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My children are 8 and 10 years old and they both know 
how to use technologies that didn’t even exist when I 
was their age. Now there’s a sentence that will make a 

person feel old – particularly because it’s true.
When I was 10, there was no Internet, there were no DVDs 

or CDs, and cell phones were huge – in size, not in usage. My 
children can use all of these technologies. They regularly watch 
DVDs and listen to CDs, and my daughter is crazy about playing 
games on my cell phone. My son prefers to play games on his 
X-Box. 

They both visit their favorite Web sites regularly. They even 
know how to find and watch episodes of TV shows that they’ve 
missed during the week. They are part of a generation of 
students that uses technology on a daily basis. They are wired.

What does this mean for us as educators? For one, it 
means that we need to keep up with the pace of change. With 
Synergistic Modules we are in the midst of making a leap 
forward in the way our curriculum is delivered and accessed by 
students and teachers.

The Revolution begins
Starting with notebooks and videotapes, Synergistic 

Modules were a revolution in education when they were 
introduced in the late 1980s. Student-centered, self-contained 
units with labs full of students working on independent topics, 
Modules were a dramatic difference from the traditional 
classroom.

In the late 1990s, Modules were updated to the current 
digital format. Text, audio, videos, and graphics were created 
and delivered to students via the computer. A central manage-
ment system was created so that teachers could keep grading 
information in one database. Hands-on education with com-
puter delivery and management made students excited about 
coming to class.

The computer-delivered system has evolved over the years, 
but the Modules delivery engine has remained basically the 
same over the last decade. This year we began in earnest to 
redesign the delivery engine. We are bringing the Modules 
engine into the Web-based world of our students.

The Revolution continues
In 2007, we will release browser-based Modules. This is a 

giant step. 
In a browser-based system all the curriculum is installed on 

a central server and accessed from the workstations. Imagine 
running your Modules lab using a cart of laptops. During the 
school day, the laptops are used for Modules, but later those 
same laptops can be rolled down the hall for an after-school 
program.

Or, in school districts where students have their own 
laptops, they could access the lab server and Modules curricu-
lum from the same laptop they use all day.

Oh yeah, and browser-based delivery means that Modules 
will now be cross-platform. So if you’ve been a Mac fan all 
along, in a year or so you will be able to use Mac computers in 
your lab. (Note: Third party software will still require a PC.)

Along the way we are updating graphics, video, and audio 
to make use of new file formats and the larger screen resolution 
(1,024 x 768) of the new interface.

We are developing many features – features that will 
enhance students’ experiences and teachers’ facilitation 
challenges.

Additional articles describing the changes in detail will be 
included in the magazine as the release date approaches next 
year, so keep reading. ■

Browser-based 
Modules

New delivery will keep labs on leading edge and give facilitators more options

A new era of delivery on the horizon

Dana Cochran

Curriculum Perspective
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For just a moment, take a trip back 
in time with me. Close your eyes 
and reminisce about the days when 

you were a school-age student. What are 
some of the fond memories that come to 
mind? 

Did you think of a favorite teacher? 
A close friend? A school project that you 
still have in your possession? 

No matter the type of memory, it’s 
safe to assume the nostalgic visions in 
your mind had a classroom of some kind 
in the background. We all have memories 
of the classrooms we experienced as 
students. Most memories are tied to 
the teacher and students in the room. 
If you were to think back about specific 
classrooms you remembered because of 
their design or environment, could you 
come up with one? If you can, it’s safe 
to assume it’s not just a traditional “rows 
and columns” classroom.

As a middle school teacher, one of 
my fondest memories of the classroom 
environment was the creation of a rain 
forest in the school building. Our teach-
ing team converted one of the school’s 
classrooms into a rain forest from top to 
bottom, even with dirt included!  

The creation of a warm, inviting 
environment has been a hallmark of 
the Synergistic Learning Systems since 
the inception of our flagship program, 
Synergistic Modules. In the late 80s, Dr. 
Harvey Dean visited schools across the 
country to observe students and  
teachers and gather information that led 
to the creation of a middle level systemic 
solution. One of Dr. Dean’s revelations 
during his ventures across the United 
States was the importance of chang-
ing the students’ perception of school 
through the use of a “learning environ-

ment.” This finding launched Pitsco into 
the furniture-making business with the 
release of the first Modules.

Motivational environment
One of my favorite stories regard-

ing the impact of Synergistic Learning 
Systems’ classroom environment comes 
from our 2003 installation of 15 physical 
science labs in New Orleans. During the 
installation of one lab, a student walking 
through the hallway came to a complete 
stop and poked his head into the room 
with a big smile and remarked, “This 
stuff’s fly!” His entire body language, 
along with his spoken words, told us that 
without even knowing the specifics of 
the classroom, he was motivated. 

Speaking of motivation, how impor-
tant is your students’ level of motivation 
and interest? This is a commonly asked 
question in the era of NCLB. Some would 
claim the combination of high-interest 
experiences with high levels of account-
ability is not possible. But, a quick 
look at research from the Northwest 
Regional Educational Laboratory proves 
otherwise.

In a document titled “Mathematics 
and Science Classrooms: Building a 
Community of Learners,” information 
was synthesized from various studies 
showing the importance of the class-
room environment. In the introduction 
the document states, “Teaching for 

understanding, the primary goal of 
mathematics and science education 
reform, requires that students are 
actively engaged in the classroom, are 
willing and able to communicate their 
ideas, and are able to learn from each 
other.” 

It goes on to say, “Teachers often 
believe that paying attention to the 
classroom environment, things like well-
being, relationships, and positive emo-
tions, must be put aside in favor of the 
demands of rigorous learning and tight 
schedules. However, relationships and 
classroom climate are the foundations 
of teaching and learning.” No stronger 
statements could be made to support 
our belief that the learning environment 
is one of the most important items in a 
Synergistic Learning Systems classroom.

No matter if you are an elementary 
Missions teacher with Crews of four stu-
dents, a middle level Modules facilitator 
with cooperative pairs, or a high school 
Suites teacher with teams of six, you can 
be sure the lab furniture was designed 
to facilitate students’ ability to engage 
in kinesthetic activities with a partner or 
partners and take responsibility for fully 
understanding the concept at hand.

So, take heart when scanning your 
lab and know your classroom is guiding 
students toward an interactive approach 
to learning that is highly motivating to 
your students. ■

Classrooms help build a community of learners
Math and science students 
are particularly affected by 
their learning environment

Traditional classrooms vs. learning communities
The following information is from Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory: 

Mathematics and Science Education Center (www.nwrel.org/msec):

Traditional Classrooms
•  Teacher does most of the talking
•  Students work individually and compete with each other for points and grades
•  Teacher establishes and enforces classroom rules and expectations
•  Teacher demonstrates procedures, and students follow directions
•  Teacher is the authority and judge of correct methods and answers

Learning Communities
•  Students do most of the talking
•  Students help each other, share ideas, and build on the thinking of others
•  Students help to create and maintain rules
•  Students choose methods and develop their own procedures
•  Students and teacher establish validity through reason and evidence

Matt Frankenbery

Education Perspective

http://www.nwrel.org/msec):
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Administrators’ Corner

Technology integration vital – and helpful
Introduction: Ken Spellman taught industrial technology 

for 10 years in South Dakota and Nebraska before accept-
ing his current position of career education supervisor with 
Omaha Public Schools in 1997. The Career Education office 
consists of four career education supervisors who provide 
professional development opportunities, equipment/software 
purchases, and curriculum development for approximately 250 
middle and high school career education teachers within OPS. 
Synergistic Modules have been used in the district for eight 
years and can be found in six of the 12 middle schools. 

TPN: The Pitsco Network                KS: Ken Spellman

TPN: How are the Modules implemented at OPS?
KS: We currently teach Industrial Technology and Family & 

Consumer Sciences Synergistic Modules within a course called 
Technology and Living, which 
is team taught by an Industrial 
Technology teacher and a Family 
& Consumer Sciences teacher. 
Students complete a combination 
of IT and FACS Modules within the 
course. Both instructors teach all of 
the Modules within their lab.

* * *
TPN: What specifically about the 

Synergistic Modules makes them a perfect fit for OPS?
KS: Nine years ago we assembled a middle level teacher 

team to research the various modular curriculum companies. 
We traveled to several different schools around the country to 
really evaluate what company was the most effective in increas-
ing student achievement. Synergistic met all of our needs. It 
was the total package that sold us. That included curriculum, 
software, customer support, equipment, training, and furniture. 
Several of the companies we evaluated only offered bits and 
pieces of these components. We were also impressed with the 
link to national standards and on-going Modules development. 
Many of the new Synergistic Modules fit very well within our 
middle magnet schools.

* * *
TPN: Explain how the Synergistic environment (two-student 

workstation and open layout) aids student success.
KS: Once students are aware of their roles and responsibili-

ties, working in teams is very successful. It reflects today’s work 
environment and aids in student learning. Many of our teachers 
pair students to complement each other’s talents or to over-
come student weaknesses. Students are able to learn from each 
other without disrupting the lab environment.

* * *
TPN: Explain how having the latest hands-on equipment 

prepares students for the real world.
KS: The latest hands-on equipment and curriculum 

really sold us on Synergistic. Modules such as Biotechnology, 
Aquaculture, or Microbiology really reflect today’s ever-chang-

ing career opportunities. Our students need to explore these 
exciting and, in some cases, hard-to-fill careers. 

