 
a Pitsco Education Modules lab. She has put together a 
comprehensive Web site (http://mckenneytech.com/about.html) 
in an effort to share information and communicate with students 
and parents – primarily parents. Following is an excerpt from the 
Web site that encourages parents to really talk with their children 
about school and what they’re learning.)

Hi! My name is Ms. McKenney and I have always wanted to 
be a teacher, ever since I was little. Of course as I got older, it 
was not so much about being able to write on chalkboards and 
having summers off, but it was about making a difference in 
the world we live in. I want to inspire my students to go far in 
life, to live their dreams, and to be the person they want to be. 
I want to be the great teacher that inspires. 

24      The Pitsco Network

mailto:mckenneyteck.com/about.html


Technological  
Fluency Institute

Technological Fluency Institute
CAT1 for computer 
literacy and E-SESS™ 
online assessment are 
comprehensive, flexible 
solutions for all levels

Assessment. Accountability. 
Technology. These elements are 
intricately tied together in the world of 
education. Technological Fluency Institute 
(TFI) works with these elements daily. 

TFI provides programs and services 
that employ technology for assessment 
and learning. TFI’s programs increase 
individuals’ technological literacy and 
fluency. The Institute also specializes 
in designing and developing online 
assessments and Web-based learning 
programs for K-12 schools, colleges, 
agencies, and businesses. Some key 
products offered by TFI include CAT1  
and E-SESS™.

CAT1
CAT1 is a diagnostic-prescriptive 

program designed to measure and to 
provide learning activities related to 

fundamental productivity skills that 
serve as the foundation for computer 
literacy. CAT1 is comprised of 24 online 
performance measures and a detailed, 
standards-based learning program. 
Participants complete the performance 
measures, the results are diagnosed 
immediately by the management system, 
and an appropriate learning unit is 
prescribed for additional educational 
opportunities. Successful completion 
of CAT1 results in a TFI certificate of 
competency on which the list of skills 
performed is cited.

E-SESS™
TFI is also involved in the development 

of custom, objective-based assessment 
and learning programs. The E-SESS online 
assessment engine is the main delivery 
system for these online exams. This 
dynamic proprietary toolkit is used for 
creating and delivering custom online 
assessments. It enables clients to convert 
most paper assessments into easy-to-use, 
online assessments, or to create new, 
Web-delivered assessments. E-SESS 
includes instant grading and feedback 

and a wide variety of reporting abilities – 
including aggregated and disaggregated 
standards performance. E-SESS is widely 
used in state end-of-course/program 
assessments and national, state, and 
district student organization competitive 
event testing.

In 2008, more than 40,000 West 
Virginia CTE students completed 
42,685 exams in E-SESS. West Virginia 
implemented online testing with 125 
different assessments across all  
CTE programs.

Arizona Department of Education’s 
Career/Technical Education division 
recently adopted the use of E-SESS 
for its end-of-program assessments. 
Currently, 34 programs are assessed 
with TFI’s online testing engine. In the 
fall of 2008, 7,660 students completed 
7,741 assessments online. The number of 
students testing this spring is expected 
to exceed 10,000.

At the conclusion of each exam, the 
student receives immediate feedback 
in the form of a standards performance 
report. The report lists the standards 
and objectives that were tested with the 

By Dorcia Johnson, Senior Development Specialist
djohnson@pitsco.com   

How parents can talk to their children
Hello parents! Do you ever get tired of your child coming 

home from school claiming he or she did nothing the whole day 
at school? The purpose of this section is to help you carry a 
conversation with your son or daughter without hearing the word 

“nothing.” Each module will have a “For Parent” section that will 
tell you what the student is learning in that particular module, 
the terminology they are learning, and my favorite part, specific 
discussion questions – dinner topics – to ask your child.

Carrying a discussion with your child is extremely important, 
but yet can be tricky especially when they reply back with 

“nothing.” Do not get discouraged. Here is a rule of thumb I always 
apply when trying to hold a discussion with middle schoolers 
– always ask follow-up questions! It usually takes until the third 
question before they begin to spill the beans.

Listed below are some basic start-up discussion questions 
that you may ask your child with any module. If you click “For 
Parents” on each module page, it will give you more detailed 
questions to ask if you want more in-depth questions for a 
certain module. Remember to keep your questions open-ended. 
That way they can never reply back with a yes, no, or nothing.

• What module are you at?
• What activity did you do today?
• What stood out to you the most while working on  

 that activity?
• Did you like it?
• What did you learn? Or what did you wish you learned?
• Anything else?

Have fun listening to your son or daughter. You will be 
impressed with what you learn! 

April -May 2009      25

mailto:djohnson@pitsco.com


exam and indicates how well the student 
performed in each area. Standards 
performance reports are available for the 
teacher, the building principal, the district 
administrators, and the state directors. At 
any level, aggregated or disaggregated 
data can be reported. Further, the 
information is kept confidential at each 
level – for example, the nursing teacher 
can see only his or her student information 
and a district can see only the district’s 
student information.

Irma Pierson-Fontes, the CTE local 
director at Nogales Unified District 
(Nogales, Arizona) especially likes the 
instant results provided by E-SESS. 
Pierson-Fontes explains that “E-SESS and 

the online assessment 
has been an impressive 
tool that has placed 
the teachers and the 
students on tasks 
with the Arizona 
CTE standards. Each 
program CTE standard 
is assessed, and the 
students get the result 
immediately. This has 
allowed the teacher to 
re-teach standards and 
individualize the lessons 
where the students need improvement.”