* * *
TPN: Explain how having computer-based, multimedia  

curriculum is more engaging and memorable for students.
KS: Instructional strategies such as differentiation instruc-

tion are being used a lot in our district. To meet the needs of 
our students, learning must occur in multiple facets. Synergistic 
Modules enable students of all different learning styles to 
become engaged. 

* * *
TPN: Why is the integration of technology necessary in the 21st 

century?
KS: I am a strong proponent of integration of technology 

in education. This must occur to meet the needs of the 21st 
century work environment. We would be doing our students a 

disservice if the first time they used a 
computer was at the workplace. 

* * *
TPN: Do Synergistic teachers, 

because of the learning environment 
and technology/software available in 
their labs, have an edge over traditional 
teachers when it comes to engaging 
students? Explain.

KS: I do believe that Synergistic 
teachers have an edge when engaging students. Many teachers 
do not have the time or resources to develop dynamic, tech-
nology-infused, student-engaged curriculum on a daily basis. 
Synergistic curriculum provides that.

* * *
TPN: Think back to your days as a student. What practices or 

course components were considered leading edge back then and 
why were they successful?

KS: Internships or diversified occupations courses were 
considered leading edge back in the 1980s. I remember 
participating in an internship during my senior year. My dad 
thought I should become a butcher. By the end of my senior 
year, I knew that I did not want to become a butcher. For me, it 
was an educational experience; it really changed my percep-
tion about careers. It steered me in a different direction. Today, 
many schools offer articulated and/or dual enrollment credit or 
online courses for students. More and more schools are requir-
ing students to participate in an internship or a community 
service project prior to graduation.

* * *
TPN: What do you predict will be some of the technology and 

learning environment changes we’ll see in education 15 years from 
now?

KS: I hope we will see more of a complete K-16 educational 
package with elementary, middle, high schools, and colleges 
working closely together to provide a seamless educational 
experience for students. I would also like to see students have 
more access to online courses and/or articulated credit. ■

Ken Spellman
Career Education Supervisor
Omaha Public Schools
Omaha, Nebraska
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Emeril Lagasse would never attempt 
to cook without heat and oil, nor 
would Albert Pujols step into the 

box without a bat or Michelle Wie hit 
the links without her clubs. One must 
be well equipped in the kitchen, on the 
diamond, and on the fairways if success 
is the goal. 

The influence of environment and 
proper instrumentation has long been 
established by researchers as a key to 
success in a variety of learning situations.

So if maximum growth is to be 
attained, the necessary facilities and 
tools must be available. Therefore, it 
follows that the learning environment 
of today’s educational laboratory must 
be equipped with a knowledgeable 
leader, engaging curriculum, and the 
tools that exemplify the best means of 
transmission.

Arizona’s Janet Napolitano, the first 
woman to lead the National Governors 
Association, stated, “Based on current sta-
tistics, change is a moral imperative for 
U.S. schools.” In 2005, less than two-fifths 
of U.S. fourth- and eighth-grade students 
performed at or above grade level in 
math and science. In addition she stated, 
“Fifteen year olds in the U. S. ranked 
24th out of 39 countries that assessed 
students’ ability to apply mathematical 
concepts to real-world scenarios.” 

These laments have been sung for 
the last 50 years, and again the refrain is, 
“We must keep up or we will fall behind 
_____.” At one time it was the Russians; 

now it is India and China.
There are no quick fixes for the 

current education challenges; however, 
curative prescriptions are available 
in reasonable doses in a Synergistic 
Learning Systems environment. Such 
environments are student focused, show 
relevancy to their lives and futures, allow 
for a variety of learning styles, keep 
students actively engaged, and allow for 
frequent testing or evaluations.

In addition, the environment would 
not be complete with just labs, students, 
and curriculum. An adequately prepared, 
passionate instructor must guide the 
students as they travel through this envi-
ronment that can yield career-producing, 
exciting, and enlightening results.

Following are possible grant sources 
to assist in the acquisition of curricular 
necessities. Each source aims to help 
create the best-possible environment 
and is vitally concerned with the 
improvement of educational delivery 
systems.

Citigroup – Desires opportunities 
for students to seek and enjoy greater 
exposure to a variety of educational envi-
ronments. There is a strong emphasis on 
supporting and adding to existing labs. 
Synergistic Missions, Modules, and Suites 
should be particularly appealing based 
on their emphasis. http://www.citigroup.
com/citigroup/corporate/foundation/    

AT&T Foundation – This foundation 
supports education through advances in 
technology. http://www.sbc.com/gen/
corporate-citizenship?pid=7736&DCMP=
att_foundation 

Bank of America Foundation 
– The focus is on education centered on 
the development of youth programs. 
They are particularly concerned about 
those areas where their banks are 
located. http://www.bankofamerica.
com/foundation/?

BellSouth Foundation – Stimulate 
active learning for elementary and 
secondary students in the South and 
Southeast regions. http://bellsouth.
mediaroom.com/ 

DuPont Community Outreach 
– This group emphasizes development of 
strong science programs. http://www2.
dupont.com/Social_Commitment/
en_US/educational/index.html 

Carnegie Corporation of New York 
– Carnegie seeks to improve results of 
urban high schools and is an eager par-
ticipant in the construction of modern 
learning environments. http://www.
carnegie.org/ 

DaimlerChrysler Fund – Develop 
basic academic skills for the future work-
force. Career orientation fulfills the latest 
drive to improve education in the techni-
cal areas. http://www2.daimlerchrysler.
com/dccfund/ ■

Correct tools, environment 
help to ensure success
Grant sources aim to 
help create the best-
possible environment

Government officials have long been concerned and proactive in protecting the natural 
environment (left), but the classroom environment (right) has been another story.

Go to www.pitsco-network.com for a list of links to the 
granting agencies listed.

Available Online

Pat Forbes

Grant Opportunities

http://www.pitsco-network.com
http://www.citigroup
http://www.sbc.com/gen/
http://www.bankofamerica
http://bellsouth
http://www2
http://www
http://www2.daimlerchrysler
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•  Topic: Which career you’ve experienced in the lab interests 
you most and why? 

•  Eligible participants: Current Synergistic Learning Systems 
students. 

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

•  Deadline: Entries must be received by Dec. 12, 2006. Mail 
your top three entries to Editor Tom Farmer, The Pitsco 
Network, P.O. Box 1708, Pittsburg, KS 66762 or send them via 
e-mail to tfarmer@pitsco.com. 

•  Prizes: A LEGO® MINDSTORMS® NXT Robot Set valued at 

$250 for first place and a collection of games, puzzles, and 
kits valued at $100 for second place. Teachers of winning 
students will receive $100 Pitsco gift certificates.

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

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

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

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

2006 Pitsco Systems Essay Contest Rules

Topic: “Which career you’ve experienced in the lab interests you most and why?”

 More than $500 in prizes will be awarded to students and teachers – Deadline: Dec. 12, 2006! 

Kids know what they like, and after determining what 
strikes their fancy, they tend to talk about it and even 
dream about it in great detail, sometimes allowing it to 

affect other facets of their life.
For example, my 9-year-old daughter Mary recently 

announced she wants to be an actress. Since making this 
decision a few months ago, all Mary talks about is what she 
needs to do to become an actress, what she’ll do when she is 
an actress, and how her life will be complete when stardom is 
hers.

Even though 
my wife and I have 
occasional doubts 
about the likelihood 
of Mary achieving 
celebrity status, we 
encourage her to 
“give it a try,” “find 
out what it takes to 
reach your dreams,” and “study hard to improve your chances.”

Not coincidentally, Mary now believes that achieving 
excellence in reading, writing, and arithmetic could help her 
reach her ultimate goal: success on stage and screen. She’s 
even more engaged in her studies, and she sees a new purpose 
in school now that her eyes are focused on something tangible 
at the end of the education rainbow – a career in New York or 
Hollywood!

So, you might be wondering, “How does all of this relate 
to the 2006 Pitsco Systems Essay Contest?” Well, we’re giving 
students an opportunity to reflect on the curriculum/career 
topics covered in the Synergistic lab so far this year and then 
answer the following question:

“Which career you’ve experienced in the lab 
 interests you most and why?”

If students fully analyze this question and recognize the 
career implications of their favorite Mission/Module/Harbor/
CareerPort, perhaps they’ll begin to formulate a goal of achiev-
ing a career in engineering, graphics design, biotechnology, 
meteorology, or any of the dozens of other careers students 
experience in the Synergistic lab.

Taking the time to put their thoughts and feelings on paper 
in the form of an essay will serve to develop students’ goals in a 
realistic manner, sort of taking their dreams to the next level.

When you consider the great prizes at stake – a LEGO® 
MINDSTORMS® NXT Robot Set valued at $250 for first place, a 
collection of games, puzzles, and kits valued at $100 for second 
place, and $100 gift certificates for the teachers of the winning 
students – the essay contest is that much more attractive as 
an extra-credit assignment, a writing-across-the-curriculum 
activity, or a Discovery Day event.

The deadline to submit entries is December 12, 2006. Pick 
your top three essays and send them to me at P.O. Box 1708, 
Pittsburg, KS 66762 or tfarmer@pitsco.com.