“With this tool the Nogales High School 
Career and Technical Education is right on 

the button with the newest technology to 
be the leaders in standard assessments,” 
Pierson-Fontes said. 

E-SESS™: 
from national organization testing 

        
 to individual Module assessments

Figure 1: Sample Standards Performance Report the 
Comprehensive Business Exam®

E-SESS™ is also used extensively with student organization 
competitive events. Each year, the number of organizations 
implementing online testing increases. Georgia FBLA began 
using E-SESS for online testing in 2004 and was joined by 
Alabama FBLA, Alabama DECA, and national FBLA-PBL in 
2005. In 2008, E-SESS provided online competitive events 
for 101 national, state, or district organizations. The student 
organizations included FBLA, PBL, DECA, HOSA, and SkillsUSA.

Many organizations start small to determine if online 
testing is a feasible option. For example, National FBLA-PBL 
began in 2005 with seven online events. Today, it offers 86. 

Online testing comes with its challenges. Ensuring that 
enough computers are available and that adequate Internet 
connections are accessible are the main challenges. 

Each organization approaches these challenges with 
different solutions. SkillsUSA Kansas started with the four 
knowledge events last year. A computer lab with 20 machines 
was designated for the online events. More than 200 students 
rotated into the lab throughout the two-day competition. 

SkillsUSA Kansas plans on increasing the number of online 
tests in gradual increments in order to gain acceptance of the 
process and to address the need for computers and Internet 
connections. One avenue it is exploring is to have knowledge 
testing occur at the “home” schools as a way to qualify 
students for performance testing at the state competition. 
Each school has a computer lab with Internet access, so 
the hardware challenge is easily resolved. This strategy also 
enables more time for performance testing and leadership 
development sessions to occur at the state conference.

Online testing offers many benefits. Initially, many advisors 
are amazed at how much time can be saved with online testing. 
E-SESS time-saving features include importing student names 
and accessing immediate results. There is no need to copy 
exams, use Scantron score sheets, or manually grade tests.

One of the greatest benefits of online testing for student 
organizations is the edge it gives students. Online testing is 
here to stay. Students who compete in student organization 
online events are more at ease when online testing becomes 
part of state- or district-mandated testing programs.

E-SESS and Programs
Online testing is an option in programs such as the Star 

Academy Program and the Pitsco Engineering Academy. 
Schools can elect to use E-SESS as a means of assessing the 
knowledge students gain while enrolled in these programs.

National
State
District/Region

FBLA PBL DECA HOSA SkillsUSA

 1 1 0 0 0
 16 12 3 1 1
 60 0 6 0 0

Table 1: 2008 E-SESS usage in CTSO competitive event organizations

By Dorcia Johnson, Senior Development Specialist
djohnson@pitsco.com   

Technological  
Fluency Institute

26      The Pitsco Network

mailto:djohnson@pitsco.com


The Star Academy Program in Hillsborough County, 
Florida, uses E-SESS to evaluate students on each Module 
completed as part of a quarterly exam. District assessments 
were aligned to Modules by facilitators. The information was 
entered into E-SESS, and an assessment was created for 
each Module. The teachers and administrators can quickly 
see which concepts students mastered during the Module 

rotations and determine if reteaching is required.
The Pitsco Engineering Academy offers all pretests 

and posttests as paper-based exams or as online exams 
delivered through E-SESS. E-SESS enables Engineering 
Academy teachers and administrators to monitor student 
success in the program and to compare data from within 
their district. 

CAT1 gives students and adults a great start 
on core computer, software competencies

M att Lehman, 
technology 
teacher at 
Concord 
(Michigan) Middle 

School (CMS), has been using CAT1 
since 2005. Students complete CAT1 
during sixth grade as part of a nine-week 
technology class. In the last four years, 
379 students have taken CAT1 while 
in Lehman’s classes. Of those, 341 
have been certified and another 26 are 
currently working in the program. 

CMS students enjoy CAT1. They 
work through the learning program and 
take the assessments. The students 
like to work on the computer. “They 
really like the assessments and they 
are very proud when they complete [the 
program],” Lehman explained. Earning 
the certificate is also a motivator to 
the students. “It shows a wide range of 
computer knowledge. The students put 
the certificate in their portfolios,” 
Lehman said.

CAT1 is “organized in a manner that 
is easy for students to follow. It covers 
a wide variety of important topics,” 
Lehman said. “It’s a good introduction 
of information that ALL students should 
know and understand.” 

Because of security settings on the 
school computers, some of the learning 
activities are completed as homework. 

Lehman explained that “students have 
to wait to get home to change the 
background of the computer, e-mail,  
set default printers, and so forth. Many  
do that!”

According to Lehman, the students 
aren’t the only people benefiting from 
CAT1 at CMS. “I also get positive 
comments from parents about CAT1 
when the students have worked on 

assignments or assessments at home. 
Many parents have told me that they 
have learned some different things  
from CAT1.”

Lehman and his students do see 
room for improvement in this online 
computer skills program. The students 
would like to see the learning program 
enhanced. Lehman suggests creating 
interactive quizzes and activities 
because, as he says, “Kids like activities 
that are fun.” 

Suggestions like Lehman’s have 
shaped CAT1 since the product was 
developed in 2001. In addition to the 
assessment and learning components, 
CAT1 currently has 29 supplemental 
activities. These supplemental 
activities are the direct result of a 
customer suggestion. Some activities 
are interactive; others are good old-
fashioned worksheets. The supplements  
include mazes for improving mouse 
usage, crossword puzzles for building 
vocabulary skills, and story problems 
to teach Excel formulas. Each activity 
includes a teaching tips page. Lehman 
would like to see more of these 
supplemental teaching activities.