Give your students the chance to explain which lab-related 
career interests them most and why. Take this opportunity 
to encourage them to “find out what it takes to reach your 
dreams.” ■

Encourage students to write about careers
Essay contest gives kids a chance 
to dream big, see relevance in topics

Tom Farmer

Editor

mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
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First Place in 2005
Katie Rinke, 8th Grade
Oak Prairie Junior High

Homer Glen, Illinois
Modules Facilitator:  

Lynn Jankowski

Synergy Lab

LEGO’s, Lasers, and Recycling have nothing in common, unless of 

course, you’re in Synergy Lab! Synergy Lab is an elective choice at our 

school that many students are involved in. Synergy Lab interests me 

because I get to use what I learn in the classroom and take it home. For 

example, in Practical Skills I learned how to use a drill and hang things, 

so now I can help my dad with projects around the house. I also learned 

how to assemble a door knob, sink, and wagon which helped me learn 

how to follow directions in a written form.

In Weather I learned how to take the temperature and read the weath-

er monitor. There are so many modules to go to and that’s fun because 

you get to learn so many different things. This is such a good class be-

cause it is like a science class but with more hands-on experience. From 

engines to sinks to fire, here in Synergy Lab we learn it all! 

Synergy Lab could also lead you in a career path. After being in a 

module like Electricity, you may want to become an electrician. In all we 

have 15 different modules at Oak Prairie. We learn so much in Synergy 

Lab – we learn vocabulary, work on math skills, and then, of course, the 

science part is actually performing the experiment. Since each module has 

seven sessions, it takes us about a week and a half to get through each 

module. When the rotation day comes, we’re all so excited because you 

never know what station you are going to get or who you’ll have as a 

partner.

Prizes for Students and Teachers!

Teachers of winning students will 
receive $100 Pitsco gift certificates.

Student Second Prize: 
Puzzles, games, and kits  
valued at $100

Student First Prize: 
LEGO® MINDSTORMS® 
NXT Robot Set  
valued at $250
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By Andrea Nwagwu, Public Relations  
Coordinator, anwagwu@pitsco.com

With four different lines of furniture 
in production, a large team of 
Pitsco employees is involved in 

and oversees every aspect, from design to 
production to installation. 

All Synergistic Learning Systems 
furniture lines are produced at Pitsco’s 
manufacturing facility in Pittsburg, 
Kansas. The manufacturing team, headed 
by Manufacturing Manager Kyle Bailey, 
produces workstations year-round. 

Each line of furniture is built to exacting 
standards. Each manufactured piece con-
sists of balanced construction of standard 
forty-pound particleboard core, covered by 
melamine or laminate surfaces to ensure 
both durability and aesthetic appeal. 

Production flow takes the furniture 
components from start through finish via 
conveyors with minimal manual processes. 
With up to 19 unique manufactured parts 
per workstation, producing quality furni-
ture in an effective and consistent manner 
is essential for successful installations.

The product design, combined with 
shop flow design, enables manufacturers 
to maximize machining capacity. At each 
manufacturing station, operators adhere 
to the quality-control process standard 
for their operation. After each product 
has emerged from the manufacturing 
processes, total product-quality analysis 
occurs, again assuring quality in every 
detail.

At the Pitsco warehouse, parts are 
stored to be picked and packed for delivery 
to lab installations throughout the U.S.  

Systems Furniture
A final inspection of each part is made prior to shipment. In total, 
each part goes through a minimum of five stages of inspection 
prior to shipment. After production and the five different inspec-
tions, the furniture is ready to arrive at a school to become a lab 
such as yours. ■

It’s all about functionality and durability

Among the quality-control steps 
taken at Pitsco’s manufacturing 
facility is the cleaning of furniture 
component parts (left). At right, 
Justin Hunt operates a straight-
line edge bander on a furniture 
part. Each workstation has up to 
19 parts.

Pitsco Research & Development

mailto:anwagwu@pitsco.com
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Et2: Et2 meets demanding space requirements 
without sacrificing functionality. The small footprint, 
integrated monitor and keyboard shelves, and low-
profile dividers enable flexible classroom layouts. 

Suites 90°: The Suites workstation is designed to 
properly house the Suite Team and their team-based interactions. 

Three workstations and a team table combine to create a Suite, 
which serves as the launching point for your students’ imaginations. 

Workspaces are large and open, and the team table contains an eras-
able markerboard top that acts as an open canvas during Suite Team 

brainstorming sessions.

Mission: Mission is a flexible workstation designed to 
meet the specific needs of elementary students and elementary 
schools. Missions furniture is both ergonomic and spacious, pro-

viding Synergistic Missions students with a large workspace for 
the Crew to properly function. It’s big enough for any Missions 

activity, yet it’s small enough to allow for reading and teamwork 
to occur unobstructed.

Vision: Vision 
is a flexible use, high-
quality workstation 
designed to meet 
the specific needs 
of students. It is an 
ergonomic workstation 
with ample workspace 
that’s complemented 
by low-profile dividers 
and an easy-to-see call 
light. And quality? Vision 
is manufactured to 
tolerances measured in 
1/1,000 of an inch.

Pitsco Research & Development
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Teachers’ greatest challenge is the quest to reach as many 
students as possible, to ensure they understand what is 
being taught. 

The look on a student’s face usually delivers the verdict: 
when they fail to learn, a shrug and daze take over; when they 
“get it,” joy and pride are evident in an ear-to-ear grin.

So when Facilitator Kimberly Noon sees lots of smiles on 
students exploring Synergistic Missions in her lab at Challenger 
K-8 School of Science and Mathematics, she knows the hands-
on, engaging curriculum is working. Whether it’s second 
graders sorting seeds, fourth graders counting the swings of a 
pendulum, or fifth graders launching straw rockets, the smiles 

tell the story.
“The whole system is amazing to me,” Noon said. “There’s 

a lot of hands-on learning. When I explain things, they’re like, 
‘What?’ But let them experience the same thing in a Mission, 
and they can figure it out. It’s incredible!”

As a magnet school serving 1,500 Hernando County, Florida, 
students, Challenger offers the Missions as exploratory curricu-
lum that enables students in Grades 1-5 to do science instead 
of just read about it.

“The students get to work at their own pace, and they love 
it,” said Fifth Grade Teacher Amy Ellis, who brings her students 
to the Missions lab each day. “It’s good to explore. Even if they 

Learning through:

Technology & Hands-on
Smiles tell teachers that students – even those with special needs – ‘get it’

Stories by Tom Farmer     •     Photos by Rod Dutton

Eighth graders in John Oswald’s Physical Science Module classroom conduct an experiment on the Airtrack at the Applied Physics Module.

CHALLENGER K-8
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get a little off track when they talk about 
the subject, it’s OK – as long as they don’t 
get out in left field.”

Middle school students 
prefer to see and do

Some middle school students need 
excitement and relevance to remain 
engaged in their studies – even at a 
magnet school. Reading chapter after 
chapter in a book is not enough, which 
is why Challenger has implemented two 
12-station Synergistic Modules labs as its 
eighth grade physical science course.

“Most middle school students seem 
to prefer seeing and doing as opposed to 
simply being shown,” said John Oswald, 
facilitator in one of the Modules labs. 
“Successful activities 
are tied to important 
information that 
is understood and 
retained in the 
memory of the 
hands-on experi-
ence. Activities also 
keep the student 
engaged and busy 
while avoiding the 
feeling of boredom.”

Oswald and 
the other Modules 
facilitator, John 
Pennington, knew 
their students were 
faring well when 
last year’s Florida 
Comprehensive 
Assessment Test (FCAT) scores for science 
put them in the top five percent of 
the state. But they wanted to do even 
better so they grouped their Modules to 
correspond to five sections in a physical 
science textbook (chemistry; motion 
and forces; matter and energy; electricity 
and magnetism; and waves, sounds, and 

light) they are using.
Students complete the Modules in 

class and then study the corresponding 
book chapters at home. A few minutes at 
the end of each class period are devoted 
to discussion of the concepts and 
principles students are learning in the lab 
and via the book.

“By integrating the textbook, we can 
give them a visual and hands-on experi-
ence in the lab and reinforcement of the 
concepts with the textbook,” Oswald said.

Special needs students 
respond well in labs

Not all students learn the same way, 
especially those with special needs who 
sometimes require special accommoda-

tions in a regular 
classroom. Noon 
figured that would 
be the case last year 
when a girl with 
Down Syndrome 
came into her lab, 
but it didn’t take 
long to see that the 
hands-on nature of 
the Missions put the 
girl on par with her 
peers.

“With the hands-
on materials, she 
was right in there, 
working and keeping 
up. What a perfect 
way for a child like 
that to learn,” Noon 

said. “She had a one-on-one paraprofes-
sional who helped her all day, but the 
para backed off in here. Sometimes, 
when other students offered to help her, 
she’d say, ‘I can do this. I get it.’ And she 
did.”

Pennington has seen similar results 
with special-needs students in his 

Modules lab.
“Many students who have difficulty 

functioning in a normal classroom envi-
ronment function well in the Modules 
setting,” he said. “It’s really better for ESE 
(Exceptional Student Education) kids 
with all the hands-on. And students 
paired with ESE students benefit as well.”

The Teachers
The three Synergistic Learning Systems labs 
at Challenger K-8 School of Science and 
Mathematics in Spring Hill, Florida, are facili-
tated by veteran educators. They include:

Kim Noon
Missions
Science

Grades 1-5

John Oswald
Modules
Physical Science
Grade 8

John  
Pennington

Modules
Physical Science

Grade 8

Students literally get 
to put their hands 
on equipment and 
materials in nearly 
every Module (above, 
Simple Machines, and 
at left, Electricity) and 
every Mission (at right, 
Pendulums) in the labs 
at Challenger K-8.