When asked if CAT1 is an affordable 
technology literacy solution, Lehman 
agreed wholeheartedly, “YES . . . very 
much so!” 

CAT1 Standards 

CAT1 is designed to measure 
and provide learning activities 
related to fundamental productiv-
ity skills that serve as the founda-
tion for computer literacy. The 
CAT1 standards are:
•	 Standard	1:	Operate	common	

technology	devices.
•	 Standard	2:	Perform	basic	file	

management	tasks.
•	 Standard	3:	Apply	troubleshoot-

ing	strategies	for	solving	routine	
hardware	and	software	problems.

•	 Standard	4:	Use	software	
productivity	tools.

•	 Standard	5:	Use	technology	to	
communicate	and	collaborate	
through	e-mail,	Internet,	and	
discussion	groups.

•	 Standard	6:	Use	technology	to	
locate	and	collect	information	
from	a	variety	of	sources.

and Objectives

By Dorcia Johnson, Senior Development Specialist
djohnson@pitsco.com   

Technological  
Fluency Institute
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Math + Missions = Peanut Butter + Jelly

By Dale Bryan, Curriculum Specialist
dbryan@pitsco.com   

From counting farm animals to solving topic-related 
problems using tables and graphs, math skills are 
an integral component in Missions Series I to IV. The 

hands-on aspect of Missions lends well to making math a 
natural part of science and technology investigations for 
younger students, while older students benefit from take-
home activities requiring parent involvement. In other words, 
Missions and math are as equally well matched as peanut 
butter and jelly. 

Series I Missions set the groundwork for the acquisition 
of higher-level math skills. In Farm, students experience 
number sense by 
counting LEGO® 
farm animal 
figures. They 
also compare 
using numbers 
by counting ears 
and legs. In Sink 
or Float, they 
learn to predict. Predicting is a precursor to students learning 
to estimate. Living Things gives them a non-number example of 
sequencing when they learn about the life cycle of a butterfly. 
In Construction, students test their designs by counting the 
number of washers or amount of weight the design will hold. 
Not only does this provide counting practice from one to 
20, it also establishes the idea that testing is an important 
component in analyzing data, another important math skill they 
need to acquire.  

With the increased difficulty of the Series II Missions, math 
plays a more obvious role. Each Series II Mission includes 
a Math Link that relates to the Mission topic. The links can 

take the form of 
word problems 
or questions that 
require higher-order 
thinking skills. For 
example, On the 
Earth asks students 
to graph the number 
of boards that can 

be made from three trees. Primary Gears asks a question 
involving early multiplication skills when they count the number 

of turns a gear with eight teeth would have to make against  
a gear with 40 teeth. 

Math skills are included in the Series II Missions 
activities as well. Food introduces measurement of volume 
using measuring cups and spoons. Students also measure 
serving sizes using plastic pieces. In Being a Scientist and in 
Solid, Liquid, and Gas, students measure using both metric 
and standard scales. They also discuss size and shape as 
properties. 

Series III and IV Missions encourage parents to become 
involved in their students’ acquisition of math skills. Each 
series includes a Home Math Link page that teachers can send 
home. The pages begin with a section of practice problems 
for various operations. The next section is Mental Math, where 
parents supervise as students practice a variety of math 
skills without using pencil and paper. Some skills include skip 
counting, place value, and solving problems using multiple 
operations. A third section is called Solve the Problem, and 
students must use information from charts or graphs to answer 
Mission-related math questions. On completion, parents are 
asked to sign the 
Home Math Link for 
students to return to 
the teacher. 

Besides the 
Home Math Link, 
both Series III and 
IV incorporate math 
whenever possible in 
the Window activities. 
Also, all include math 
linkages that relate 
math to the Mission 
topic. Some titles 
such as Patterns, 
Geometry, and 
Compass Creations 
deal directly with math. Others have specific math activities. 
In Motion, students measure weight and force using a spring 
scale. In Engineering, they use a formula to figure efficiency. 

No matter what the series, Missions and math are layered 
and ready for kid consumption, just like a good old PB&J! 

Series I - Farm

Series II - Primary Gears

Series III - Patterns

Series IV - Engineering

28      The Pitsco Network

mailto:dbryan@pitsco.com


Missions lead to ‘success in all areas of life’
By Angela Lobmeyer, Editing Coordinator
alobmeyer@pitsco.com

Indiana students parlay their 
knowledge at robotics, Science 
Olympiad competitions

Donna Spudic loves the “aha” look on students’ faces 
when they learn a new concept. The 11-year veteran 
lab facilitator has plenty of opportunities to see that 

look in her Missions lab at Morton Elementary School in 
Hammond, Indiana. Especially when the team is problem 
solving “and all of a sudden, you can see a twinkle in their eye 
and you know they got it.”

Spudic is enthusiastic about the Missions lab, which  
was installed in 1998. “When our school system decided  
to open a lab, I thought this would be a great opportunity.” 
The administrators at Morton have also been strong 
proponents of the Missions lab and the unique way in which  
it reaches students. Former principal Jan Whelan is still 
involved in the work Spudic does with robotics and Science 
Olympiad competitions. 

When the lab was installed, it included a few of the old 
Team Missions, served approximately 90 fifth-grade students, 
and used Signature furniture, which is unusual because 
it ’s bigger than Missions furniture and is normally used for 
Modules. Currently, the lab serves nearly 500 students a year 
in the second grade through the fifth grade and is run as an 
enrichment program. This is done to allow teachers to have 
more one-on-one time with kids who need extra help. 

The lab now 
has an interesting 
combination of 
Series II - IV Missions 
and Team Missions, 
including Aviation; 
Body, By Golly; Crime 
Lab; Engineering; 
Exploring; Food; 
Magnetism; Materials 
Testing; Pendulums; 
Rocketry; and 
Wheels and Axles. 
The combination of 
different-level Missions 

“allows the students to 

learn to work in different-size groups. This gives the students 
the ability to share their ideas and also learn to listen to the 
ideas of others,” according to Spudic.

When asked which Mission students enjoy most, she 
replied, “The students love Crime Lab. I think that is the 
favorite. They love working together to figure out who 
committed the crime.” It is that teamwork that helps the 
students succeed in any of the Missions, and Spudic credits 
the Missions framework with stressing the importance of 
students working together and thinking creatively. “Each 
Mission also requires the student to think outside the box. 
Everything is not black and white, and they must come up 
with ideas to solve the problems they come across.”

Spudic’s Missions students have also had the opportunity 
to participate in robotics and Science Olympiad competitions, 
both at Purdue University and at IUPUI Fort Wayne. She 
realized that the skills students learn in the lab could be 
transferred to other areas, and the teamwork that students 
utilize in Missions has helped with these competitions.

“The Missions teach students to be able to think on their 
own or with a teammate with no adult intervention,” Spudic 
says. “Students learn to brainstorm ideas as a team and test 
their ideas to find the results they are looking for. No matter 
which Mission the student is working at, the concepts are the 
same: They must read directions, brainstorm solutions, and 
come up with an answer to the problem as a team. This leads 
to success in all areas of life.” 

Facilitator Donna Spudic and two students from The Morton 
Meteors (the robotics team), Miriam Soriano and Jessica Suarez, 
check the robot before a competition.

Jessica and Miriam run the LEGO® robot at a 
competition at Purdue University.
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So it’s the end of the year, and 
you’ve got all these classes and 
students in Prism. You don’t really 

want to delete them because you might 
need to reference back to their schedule 
or their grades. One option is to retire 
the classes, which is helpful, but that 
really only puts your old classes at the 
bottom of the list. What should you do?

I suggest that you consider creating 
a backup of your database and then 
reinstalling Prism. To create a backup 
of your Prism database, launch the 

program and select Database Tools 
and then Back Up Database. You will 
be prompted to give your backup file a 
name and location. I suggest saving it 
to a location where you save your other 
files and giving it a name that will reflect 
the year, grading period, and so forth. 

After the backup has been saved, 
you can uninstall Prism to remove any 
data. To do so, click the Start button, 
choose All Programs, Prism, and then 
Remove Prism. This will automatically 
remove all the Prism files. Then, insert 

the Prism CD, which will automatically 
play, and simply follow the on-screen 
prompts. That’s all there is to it – now 
you have a copy of this year’s data and a 
fresh start for next year. 

If you ever need to get data out of 
the old database, simply choose Select 
New Database in Prism and navigate to 
the location where it is saved. Hopefully 
this will keep your Prism database 
clean and manageable. If you need any 
assistance, please call or e-mail us. 

Math is fundamental to Modules

By Carol Hand, Curriculum Specialist
chand@pitsco.com   

Math is essential for 
the understanding  
and application of 
science, technology, 
and engineering

Therefore, it is a fundamental 
part of all Pitsco Modules – even 
those not a part of the “M” 

category in STEM. In every Module, 
students have the opportunity to test 
and reinforce their math skills by solving 
word problems, doing calculations, and 
interpreting graphs, tables, or diagrams. 
In this way, they see that math is truly a 
part of life, and that math skills will be 
important to their futures, regardless of 
their ultimate career choices.

The major way we promote math 
practice is through the RCA questions 
at the beginning of Sessions 2-5. 
Specifically, the “C,” or Challenge, 
question requires the students to 
interpret a graph, table, or diagram. 
They must understand what the graphic 

illustrates and be able to interpret it.  
For example, a line graph in Aquaculture 
plots temperature against dissolved 
oxygen at three different salinities, 
and asks students to determine the 
dissolved oxygen content of water 
at a given temperature and salinity. 
A diagram in CADD 
provides two views of 
a block and 
asks students 
to determine 
how many 
holes are 
drilled in the block.

After a semester or year of  
Modules, students have seen line  
graphs, bar graphs, circle graphs, 
tables, and diagrams ranging from 
three-dimensional views of construction 
projects to Venn diagrams. Depending 
on which Modules they have completed, 
they might also have seen maps ranging 
from weather maps to astronomical 
maps. In short, students leave any 
Module lab with a much-improved grasp 

of pictorial representations of data. 
The “A,” or Application, question 

in the RCA package is a straight math 
question, usually a word problem. These 
are often very practical questions. For 
example, in CNC Manufacturing, 
students calculate how many sheets of 
4’ x 8’ plywood they will need to produce 
18 pieces of plywood that measure 16” x 
32” each. In Digital Video, they determine 
the apparent speed of a plane compared 
to its actual speed, if it is recorded at 15 
frames per second and played back at 
30 frames per second. 