CHALLENGER K-8
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Software and equipment 
give students confidence

The sense of trust and 
empowerment students 
experience when permitted 
to use expensive equip-
ment and software in the 
classroom helps them 
to strive for even greater 
results.

They perform duties 
that professionals complete 
every day in the real world, 
such as the generation of 
electricity from wind power 
at the Energy, Power & 
Mechanics Module.

EP&M is among the 
students’ favorite Modules 
because of all the hands-on 
equipment. “I see a lot of 
gains in Energy, Power, & 
Mechanics,” Pennington 
said.

Added Oswald, 
“Students really enjoy 
the wind turbine and its 
current use in certain sectors 
of the country to produce 
low-cost electricity.”

Noon says the Electricity Mission is 
a favorite in her lab because the trainer 
board enables students to experience 
difficult-to-explain concepts.

“It is difficult to explain the concept of 
a circuit because there are series circuits 
and parallel circuits. How do they work?” 

Noon said. “Try drawing it on a white-
board or explain it, and you can watch 
the confusion on the students’ faces. 
Let them read about it in their briefing, 
answer questions about it, and then get 
their hands on the materials to actually 
make one, and watch it work. Talk about 
watching a lightbulb go on in a child’s 

head – and in the experiment.”
“I think the students love being able 

to get their hands on the equipment and 
actually getting to do what they just read 
about,” Noon added. “They stay focused 
longer, and I feel they retain more by 
doing the activity and not just reading 
about it.”  ■

Constructing a LEGO® vehicle according to specifications in the Transportation Mission, students engage their 
minds and hands in a cooperative learning environment.

Necktie incentive
Ugly neckties often gather dust in closets and rarely see 

the light of day. But in a Modules lab at Challenger K-8 School 
of Science and Mathematics, unsightly ties are prominently 
displayed and highly sought after by students who get to wear 
them.

Each week, two students earn the privilege to pick out a tie 
based on something positive they’ve done. They wear the tie 
not just in the lab but to all of their classes for a week.

“It is not always recognition for academic excellence or 
improvement,” said Facilitator John Oswald. “It may be citizen-
ship, leadership, or simply a better personal performance. The 
highest grade on a test is certainly good reason for a tie.”

Occasionally, students are allowed to nominate their class-
mates for the honor, and even the girls are eager to get involved, 
though they sometimes need help.

“Girls love ties,” Oswald said. “However, they need help tying 
them.”

Oswald and his team-teaching partner, John Pennington, 

started the tie incentive last year, and they didn’t have trouble 
filling up the three tie holders on the wall near the front of the 
classroom.

“John and I started the original collection,” Oswald said. “As I 
recall, he had so many ugly ties we felt it was the humane thing 
that he donate them.” ■

Facilitator John Oswald selects a tie from the collection and awards it 
to one of his students.

CHALLENGER K-8
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Even though he’s the teacher, John 
Pennington can barely contain 
his pride when a student takes 

charge and helps his Modules partner 
“get it” by explaining a concept in terms 
and examples the partner quickly 
understands.

This scenario is repeated daily in the 
eighth grade physical science Modules 
lab at Challenger K-8 School of Science 
and Mathematics. But unlike some 
educators, Pennington doesn’t feel 
threatened when a student assumes the 
teaching role. Quite the opposite, he 
recognizes that improved comprehen-
sion, retention, and test scores will be the 
likely result.

According to the Learning Pyramid 
presented by National Training 
Laboratories, retention rate is highest 
when students teach others or imme-
diately use the information they learn. 
NTL’s Learning Pyramid notes that 
students retain an average of only five 
percent of what they learn via lecture, 
but the percentage skyrockets when 
methods such as those emphasized 
in Synergistic Learning Systems are 
employed.

“Coming to this lab setting from a 
traditional class was a shock,” Pennington 
said. “But in this setting, the Learning 
Pyramid – students getting to take 
on the teaching role – is much better. 
Students retain as much as 90 percent 
when they take part in the teaching.”

The hands-on, cooperative learning 
built into each Module corresponds per-
fectly to the widest part of the Learning 
Pyramid – not only the 90 percent reten-
tion range, but also the 75 percent range 
(practice by doing) and the 50 percent 
range (discussion group).

“I like the cooperative and collabora-
tive learning produced by two-member 
teams. Two heads are better than one,” 
explained the other Modules facilitator 
at Challenger, John Oswald. “Working in 
pairs allows each student an opportunity 
to use their specific talents in the joint-
responsible problem-solving scenarios 
presented by each Module.”

A secondary benefit to working 
together as a cooperative pair is that 
social deficiencies sometimes can be 
addressed.

“It teaches young people how to 
learn to work with others in spite of 

different physical characteristics, cul-
tural backgrounds, and personal value 
beliefs,” Oswald said. “It promotes healthy 
diversity.”

Missions empower students 
to teach at an early age

 Challenger students don’t have to 
wait until eighth grade science class to 
experience teaching. Age-appropriate 
Synergistic Missions are employed in 
Grades 1-5, giving students the chance to 
work cooperatively and collaboratively in 
Crews of four.

“The quiet kids learn better from their 
peers than from me or from a book,” said 
Tammy Quinn, a second grade teacher 
who brings her students to the Missions 
lab each day. “They’re in control. Also, the 
low self-esteem kids come in here and 
they’re the Commander. It’s their chance 
to be in charge.”

Appropriate communication and 
discussion are encouraged, and all 
members of the Crew must participate. 
Lab Facilitator Kimberly Noon uses an 

Synergistic and the Learning Pyramid

Facilitator John Oswald says two-student 
Modules teams are ideal because “two heads 
are better than one.”

The Learning Pyramid charts the average reten-
tion rate for various methods of teaching. These 
retention percentages represent the results 
of research conducted by National Training 
Laboratories in Bethel, Maine. According to the 
chart, lecture, the top of the pyramid, achieves 
an average retention rate of 5%. On the oppo-
site end of the scale, the “teach others/immedi-
ate use” method achieves an average retention 
rate of 90%. 

Teaming enables students to teach, which  
can lead to retention rate of 90 percent

CHALLENGER K-8



14          The Pitsco Network

apt analogy to get this point across to her 
Challenger students.

“I always use the space shuttle as an 
example,” Noon said. “I say, ‘If you are a member 
of a crew on the space shuttle and you’re in 
outer space, would you be able to get home? 
You’re not communicating and you’re not on 
track. Would you get home?’ Then they see it. 
They understand how important it is to work 
together as a team and help each other.”

The Synergistic learning environment, 
whether in a Missions, Modules, or Suites lab, 
is intended to make students more comfort-
able working together and eager to help one 
another. Challenger students obviously are 
responding on cue.

“It’s easier working together because you 
have more ideas to choose from,” said Monica, a 
fifth grader. 

Another fifth grader, Ravi, values his Crew 
mates. “If you don’t know something, they 
might, so you can figure it out quicker.”  ■

Lab facilitator Kimberly Noon 
didn’t have to be convinced that 
the unique design of Synergistic 

Missions furniture was more than just 
for looks. She witnessed its effectiveness 
immediately.

“I think the four-student table setup 
is wonderful. Having the students 
facing each other across the table in 
Crews makes reading, discussing, and 
conducting the Missions experiments 
easier,” explained Noon, who is in her 
second year working with the Missions 
at Challenger K-8 School of Science 
and Mathematics in Spring Hill, Florida. 
“The aspect of the furniture I like best is 
having the four-person tables and the 
shelving unit right there with all the 

equipment the students will need to 
complete a Mission.”

Missions Crew members have well-
defined roles, and where they sit at the 
workstation is integral to the curriculum’s 
design. The Materials Specialist sits 
nearest the storage compartments, the 
Communications Specialist sits nearest 
the call light signal and electronic 
equipment, and the Commander and 
Information Specialist sit at the end of 
the table where they can more easily 
read the Missions notebook.

“Having the books and materials 
on the table in the middle of the four 
students gives everyone in the Crew a 
chance to be hands-on and involved 
in the activities,” Noon said. “Even the 

students that tend to shy away from 
group activities will get their hands in 
there and participate. I feel this setup has 
a huge impact on the way the students 
learn in the lab.”

The Vision learning environment is 
also effective in helping to overcome 
behavior issues. 

“I had put four students together 
at a Mission, and their teacher said to 
me that they were four students that 
she would never have put together in a 
group because of behavior issues,” Noon 
said. “These students got along, worked 
together, and were incredibly success-
ful in completing their Mission. That 
was awesome! That is why the Missions 
system works. I love it!”

Effective Furniture
Unique design of workstations not only visually appealing but also integral to learning

The Statistical Analysis Module gives students a chance to experience a concept by 
1) hearing and reading about it on-screen, 2) setting up an activity, 3) completing 
the activity, and 4) recording and analyzing data.

Teamwork and peer teaching take place at the Series II Weather Mission when students 
construct their own weather vanes and test them using a fan.

1 2
3 4

CHALLENGER K-8
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Modules furniture design 
helps keep students focused

Synergistic Modules students work in 
pairs, and that’s exactly how Facilitators 
John Pennington and John Oswald want 
it.  

From the very first design meetings 
for the Synergistic Modules environment, 
the shape of the learning space was 
considered a critically important variable 
for each student team’s success. From 
heights of the monitor shelf to surface 
shape to the call light placement and 
engagement, completing the curriculum 
and hands-on activities in the ergonomi-
cally designed space of their self-con-
tained workstation was of paramount 
educational importance. 

“I like the section (wall) that splits one 
Module from the Module on the other 
side,” Pennington said. “It’s important for 

the group keeping its focus.”
Oswald concurred: “I particularly 

like the separation of each Module to 
prevent distractions. I like the central 
and elevated position of the monitor, 
keyboard, and mouse, and the padded 
secretarial chairs with wheels are also 
very practical.”

With as many as 12 different Modules 
operating at once in either teacher’s lab, 
mass confusion would ensue if students 
didn’t have their own space in which to 
work and communicate.

“We are blessed at this school with 
wonderful resources which include 
equipment, space, and support,” Oswald 
said. “The ability to move the student to 
a workstation designed specifically to 
support interactive learning and topic-
specific activities is the best of both 
worlds.”

Call lights
After the teachers explain to students 

how they should use the call-light system 
at their workstation, they usually do 
so, which is another important step in 
promoting responsibility and maintain-
ing order in the classroom.

“The students usually try to resolve 
any issues on their own,” Noon said. “If 
they use their call light, I always ask them 
if they’ve talked about the issue already. 
If not, I tell them I’ll come back after 
they’ve had a chance to work through 
the issue.” ■

Three rules to learn by, according to Modules 
 Facilitators John Pennington and John OswaldScience Classroom Rules:

3.  Solidarity (union of purpose and 
interest): Students must focus on the 
activities at their Module and not 
interrupt or bother other students.

1.  Safety 
(security, protec-
tion, well-being): 
Students must 
put safety first 
at all times, 
wearing protec-
tive gear and 
completing 
all activities as 
instructed. 

2.  Stewardship (caretaker): Students 
must treat all equipment, supplies, 
and Modules workstations with care 
and respect in an effort to preserve 
them for other students.

The ideal Modules classroom includes ample 
space for students to gather as a group (left) 
and then open areas for Modules workstations.

Missions furniture accommodates the specific 
needs of each Crew member.

CHALLENGER K-8
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The unique layout, 
equipment, 
and furniture 

designed for a 
Synergistic Learning 
Systems lab require 
ample classroom space 
and storage facilities 
– if at all possible.

There’s no better 
example of this than 
the two Modules labs 
at Challenger K-8 
School of Science and 
Mathematics in Spring 
Hill, Florida. One of 
the labs was designed 
when building plans 
were drawn up, and 
the other lab was 
added later, as an 
afterthought.

End result? The 
custom classroom 
designed with Modules 
in mind has ample 
space for the student 
workstations, electrical 
outlets wherever they 
might be needed, and 
four large storage/work 
rooms as offshoots of the main lab. The 
second lab is about half as large meaning 
Modules are lined up closely together 
and the classroom style seating fills 
nearly all of the space in the middle of 
the relatively small room.

“With the decision to open a second 
lab, it was necessary to retrofit the space 
to accommodate the installation of 
Modules,” said Facilitator John Oswald. 
“Significant power and data line sources 

were added.”
Principal Sue Stoops said she was 

fortunate to be involved in the planning 
of the new school, and she was sure to 
request the necessary accommodations 
for the original Modules and Missions 
labs, two of the crown jewels in the 
magnet school named in memory of the 
ill-fated space shuttle and crew. 

“We got the labs shaped like we want 
them,” Stoops said, “(Cable) drops were 
put where needed and outlets were 

added in the middle of the floor.”
Only after the school was built did 

officials decide to add another Modules 
lab, giving them two in which to teach a 
full year of eighth grade physical science.

Oswald and his-team teaching 
partner, John Pennington, eagerly await 
the day when the outline of a door on 
the wall between their rooms becomes 
an opening that facilitates easy access to 
storage and resource rooms for both of 
them.

Building a 
school with 

modular 
labs in mind Two of three Synergistic labs were

factored into Challenger K-8 design

Adjacent to the main Modules lab at Challenger K-8 is a spacious workroom  where students can fine-tune their projects 
that require painting and the use of power tools.

CHALLENGER K-8
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Missions lab space critical
Missions Facilitator Kimberly Noon 

loves her classroom and the space it 
provides for students in Grades 1-5 who 
walk through her doorway every day to 
explore science like never before.

“I do feel that to run a successful 
lab, the students need to have enough 
space to move around and conduct their 
experiments,” Noon said. “For example, I 
have the Rocketry Mission that requires 
the students to design, build, and launch 
a straw rocket. Space is needed in order 
to conduct this experiment properly.”

Amazingly, with as many as 56 
second graders (three classes) buzzing 

around the room at the same time, all 
appear to be focused on their activities 
and work – yet another testament to the 
benefits of having ample workspace.

With one full year of experience, 
Noon has worked out most of the kinks 
in her setup of 14 four-person worksta-

tions and 47 Missions (Series I-IV), 
which will be utilized by nearly 

700 students this year. 
She and the students’ 
classroom teachers 
navigate the custom-
built lab with seeming 
ease.

“My stations are 
lined up against the 
perimeter of the room 
so each one is visible 
from anywhere in the 
room,” Noon said. “This 
makes for an ideal 
setup.” ■

How Parents Can Help
Editor’s note: Modules facilitators John Pennington and John Oswald share the 

following information with students and parents at the beginning of the school year.
Classroom learning is a partnership. Our responsibility as teachers is to 

provide interesting and challenging activities in a comfortable and well-orga-
nized classroom. Each student is responsible for coming to class with a good 
attitude prepared to learn science to the best of his or her ability. We must 
remember the student’s principal role or job in life is to be a student!

Research shows that students whose parents are involved in their learning 
have a higher success rate in school. Here are some ways you as a parent (guard-
ian) can help:

•	 Organize a study place at home and a regular study time – study should 
be a “daily habit.” A student can still review important concepts when he 
or she has no homework.

•	 Plan short blocks of study so there is time for chores and relaxation as 
well as homework.

•	 Have your student bring home an up-to-date planner (assignment 
calendar) each day and go over it together.

•	 Be involved. Many science assignments and activities are suitable for 
parents and students to work together.

•	 If you have questions about your student’s homework assignments or 
lack thereof, you are encouraged to call. Leave a message if you need 
more information, and we’ll call back as soon as possible.

•	 Praise your student for completing assigned homework well; all of us 
like to be appreciated for work well done.

Facilitator Kim Noon stores Missions 
materials in a closet (left) located 
across the hall from her lab. Below, 
students filter through the “mall” 
area near the center of Challenger 
K-8, which was built with Missions 
and Modules in mind.

Above, various materials fill one of the three 
storage/resource rooms that adjoin the main 
Modules lab. 

Power outlets on the floor were factored into the 
design of the Missions lab.

CHALLENGER K-8
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By Kelly Reddin, Development Manager 
kreddin@pitsco.com

The Synergistic curriculum team is constantly working 
to incorporate the latest software and technology into 
Synergistic Learning Systems products. Recently, the 

injection molder used in Processing Plastics was improved. The 
Team Mission was updated to reflect the change.

During the updating to Version 5.0, many Series IV Missions 
had new Synergistic Missions programs created specifically to 
cover content.

In Epidemic, a program was created that has clips from a 
news anchor and his interviews with local officials such as the 
superintendent of schools, the chief physician at the hospital, 
the head of public transportation, and the governor. These 
interviews add realism to the topic.

Animal Survival is another 
Mission that had specialized 
software created. The topics 
covered include animal 
defenses and ecosystems. The 
graphics are excellent and 
are a wonderful addition to 
the text. Professional audio 

completes the presentation.  
Looking at the entire process of student learning, the cur-

riculum team assesses not only changes in curriculum but also 
changes in environment.

New furniture design
Synergistic Missions have complementary furniture 

designed specifically to create a total learning environment for 
the lab. The lower profile, larger table, and closed storage intro-
duced in 2005 are improvements over the previous furniture.

•  The low profile allows the furniture to be located even 
in the center of a classroom while maintaining complete 
visibility.

•  The new design holds two to three Missions.

•  The two-door storage cabinet is located for easy access 
by the Materials Specialist.

•  A more prominent call signal is attached to the desk that 
holds a computer or TV/DVD. This equipment is conve-
niently located near the Communications Specialist.

The table is now rectangular in shape, allowing students to 
have more room for their activities. Due to the small footprint, 
the Missions furniture can be placed in numerous layouts 
within a classroom. Additionally, the color scheme, a mixture 
of blue and gray, makes the classroom appear professional, yet 
inviting. 

These continuous changes to both curriculum and environ-
ment give students the ability to succeed in science while 
absolutely enjoying the process of learning. ■

Above, a newscast from the Epidemic Mission. Below, ecosystems and 
animal defenses are two of the topics covered via specially created 
software in the Animal Survival Mission.

See related article on Synergistic 
Learning Systems furniture that begins 
on page 8.

Related article

Software, 
technology 

updated 
regularly in 

Missions

mailto:kreddin@pitsco.com
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Missions Customer Service

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

For those of you currently using 
Prism, you know what a handy 
and easy-to-use tool it is. 

Although Prism has been available for 
a year or so, it is our newest manage-
ment software offered in our Systems 
division. 

I feel as if we took everything 
we learned from our management 
applications for Modules and Suites 
and applied it to Prism. When I think 
of Prism, I am reminded of the car 
commercial that says, “everything you 
need, nothing you don’t.” It’s a very 
simple application, but it does exactly 
what you need it to do. 