In science, technology, or 
engineering Modules, RCA math topics 
vary considerably and reflect the type  
of information required in a particular 
field, rather than covering specific  
math standards. They show students 
the range of math skills required for 
scientific and technical careers. They 
cover simple, everyday skills that 
everyone should know, such as using 
fractions and calculating percentages. 
In some cases, they venture into more 

Refresh Prism while saving data

By Joel Howard, Systems Customer Service Manager
jhoward@pitsco.com • 800-774-4552
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complex skills, such as calculating the 
probability of a given trait in Genetics or 
rates of change and percent increase in 
Climate & Biomes.

Some topics, by their nature, 
require the use of strong math skills 
throughout the Module. In Modules 
such as Microbiology and Cell Structure, 
students calculate total magnification 
of lenses and use scientific notation as 
they determine sizes of objects viewed 
under the microscope. In many Modules, 
they perform experiments in which they 
collect data, make tables and/or graphs, 
and analyze the data. In Alternative 

Energy, for example, they calculate 
efficiencies of a wind turbine running at 
different speeds. In Heat & Energy, they 
burn an almond, measure change of 
water temperature in a calorimeter, and 
use this data to calculate the number  
of calories of energy contained in  
the almond.

There are examples of math from 
every Module that are varied, relevant, 
and exciting. Our intent as curriculum 
writers is to ensure that every student 
who completes a Modules lab is a 
stronger and more confident math 
student than when they began. 

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

Graphical depictions of data help students 
better understand math concepts explained 
in the Modules.

Time to 
Back up 

Synergy

Synergy Wrap-Up
The end of the school year is approaching, and many of 
you are probably wondering if there is anything special 
you need to do with Synergy. The answer is, 

of course, yes. 
Probably the most important factor to consider is whether 

any of your students will be taking your class again next year. 
If so, you want to use the Autoblocking feature within Synergy 
when you schedule next year. 

This feature prevents students from being scheduled 
into Modules they have previously taken. This function is 
based on grades received by the students, and grades are 
associated with their classes. Essentially there are two 
points to consider in this situation. Because Autoblocking 
is based on grades received by the student, deleting the 
student obviously deletes the grades associated with that 
student; therefore, Autoblocking does not work. 

Also, because grades are associated with a class, 
deleting the class deletes the grades; again 

Autoblocking does not work. You might be 
thinking that your class list 

is already getting 
very long, but 

fear not, a new class archiving feature is coming in a  
future release of Synergy.

Database backup
It is also recommended that you create a backup of  

your Synergy database when the school year is complete. 
Although the Synergy database is very stable, it is one 
centralized database housed on a single server and contains  
all of your data. So if the server goes down, so does  
your database. 

The process of backing up the database is an easy 
one, but it does require access directly to your server. It is 
possible that your IT Department will have to be involved, but 
I would strongly encourage you to take the time to make this 
happen. When you are ready, please contact us and we will  
be glad to help you.

Work at workstations
Last but not least, you should consider clearing the 

browser cache at each one of the student workstations.  
The cache contains all of the content that has been accessed 
through the browser, which should mainly consist of the 
Module content. However, if students have navigated to  
any other Web pages, that information also is stored in the 
local cache. 

Furthermore, if you have installed any Module updates and 
not cleared the cache, the new content will not be displayed. 
We suggest you consult your local IT Department before 
making these changes, but if they approve, we are glad to 
assist you.

Synergy is still an evolving and improving application. Keep 
your eyes and ears open for future updates. 
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Wienke facilitates lab, 
raises her children while 
husband is in Afghanistan

Trying to maintain a long-distance 
relationship can be hard for 
anyone, but when your spouse 

is 7,000 miles away in a war zone, it’s 
even more difficult. Caroline Wienke 
is a career explorations instructor at 
Northwood Middle School in Woodstock, 
Illinois. Her husband, Dave, is currently 
in Afghanistan on a 12-month active duty 
deployment for the Army National Guard. 

“I am able to chat with him pretty 
frequently using Instant Messenger, 
and the kids get to see him every 

couple weeks on 
Skype,” Wienke said. 
The couple has two 
daughters and one 
son, all under the age 
of four. Wienke and her 
children made a paper 
chain with 365 links 
when Dave left, and 
they take turns pulling 
one off every morning 
before they leave for 
school. “When my girls 

get sad, we make daddy pictures and 
cards and make a trip to the post office,” 
Wienke said.

Wienke does different things to help 
deal with the emotional toll of having her 
husband on active duty in Afghanistan. 
She spends a lot of time with her family 
and friends and recently began going 
to classes at a recreation center with a 
friend most nights and playing volleyball 
after school.

“It is just a matter of keeping busy for 
me,” she said. “Although it is always on 
my mind, I try not to dwell on it during 

the day. Worrying will do 
nothing for either of us, 
so I go about my day the 
same as I would if he  
were working across  
the street.” 

She also stays busy 
teaching the Modules 
in her lab. Wienke 
facilitates CADD; Careers; 
Entrepreneurship: Child 
Care; CNC Manufacturing; 
Computer Graphics & 
Animation; Creative 
Problem Solving; 
Electronics; Energy, Power 
& Mechanics; Engineering 
Towers; Interior Design; 
Package Design; Personal 
Finance; Practical Skills; 
and Robots. 

“I started in my lab four years ago 
when it was called Tech Center,” she said. 

“We have since updated the Modules 
and created a careers program that 
introduces students to many different 
aspects of career skills and problem 
solving. I see all the 700 or so students 
in our building over the course of a year, 
but every day I see about 120 students.”