If you are not using it to schedule 
students into your Missions, you 
should really consider giving it a try. 
Prism comes with all of our Mission 
offerings already entered and gives 
you the ability to add your own 
Missions or activities for scheduling.

So, essentially all you need to do 
to get started is enter your students’ 
names (which can be imported) and 

create classes. After these things have 
been accomplished, you are ready 
to schedule, which will happen in 
the blink of an eye when you click 
Generate Schedule. After the schedule 
has been generated, you can print it 
for distribution to the students. 

Prism also can serve as your 
grading program as well as your 
scheduling program. Obviously, in 
the Missions setting, scores must be 
manually 
entered into 
the program, 
but after they 
are, you can 
generate 
grade reports 
and even 
modify the 
grading scale. 

At the end 
of a quarter or 
semester or 
year, you can 
easily start 
with a clean 
database but 
still keep your 

existing database. This can be accom-
plished by using the built-in Database 
Tools to back up your current data-
base and then select a new one.

It’s as simple as that: easy to get 
started and easy to use. If you are still 
manually scheduling your Missions, 
you should check out Prism. For more 
information about purchasing Prism, 
contact your local sales representa-
tive.  ■

Prism: It has everything you need 
and nothing you don’t

jhoward@pitsco.com • 866-773-2797

Bahamas construction 
Teachers in the Bahamas received training this summer in how 
to implement Construction Education System units and other 
curriculum provided by Hearlihy, a member of the Pitsco family 
of companies. Hearlihy officials also traveled to the island 
nation last year to provide training. In addition to construction 
curriculum, the Ministry of Education in the Bahamas purchased 
Hearlihy learning units focused on combustion engines, electron-

ics, recycling, and 
materials and 
processes.

Photos by Robin 
White-Mussa, 
Pitsco

mailto:jhoward@pitsco.com
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A Look Back

By Tom Farmer, Editor 
tfarmer@pitsco.com

If experience begets wisdom, then new 
Synergistic Learning Systems facilita-
tors should heed the advice of veteran 

Jim Hughes of De Anza Middle School in 
Ventura, California.

An early adopter of “exploratory 
technology,” Hughes has been teaching 
Synergistic Modules for 16 years.

“I found out that it helps to trust the 
Synergistic System to work, and try not 
to change the system to meet your ideas 
of how it should work,” Hughes said. 
“Some teachers have changed many 
aspects of the system, and the program 

has failed 
because of 
the teacher 
trying to 
make the 
system 
their own. 
I believe 
the system 
should be 
universal 
and work for 
all students as much as possible. 

“I have had to shift my thinking and 
teaching practices. I have for the most 
part not changed the heart of the system 
but have been successful using the 

system the way it was developed.”
That’s not to say teachers should 

avoid putting a personal stamp on their 
program.

“After you have been in a Synergistic 
lab for a few years, then you are better 

•  B.S. and M.E. 
in Industrial 
Education

•  Where: De Anza 
Middle School, 
Ventura, California

•  Teaching: 37 
years, including 
a stint teaching 
summer college 
course

•  Synergistic: 16 
years

Module Facilitator 
Jim Hughes New appreciation for space

A few years ago our school was being mod-
ernized. During this time they made my tech lab 
the school office. All the Synergistic furniture, 
computers, and equipment were moved out. What 
a nightmare! I had to relocate for a semester to 
a classroom that was half the size of the lab. The 
administration suggested I teach drafting for that 
semester, but I would not give up the Synergistic 
lab. I did a lot of creative designing to get it to 
fit. I set up all 16 workstations and equipment 
– without Synergistic furniture – in a very snug 
classroom. I networked it, and it all worked. I felt 
like a sardine in a can for a whole semester. The 
students adapted very well, but I had trouble navi-
gating through the classroom. When I returned to 

the Synergistic lab the next semester, it felt great 
and made me appreciate the lab even more

Learning early
I have had many visitors come through the 

lab, and they are always impressed after asking 
the students what they are doing. The students 
have been able to, in great detail, tell them what 
they have learned and the main concepts of the 
Module they are working in. One time, a Rotary 
club member came through the Synergistic lab 
and approached a student working in the Flight 
Technology Module and observed him, asked him 
a few questions, and then came over to me and 
said, “I never learned what that student is doing 
until I took flight school for my pilot’s license.”

Good 
advice: 

‘Trust the 
System’

After 16 years of Modules, 
California facilitator knows how 

to get most out of curriculum

Among Hughes’ fondest Modules memories

During a ceremony in 1990, Pitsco President and CEO Dr. Harvey Dean, right, 
presents a certificate to Jim Hughes, Synergistic Modules facilitator at De Anza 
Middle School in Ventura, California.

mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com


October-November 2006          23

able to customize a few things, but it is 
better in my opinion to leave the heart of 
the program alone,” Hughes explained.

De Anza students rotate through the 
lab for nine weeks in seventh grade and 
nine weeks in eighth grade as part of 
an elective wheel. As sixth graders, they 
explore Synergistic Missions, which serve 
as a transition to the Modules.

Ready for digital
Though students had to read a lot 

when Modules were notebook based, 
Hughes thought it was a great change 
from the traditional shop classes he had 
taught previously. The busy work of 
manual grading got old, but the students 
were fully engaged and learning. Then 
came the digital delivery of Modules in 
the late 1990s.

“When the digital system came out, I 
was ready for it,” he said. “I did not believe 
instruction could be delivered any better 
than the notebook system until I started 
using the digital system. I could spend 
more time with students individually.”

The rate of student success grew 
further. “They controlled the learning 
process more or less at their own speed,” 
Hughes said. “They could review instruc-
tions if they needed to and be successful 
at what they did. It was a whole new way 
of learning for them, and they liked it a 
lot.”

Students found more entry points for 
learning: listening, viewing, modeling, 
reviewing instructions, instant feedback, 
hands-on activities, multiple forms of 
assessment, and enrichment activities. 

“The digital system does all this in a 
way that holds the students’ attention 
better than the older notebook system 
and is easier to navigate through,” 
Hughes said.

Why Synergistic Modules?
In 1988, prior to implementing 

Synergistic, Hughes created seven  
“technology workstations” in his 
woodshop. Though successful on this 
small scale, he knew a comprehensive 
setup would require more development 
time, money, and space. He met Pitsco 
President and CEO Harvey Dean in 1990, 
and the rest is history.

“Two things led me toward purchas-
ing Synergistic Systems. One was the 
research and development going into 
the program to ensure success at the 
user end,” Hughes said. “The second thing 

I liked about Synergistic Systems was 
customer service. If a company wants to 
succeed, it has to have great customer 
service to support its product. Pitsco has 
had that since day one for me starting in 
1990 and has not put me on hold ever!”

Before teachers select Modules for 
their labs, they should invest careful 
consideration.

“I know the No Child Left Behind Act 
tells us that we should fit all students into 
one mold, but we know that does not 

work, so I started taking into consider-
ation my students’ abilities, interests, and 
what would be educationally best for 
them when picking Modules.”

And one final bit of advice: “Let 
go. The teacher does not need to be 
in charge of everything,” Hughes said. 
“Sometimes we need to sit back and let 
the student take charge of the learning 
process. The Synergistic System allows 
you to do that.” ■

What makes Modules better?
Do students really learn better in a Synergistic lab than in a traditional class-

room? Jim Hughes, a 16-year Modules facilitator says, “Yes, yes, and yes for many 
reasons.” Among those reasons he cites:

•	 The student follows step-by-step instructions.
•	 Instructions are presented so students use all modalities of learning: 

visual, hearing, touch (hands-on).
•	 The student is more in control of the learning process.
•	 The learning activities relate to the student’s real world. Learning is 

meaningful.
•	 The equipment is up to date and reinforces learning activities. 
•	 Students can review material if they do not understand the first time.
•	 Students get immediate feedback if they make a mistake so they know 

the correct answers.
•	 A lot more information can be presented to students in a format that 

presents short videos from the real world, visual instructions, and written 
instructions.

•	 In a traditional classroom the delivery of information is very different and 
is mostly presented by the teacher. A teacher cannot plan, present, and 
deliver half the information that is presented in a Synergistic Learning 
System.

Above left, Hughes poses with his students 
prior to the implementation of Synergistic 
Modules. At left, students work at the 
Rocketry & Space Module. Above, Hughes 
stands in front of a Module workstation.
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By Dana Cochran, Educational Projects Manager 
dcochran@pitsco.com

The focus of this issue is the impact of technology and 
learning environments on education. With Synergistic 
Modules, we focus on these two areas each year.

The impact on technology is nowhere more evident than 
in some of our Modules. For example, Computer Graphics & 
Animation, Digital Video, Audio Broadcasting, and others are 
updated each year to include the latest versions of their 
respective third-party software programs. Other titles such as 
Engines and Simple Machines are updated to newer models of 
equipment. 

In a society where technology is advancing rapidly, it isn’t 
acceptable at Synergistic Learning Systems for students to 
learn on technologies that are years behind industry standard. 
We ensure that Modules students have current software, 
technology, and equipment.

The learning environment is also an area that we consider 
critical for student success. Through the years we have modi-
fied our furniture to accommodate smaller classrooms. In the 
early years of Synergistic Modules, classroom space was already 
set aside for industrial arts and family and consumer sciences 
labs.

As these programs were changed and/or modified to ac-
commodate Modules, the space was more than adequate for 
new environments. However, with the increase of Synergistic 
Learning Systems science, math, and engineering labs, it has 
been necessary to redesign some of our workstations for use in 
smaller classrooms.

We now offer two lines of workstations that have smaller 
footprints yet still provide students a learning environment that 
is exciting, modern, and fresh.

Every Synergistic environment is designed to help students 
feel excited about coming to class. Each design also conveys to 
students that they are important and valued. While these are 
important aspects of our labs, the design’s foremost purpose is 
to ensure that student learning is maximized in the workstation 
space.

When students and others enter a clean, well-organized, 
and well-maintained Synergistic lab, positive impressions of 
the warm, inviting, and professional learning environment are 
formed. 

We are committed to continuing our quest to have the best, 
most up-to-date, and technologically current curriculum, as 
well as the most educationally sound and attractively designed 
environment possible. ■

Indiana Network meeting 
date and location change

The Indiana Network meeting date and location have 
been changed. The meeting will be held November 14 
at Sarah Scott Middle School in Terre Haute. Facilitators 
should RSVP with Education Consultant Dennis Kunka at 
dkunka@pitsco.com.

Among the items to be discussed at the meeting 
are the new 2007 Modules delivery system, the new 
Synergistic Algebra curriculum, and the Synergistic Star 
Academy for underachieving dropout candidates modeled 
after the successful South Carolina Star Academy.

Facilitators should be prepared to share their ideas 
and suggestions with their peers (bring 35 copies of any 
materials to be distributed).

Technology updates keep Modules on leading edge

Kansas City schools implement science Modules
The Kansas City Missouri School District board approved 

implementation of eight Synergistic Modules science labs at 
the ninth grade level this semester in order to address program 
deficiencies in that area.

New Superintendent Anthony Amato proposed and 
endorsed the program, going so far as to stake his reputa-
tion on promises that the curriculum would improve 
passing rates and performance by ninth graders during 
the first year.

Pitsco Director of Education Matt Frankenbery 

conducted an on-site Modules training seminar (below) in 
late August. A class of approximately 30 teachers (below left) 
received training just a few days prior to the start of the school 
year. Photos by Jack Hemenway, Pitsco

mailto:dcochran@pitsco.com
mailto:dkunka@pitsco.com
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jhoward@pitsco.com • 800-774-4552Modules Customer Service

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

The first quarter of another school year is almost over, and 
hopefully by now you have successfully completed at 
least a few Modules rotations. For those of you new to a 

Synergistic lab, you’ve probably been challenged. There are so 
many new things to learn and so many activities happening at 
once. 

No matter how good our training is, it just can’t prepare you 
for everything. Personal experience is the only thing that will 
make you fully comfortable in your new role. Of course, some 
adjust better than others, but each new school year begins with 
anxious phone calls from nervous teachers wondering how 
they will ever handle this new system.

However, with each passing rotation the comfort level goes 
up and the anxiety goes down. My guess is that by now you 
are somewhere in the middle and you are probably ready to do 
something other than put out fires. If so, there are few things 
you should consider doing as time allows.

SIM
If you have not put SIM Online (or its predecessor, SIM) to 

good use, you really need to check it out. It is a wealth of infor-
mation about the Modules, the lab, and facilitating in general. 
In fact, I’ve seen many teachers print out the all the documents 
for each Module and make a “Master Notebook” to use as a 
reference guide in the future. 

Although all of this information is already at your fingertips 
in SIM, imagine how handy it would be to have hard copies of 
the answer keys nearby when a student asks how you find the 
answer to one of those dreaded math questions. This will take 
some time initially, but I think you will find it worth your while 
in the long run.

Colleague
By now, you’re probably doing quite well with Colleague®. 

You’ve got scheduling, grading, assessments, and so forth 
figured out quite well. Those are the basic concepts you need 

to run the lab, but several additional reports and features 
also are available. For instance, the “Missing Work” report will 
quickly tell you which students have not completed all of their 
sessions, so you can identify students who need to make up 
work. 

Another handy screen is the “Class Information” report. This 
report tells you what Colleague shows as the current rotation 
for each class. I’m sure you’ve all had the experience of trying 
to manually schedule a new student in Colleague, but you were 
unable to do so because a student logged in to the wrong 
Module in a future rotation. By simply accessing this report 
periodically (maybe once a rotation), you will be able to easily 
monitor all of your classes and ensure that none of them are off 
track. 

Last but not least in Colleague, is the Performance Codes 
function. This can be found under the Grades menu and allows 
you to record observations about a student’s behavior by 
selecting from a list of qualities, either good or bad. Colleague 
comes with a default list, but this list can be modified at your 
discretion.

Web site
I would be remiss if I didn’t give a plug to the pitsco-

network.com site as well. If you have recently attended training, 
you should have received a username and password to access 
this site. If you are a veteran and need a username and pass-
word, contact Kristi Bettega at kbettega@pitsco.com. 

This is an ever-changing and improving site with a myriad 
of support information, ideas on funding, new product infor-
mation, news releases, open houses, and so forth. You can even 
find group pictures from the training that you attended! Plus, 
there is also a Teacher Forum where you can share ideas with 
fellow Synergistic facilitators.

Whenever we get something new, whether it’s a new edu-
cational program or a new car, we usually reach a comfort level 
and then we tend to forget all it has to offer. I’ve covered just a 
few features Synergistic Modules have to offer. Check them out 
when you get a chance.  ■

End of first quarter a time to reflect

HELP:  As a member of the Hurricane Education Leadership Program (HELP), Pitsco 
presented its solutions to New Orleans educators in August. Below left, national education 
representatives, media members, and local education officials listen to presentations. At center, 
what’s left of Lawless High School. At right, New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin addresses the crowd.

Photos by Matt Frankenbery, Pitsco
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By Carol Hand, Curriculum Specialist 
chand@pitsco.com

Weather – it’s all around us, it affects us every 
day, and just about everyone wants to know 
how to predict it! The updated Weather Module 

from Synergistic Learning Systems comes to the rescue, 
turning weather neophytes into budding meteorologists.

The Weather Module has been a top seller for a 
number of years, meeting many of the required Earth/
space science standards for middle school. But we knew 
it was time to update the content, look, and feel of the 
Module. That update, Weather Version 2.6.1, is now 
available.

The first thing you’ll notice about the Module is 
its gorgeous new look. Graphic Artist Jason Redd has 
provided a completely new background and graphics, 
including spectacular photos of cloud types and storm 
formations, as well as clear, easy-to-read diagrams of 
fronts, atmospheric layers, weather maps, and more. 

Revised content
Most of the topics remain the 

same, but their content has been 
revised, reorganized, and 
updated with new informa-
tion to give the Module a 
much more modern feel. 
Some tried-and-true 
activities remain – dem-
onstration of the Coriolis 
force and the effect 
of light angle on light 
intensity, for example. 

Other activities 
have been revised. 
Information on the water 
cycle has been expanded 
and a new, simpler “cloud 
chamber” is now used to 
illustrate evaporation, pre-

cipitation, and 
condensation. 
Students still 
learn to identify clouds, but the activity includes new 
cloud photos and asks students to predict the weather 
based on cloud types. As they learn types of fronts, they 
plot them on a weather map and determine what type of 
weather is being generated. 

And every activity, old or new, sports snappy new 
videos, thanks to the hard work of our intrepid “video 
guys,” Nate Van Shaar and Tim Wallace.

New weather station
Undoubtedly the most exciting feature of the 2.6.1 

update is the replacement of the old Weather Monitor II 
with the new, wireless Vantage Pro2 weather station. 

The Vantage Pro2 transmits weather data wirelessly 
from up to 1,000 feet away, and students read current 
weather values from a digital monitor at the workstation. 
In addition, a data logger plugs into a USB port on the 

computer and downloads weather data to the 
WeatherLink software at the times and 

intervals you specify. 
Throughout the Module, 

students read and download 
weather data. They also 

receive some math practice 
as they do a unit conver-
sion problem each 
session using current 
weather data. During 
Session 7, they use the 
WeatherLink software 
to generate and print 
graphs of the past week’s 
weather data.

We hope students and 
teachers alike appreciate 

the changes in Weather. ■

Weather Module 
forecast: improved 
content, look, feel

mailto:chand@pitsco.com
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Session Focus
• Session 1 – Layers of the Atmosphere; 

Weather Measurement

• Session 2 – Light Intensity and Light 
Angle

• Session 3 – Hydrologic Cycle

• Session 4 – Cloud Types and Weather 
Forecasting

• Session 5 – Heat Transfer and Coriolis 
Force

• Session 6 – Air Masses and Fronts

• Session 7 – Severe Storms; Windchill 
and Heat Index; Graphing 
Weather Data

Student Objectives
•  Identify and describe the layers of the 

atmosphere. 

•  Describe how the Sun’s heat drives 
global weather systems. 

•  Examine the relationship between the 
seasons and weather patterns. 

•  Examine the hydrologic cycle and global 
circulation patterns, and recognize their 
effects on weather. 

•  Recognize types of fronts and identify 
weather events associated with each 
one. 

•  Recognize differences in high and low 
pressure areas and how they affect 
weather. 

•  Describe storms and weather extremes 
and summarize their effects on people.

•  Describe instruments and technologies 
used by meteorologists.

•  Gather, analyze, interpret, and graph 
weather data.

Images by Multimedia  
Graphic Artist Jason Redd



28          The Pitsco Network

By Tom Farmer, Editor 
tfarmer@pitsco.com

When Richard Norman left the business world to 
become a teacher a few years ago, he didn’t know 
exactly what to expect, but he quickly discovered his 

experience as a troubleshooting telecommunications specialist 
and business owner would come in handy.