Many of Wienke’s students ask 
questions about her husband and his 
experience in the military. While she is 
not able to talk about the specifics of her 
husband’s job, she has told them that 
most of the local people in Afghanistan 
have been welcoming. Some of her 
students have even had relatives in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. One student’s father 
recently returned from a deployment 
overseas, and Wienke said that student’s 
family has been very supportive.

Besides Wienke, one teacher 
associate and one teacher at Northwood 

Middle School have sons serving in the 
military overseas. “We simply just try 
and be there for them when needed,” 
said Northwood Middle School Principal 
Jake Wakitsch. “I constantly ask them 
how they are doing, if there is anything 
I can do for them. We work with them if 
they need time off and support them.”

Wienke said labs have always been a 
challenge with so many different things 
going on at once, but without help at 
home, there are a lot of things that just 
have to wait. “I have to prioritize my life. 
Likely the hardest things are getting the 
kids ready in the morning and going to 
bed at night, knowing Dave isn’t going 
to be home soon.” Sergeant Wienke is 
scheduled to return home next fall. “My 
kids and I miss my husband every day, 
but we take it one day at a time and 
do the best we can to keep each other 
happy. We are all proud of him.” 

Balancing Act

By Scott Sims, Technical Editor
ssims@pitsco.com   

Career Explorations 
Instructor Caroline Wienke 
and her husband Dave

Wienke enjoys staying busy with students in the Modules lab, 
which helps keep her from dwelling on her husband's deployment 
in Afghanistan.

32      The Pitsco Network

mailto:ssims@pitsco.com


Great customer service,  
quality products have kept 
Minnesota teacher and 
students engaged for 13 years

How important is quality customer service?
If you pose that question to Dave Retka of Oakdale, 

Minnesota, he’ll tell you a story that fully explains 
why many years ago he went from being a strong believer in 
traditional industrial arts shop classes to a proponent of the 
Pitsco Education Module delivery – in large part because of 
quality customer service.

“I came into school on a Saturday near the end of the very 
first rotation in 1996 to install Colleague and figure out how 
that software worked, so I would be ready to enter grades 
at the end of the rotation,” Retka said. “As usual, I had some 
difficulties and needed some questions answered before I 
could continue. In desperation I called customer service, and 
to my absolute surprise Joel Howard answered the phone and 
was able to help me. He just happened to be in on a Saturday 
getting caught up on some work. That was the moment I knew, 
without a doubt, I had made the right decision choosing (Pitsco 
Education) over some of the other module vendors.”

And the curriculum has turned out to be pretty good as 
well. Retka’s nondigital lab at Skyview Middle School is still 
going strong after 13 years and plenty of replacement VCRs 

and updated pages in the well-worn notebooks. If not for some 
Module content growing outdated through the years (CDs 
referred to as the “disk of the future” in the Computer Graphics 
& Animation Module), all would be well. Unfortunately, a lab 
update to the latest digital offering is out of the question due 
to a lack of funding.

“The kids are still learning. Even though some of the content 
is not up-to-date, the RCAs are still applicable,” Retka said. 

“It’s a research activity, navigating through textbooks using 
different components of a book to find an answer.”

Another great benefit to students has been the cooperative 
learning experience that’s integral to all Module labs, digital 

and nondigital. Much attention is paid to Module content, but 
the cooperative learning experience is an education unto itself 
as students learn from and teach each other along the way.

The Modules lab has consistently been a hit with Retka’s 
students through the years. He has taught as many as seven 
sections of the class to middle schoolers and currently teaches 
six classes of 24-32 seventh and eighth graders each trimester.

With that many students, Retka would benefit greatly 
from the automatic grading conducted via the new Synergy 
management program, but he’s realistic that he must continue 
manually entering grades, one student at a time.

“I’m used to it,” he said. “It’s real quick to enter them into 
the computer.” 

Long-lasting lab
By Tom Farmer, Editor  tfarmer@pitsco.com   

Dave Retka continues to get the most out of his 
13-year-old Modules lab at Skyview Middle School 
in Oakdale, Minnesota. And, more importantly, his 
students continue to succeed at Modules such as 
Robots (below) and Research & Design (left).

Retka’s nondigital lab at Skyview Middle 
School is still going strong after 13 years . . .
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By David Patterson, Systems Customer Service
david_patterson@pitsco.com • 888-728-4548

By David Meador, Curriculum Specialist
dmeador@pitsco.com   

Students in these Suites 
learn by using modern 
technological devices such 
as force gauges, propulsion 
meters, digital microscopes, 
and many different software 
applications.

It all adds up to 
Suite success!

Pitsco + Suites + Hands On + 
Real World + Twenty-First Century 
= Success Everywhere Every Day! 

It all just adds up. With the renovation of 
Suites to better meet the needs of the 
twenty-first-century classroom, better 
alignment to mathematical standards has 
been a driving force for the curriculum 
teams as they have worked to make 
Suites more relevant to the classrooms 
of today’s world. With the dawning of 
this century came No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB), and the additional requirements 
placed on schools to meet the needs of 
students in core curriculum areas such 
as math became critical in every school 
district across the nation. Keeping these 
needs in mind during the Suites upgrade 
has been a focus of all the curriculum 
teams here at Pitsco. 

Math concepts in particular have 
been an exciting avenue. Students 
learn concepts such as measurement, 
conversions, scale, and factor-labeling in 
Suites such as Engineering, Aerospace 
Rocketry, Genetics, and Digital 
Manufacturing. Students in these Suites 
learn by using modern technological 
devices such as force gauges, propulsion 
meters, digital microscopes, and many 
different software applications. The 

students will be able to manipulate 
many of these properties both in the 
real and virtual world as they explore 
these different areas so that they have a 
complete understanding of all the math 
concepts that are covered. 

The students also have the opportunity 
to experience real-world application 
of advanced concepts from physics, 
trigonometry, geometry, and algebra 
as they work through tasks based on 
twenty-first-century problems encountered 
by professionals from all areas of industry. 
In the Engineering Suite, students work 
on physics problems in force, elasticity, 
and velocity. They also have the chance 
to compare quadratic and linear functions 
as they apply to all of those concepts 
plus concepts in electricity. They use the 
trigonometric functions of sine, cosine, 
and tangent to analyze evidence that is 
presented in the Forensic Science Suite. 
Solving linear and quadratic equations 

for different variables are commonplace 
for students working themselves through 
Engineering, Forensic Science, Aerospace 
Rocketry, Digital Manufacturing, and many 
of the other Suites. 

A great deal of planning has gone into 
making the newest generation of Suites 
meet many of the math standards that 
schools must meet in the twenty-first 
century. The graded assessment items 
embedded in the Suites help both students 
and teachers evaluate how well the 
material is being grasped. Along with an 
optional post test that the teachers can 
use to evaluate student understanding, 
schools are able to provide documentation 
of assessed content to meet criteria 
established by many states to meet NCLB. 
The standards that are being emphasized 
are the standards that students struggle 
with in a traditional classroom setting. By 
placing them in the Suites framework, 
students can relate these concepts to 
real-world applications and the learning 
then becomes meaningful and relevant to 
the students.

You can rearrange the variables, you 
can solve for something different, you 
can change the value of any one of 
the variables, but in the end, the new 
generation of Suites are the answer to 
problems in math that many students face. 
The new framework fits the classrooms of 
today and the content meets the needs 
set by standards across the board. Suites 
bring Success Everywhere Every Day for 
all students. 

The math of the matter

More than content being updated in Suites
As you might recall from the December-January edition 
of The Pitsco Network, lots of change is coming to 
the Suites. Not only are the Harbors getting a content 

update, but new technologies, new equipment, and a new 
timing scheme are being incorporated. This should allow for a 
more in-depth curriculum experience!

One of the best parts of the Suite content update is the 
diligence of the curriculum and education staffs to match 
content with specific core competencies. If you have been or are 
still fighting the “I’m an elective course” battle, then this update 
is exactly what you need. You will be able to reset your Suites so 
that the content will meet state standards in one of four primary 
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Relevant math applications in CareerPorts
Any port is not always 
the best port in a storm 

When you look at the stormy world 
of careers today, you begin to 
realize that the gale forces being 

faced by many of those who are just 
beginning to navigate the career field 
are monumental. Critical to successful 
navigation through the career of choice 
is the proper supplying at the port of 
origin. CareerPorts offer many of the 
opportunities to learn fundamental 
principles and concepts necessary for 
success in the business world. Math 
concepts in particular play a crucial role.

By being immersed in a real-world 
simulation, students get the opportunity 
not only to learn these important concepts 
but to practice them in a meaningful 
way. Math skills such as comparison of 
earnings projections through algebraic 
functions are commonplace in the 
Financial Services CareerPort. Students 
learn graphical analysis as well as how to 
construct graphs of various types based 
on mathematical data that they collect 
themselves. The usefulness of these tools 
in a career situation is not lost to the 
students when they apply these concepts 
in the real-world simulation as they 
navigate through the CareerPort. 

By teaching the students to 
implement the concepts learned in a 
realistic fashion, CareerPorts become 
more than just a lifeboat in the stormy 
career market of today. Instead, they are 
a vessel designed to navigate a learner 
through the troubled career market 
that exists and deliver them to their 
destination far in advance of others.

So though the storm may rage, 
CareerPorts will create a well-equipped 
sailor on the career high seas – one who 
can not only navigate its troubled waters 
but thrive in the highly competitive market 
because of the essential skills that are 
already mastered.  

By David Meador, Curriculum Specialist
dmeador@pitsco.com   

The way students navigate through a 
Suite isn't changing, but the amount and 
distribution of content will be different in 
the updated Suite system.

areas: Biotechnology, Engineering, Health 
Science, or Principles of Technology.

Not to be overlooked is the fact 
that the update will not deviate from the 
student experience; i.e., students still work 
from our patented cooperative learning 
system framework. As you know, teams 
of six are divided into pairs and work 
together for approximately 13 days at 
each Harbor. Then, they rotate Harbors 
inside the same Suite completing the  
other two content areas. 

The only change is that we now only require one presentation 
at the end of the Suite rotation.  
The major difference in this single presentation is that it is  
a compilation of all three Harbor experiences. The update  
includes a digital camera and a digital video camera so the  
use of images and video in the presentation becomes a 
requirement. This allows for increased creativity in the  
product, portfolio, and presentation.

I hope that you take a good long look at what the fresh 
version of the Suites can do for you and your students!

End-of-year reminders
Wow! Can you believe that another school year has nearly 

come and gone? We hope that this year has been a good 
experience for you and your students. As you prepare to wrap 
up, it’s time to start the cleanup process: entering grades, 
deleting files from server and student machines, checking the 
supply closet, and so forth.

As you enter your grades for the final 
quarter in Encompass, back up on a regular 
basis. You certainly don’t want to enter them 
a second time! Also, don’t forget to make 
a final backup file for the end of the school 
year. Never hurts to have an archive like that 
on file. You may want to start next year with 
an empty data file. If so, give the support line 
a call, and we can assist you.

It’s also time to get prepared to clean 
up the server. Copy any student work that you wish to save 
to a different directory on the server, or pull it down to your 
computer or burn to CD. Then, take a look at the Encompass 
Help file under Utilities and then Folder Manager. Make sure 
that you are 100% ready to delete files before proceeding. 
After they are gone, they are gone!

Cleanup at the Harbors is a bit more time consuming and may 
require you to search for specific file types. All of the different 
third-party applications create programs with specific file types. 
Microsoft Word creates .doc files, PowerPoint creates .ppt or .pps, 
AutoCAD creates .dwg file types; there are many more, so please 
call us if you need assistance with operation at certain Harbors.

Take a look in the supply closet. Will you make it through 
the last few rotations? You should have received a consumables 
catalog shortly after the first of the year. Use it as a guide to 
what you may need.

It’s been our pleasure to serve you this year, and we look 
forward to taking care of your needs next year. Have a great 
summer and enjoy the much-deserved break! 
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Making it in Hollywood (continued from page 8)

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!

April
22-25	 	 National	Council	for	Teachers	of	

Mathematics,	Washington,	D.C.

24-25	 	 South	Carolina	Association	
for	Supervision	&	Curriculum	
Development,	North	Charleston,	
South	Carolina

June
14-17	 	 American	Society	for	Engineering	

Education,	Austin,	Texas

16-17	 	 Illinois	Association	for	Career	&	
Technical	Education,	Tinley	Park,	
Illinois

23-25	 	 SkillsUSA,	Kansas	City,	Missouri

28-J1	 	 National	Educational	Computing	
Conference,	Washington,	D.C.

28-J2	 	 Technology	Student	Association,		
Denver,	Colorado

July
8-11	 	 High	Schools	That	Work,		

Atlanta,	Georgia

It’s safe to say that Kunka has made 
the most of his 15-plus years selling 
Pitsco’s curriculum in Illinois and Indiana. 
He annually finishes among the company’s 
top-performing salespeople, and the 
loyalty of his customers is self-evident 
at the semiannual Network meetings he 
hosts. Yet he says he doesn’t have any 
secrets to his success.

“I still don’t look at myself as a 
great salesperson. What I look at 
myself as is a lucky person who’s had 
a great opportunity,” he said. “I try and 
communicate to people the value of our 
curriculum. I don’t try to sell them on it. I 
try to make sure they understand what it’ll 
do for their kids and what it’ll do for their 
teacher. If I can present to them the idea 
that this is good and they need this, then I 
become the salesman. I’m not a salesman 
until they see the need. I’m there to help 
them see the light that this product is 
good for their kids.”

A lot of administrators and teachers 
have seen the light through the years 
as Kunka has sold more than 175 labs, 
significantly impacting education in a 
two-state region.

“I did more to make students 
successful than I could have teaching,” 
he said. “All you have to do is look at 
those 175 labs. Every year, how many 
kids go through them and how many have 
a wonderful experience? A lot! I find that 
very satisfying.”

Kunka has decided that it’s time to 
retire from his second career, and he 
plans to turn over the reins to a new sales 
representative in January 2010. 

“It’s time. I’ll be 65 in October,” he said. 
“I want to take the grandkids swimming 
and fishing every day and do some things 
I’d like to do. I love kayaking and I want 
to fish on my lake. There’s a lot of little 
things I like to do outdoors.”

Looking back at how his unlikely 
career with Pitsco began, Kunka knows 
it’s been a good ride, and it’ll be difficult 
when the time comes to say goodbye to 
his coworkers and the many teachers and 
administrators he’s come to know so well 
through the years.

“It ’s the people you work with that 
make the job fun,” he said. “I will miss 
all the good people. There’s no doubt 
about that.” 

Kunka’s improbable start  
has led to productive career (continued from page 8)

The $20 million flick was filmed in New Orleans during 
a 10-week period early in 2008. Dan was grateful for the 
rare opportunity to work with an accomplished producer 
and director his first time out. “All you can do is learn when 
you’re with guys who have done it for so long. They’d ask my 
opinion and we’d discuss things, but there came a time when 
it was, ‘All right, Dan, you just shut up and learn from the 
guys who know what they’re doing.’”

As for working with Cena, the star of the movie, “John  
is fantastic. He’s one of the hardest working guys I’ve ever 
met,” Dan said.

But it was mom and dad’s patience and support that 
ultimately led to Dan’s success, so he managed to make 

them part of the movie when they were in New Orleans  
for an education conference and spent some time on  
the set.

“My parents and sister were down there, and Renny  
said, ‘You guys want to walk on the street in front of a bad 
guy?’ So there’s a scene about two-thirds of the way through 
the movie where they got in and walked in front,” Dan said.  

“It made it into the movie. It ’s very quick. If you know my  
dad and have a quick eye, you might be able to catch him. 
He’s right in the center of the frame, full frame. No doubt  
that it ’s Dennis Kunka, and if you look closely, you might  
be able to see the Synergistic logo.” 
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We’d like you to meet  
a new Colleague of ours.

If you liked Colleague, you’re going to love Synergy, 
our new learning content management system. 

To upgrade to Synergy, contact a 
Pitsco Education representative today.

800-828-5787
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