First, he had to resurrect the Synergistic Modules lab at Dan 
McCarty Middle School in St. Lucie County, Florida in 2004. 
The lab needed to be updated, and it had sat idle for a year 
without a teacher available to facilitate. District CTE Director 
Kathy Schmidt secured a grant to update the lab, and Norman 
received formal Synergistic training.

Following his first year in the 
lab, he had to get creative when 
he found out his district required 
students to complete midterm 
and final exams.

“I took stock of all the things 
that went right and all the things 
that went wrong,” Norman said. 
“The one item that stood out 
was the fact that the Synergistic 
program did not have a midterm 
or final exam. I decided to imple-
ment a final project idea for the 
2005-2006 school year.”

Basically, for the final exam 
project, Norman requires that 
students:
•  Pair up and select a session from 
a Module they’d like 

to teach.
•  Determine a presentation format (lecture, 

video, PowerPoint presentation, game, or 
anything else they’d like to try).

•  Follow instructions for developing a lesson 
plan.

•  Work up to 10 days in class – and outside 
of the class, if necessary – to prepare the 
presentation.

•  Schedule a presentation time.
•  Present their lesson plan to the class.
To ensure variety and uniqueness, each session 

may be featured only once within each class. If 
more than one group wants to feature the same session of a 
Module, the student pair who boast the top combined grade 
overall win the privilege, and the other students must select a 
different session.

The final exam is worth 100 points, and students see the 
grading rubric prior to beginning so they understand exactly 
what each part of the project is worth and what is expected.

Highly creative 
students

Results from 
the first year 
revealed great 
creativity and 
imagination, 
Norman said, 
but one pair of 
students went the 
extra mile. Making 
their project even 
more impressive was the fact that they were classified in the 
Exceptional Student Education (ESE) program, and their focus 
was Session 2 of the Robots Module. They created a news video 
that explored the programming process of “teach pendent.”

After a few tries and adjustments, the pair completed their 
video lesson and even incorporated some rap.

“They got up in front of the class, introduced themselves, 
explained what teach pendent was, and then we put their 
video in the recorder,” Norman said. “The class was rolling with 
laughter. It was good laughter, not teasing at all. It was informa-
tive and entertaining.”

To complete their lesson, the students delivered a five-ques-
tion quiz covering the information they presented.

“They collected the papers, graded them, and gave them 
back to their classmates the next day,” Norman said. “All the 
students scored a perfect 100. Even though most of their 
classmates didn’t have an opportunity to go through the 
Robots Module, they were able to teach the class about the 
importance of robotics in our society and how robots are 

programmed to do what 
they do. Now all of their 
classmates – not just a few – 

have an idea of robotics.” ■

Winning Suggestion

Editor’s Note:
This Winning Suggestion was 
submitted by Synergistic Modules 
Facilitator Richard Norman of St. Lucie 
County, Florida. For sharing this great 
suggestion, Norman will receive a $50 
gift certificate and a T-shirt. Submit 
your Winning Suggestions to Editor 
Tom Farmer (tfarmer@pitsco.com or 
P.O. Box 1708, Pittsburg, KS 66762).

Download: Go to 
www.pitsco-network.com 
and download copies of 
Norman’s project instruc-
tions, lesson plan, and 
grading rubric!

A ‘fun’ final exam?
Students create presentations based on a single Modules session

Slides from a final 
exam PowerPoint 
presentation show 
students’ creativity.

http://www.pitsco-network.com
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.com
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.comorP.O.Box1708
mailto:tfarmer@pitsco.comorP.O.Box1708
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Do you hate going to meetings? 
They can really be a hassle, can’t 
they? The hectic pace of a typical 

school day, traffic, the personal time 
lost, in fact there really seem to be few 
“upsides” to meetings.

At the same time, most teachers want 
to keep current on new developments 
within curriculum or management. They 
want and appreciate feedback and assis-
tance from their colleagues on the tough 
and practical issues in the classroom, and 
they need a comfortable environment 
in which they can ask questions with the 
knowledge that they’ll get answers. 

If this describes you, we may have 
just what you’re looking for – Synergistic 
Webinars! What in the world is a Webinar, 
you wonder? Good question, it’s a new 
generation of technology-based confer-
ences using special software and the 

Internet to allow people in locations all 
over the country to meet and collaborate 
from the comfort of their home or school. 

Here’s how it works. Pitsco announces 
a meeting and you register to attend 
via e-mail. On the day and time of the 
meeting, you sit at your computer with 
a phone. Simply clicking a Web link and 
dialing a toll-free phone number will 
connect you to the meeting! 

After you’ve logged in to a meeting, 
the host can display presentations, 
videos, graphics, and text on your 
computer to coincide with the discussion 
or to elaborate on a particular point. The 
participants can send notes or questions 
to the host or anyone else who is in 
attendance.

In the past, Synergistic Webinars 
have been used to provide review 
sessions for Modules or Suites teachers 
long after they have attended training. 

We have used Webinars to supplement 
professional development and customer 
service.

We have used them on the front end 
before teachers attend training, just after 
they complete Phase One to review and 
answer questions prior to arriving for the 
workshop. We have also used them in 
group as well as one-on-one situations 
with teachers after they are operating in 
the lab to work through common issues 
with Colleague or Encompass. 

It’s a very flexible and effective 
method of communication. The best 

thing about these events is that they 
are quick and easy. You don’t need to 
be a computer expert to participate in a 
Webinar. You essentially click an Internet 
link, make a phone call, and you’re in.

Synergistic Webinars: coming this 
school year to a PC near you! ■

Webinars are a simple, fun way to attend a seminar without leaving your chair

Coming to a PC near you!

Step 1
We invite you to participate in an 
online meeting.

Step 2
You join the meeting and see 
what is being presented.

Step 3
You may submit questions or 
comments electronically.

Synergistic Webinars

Mark Maskell

Teacher Development
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Suite
Harb

or
Team Table

By Jeanne McCready, Curriculum Specialist 
mccready@pitsco.com

So, why is Synergistic Suites furniture different from tradi-
tional high school classroom furniture? The most obvious 
reason is how it is ergonomically designed to support the 

Suites curriculum.
Three work spaces called Harbors 

make up a Suite, two students per Harbor. 
The location of each Harbor workstation 
allows Harbor partners to work indepen-
dently from the other Harbors within the 
Suite. In addition to the ergonomically 
designed space for the student pair, the 
work surface provides space for complet-
ing all hands-on activities written into the 
Harbor curriculum.  These design features 
allow Harbor members to communicate and work at their 
workstations without interrupting the workflow of student 
pairs in the other two Harbors of the Suite.

The three Harbor workstations are close enough within the 
Suite to provide an environment for the Suite Team – six indi-
viduals working together to learn and solve specified problems 

by using the knowledge they gain in their specific Harbor.  
A team table is strategically placed between the three 

Harbors in the center of the Suite area for easy access by each 
of the Harbor pairs. The Suite curriculum dictates team meet-
ings during which time the Suite Team develops strategies 

to address a prescriptive problem and 
prepares a team presentation of their 
solution.

The team table includes a whiteboard 
work surface. The tables serve as a 
notepad for members to use in describ-
ing solutions, listing ideas, graphically 
diagnosing a problem, or using graphic 
sketches to depict workflow during Suite 
Team brainstorming sessions! 

The Suite setup enables the instructor 
to view all of the team members, thereby 

seeing the activity of the team members at a glance. Multiple 
Harbor activities within the Suite can be witnessed in a single 
cursory glance. Additionally, the instructor may move easily in 
and out of the Suite to have conversations with a Harbor pair 
while observing activity in the rest of the room. ■

Strategically designed 

Suites furniture
From workstation layout to team table, furniture fits the curriculum

The Suite setup enables the in-
structor to view all of the team 
members, thereby seeing the 

activity of the team members at 
a glance. 

mailto:mccready@pitsco.com
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By David Patterson, Assistant Systems 
Customer Support Coordinator,  
david_patterson@pitsco.com

Time sure flies when you’re having 
fun. Right? If you did not have to 
provide a midterm grade report or 

your first quarter hasn’t ended yet, then 
you may not have had to provide any 
grade information to the office.

Likewise, you might not have had the 
chance to utilize all the Grade func-
tions and reports in Encompass. One of 
the questions we often hear in Suites 
customer service is, “What’s the best way 
to give the current grade if students have 
not completed a rotation?”

If you have been using some of 
the grading functions in Encompass, 
then you have likely seen the option to 
calculate a report on a “Completed” vs. 
“All” basis. As noted previously, during 
an unfinished rotation you will want to 
calculate grades in the Completed mode.

This method takes into consider-
ation only the activities that have been 

attempted and prevents scores from 
being understated. If you run reports 
with the All option selected, then you will 
be holding your students accountable for 
all 275 points for each rotation reported. 
Also, make sure to set the start and end 
rotations correctly.

Report options
You will also notice that you have 

several different report options from 
which to choose. Several of them provide 
similar data. To report all the details, use 
the Detail Grade Book and print it. To 
merely summarize, the Grade report is 
concise and to the point.

One feature of Encompass that we 
don’t get much feedback on is the 
Performance Log. This utility enables 
you to enter notations about a student 
based on a specific event. It’s a great way 
to track a student’s stellar or improper 
behaviors during a quarter or semester. 
You may locate the Performance Log 
form via the Utilities menu. ■

Completed or all – that’s the 
question with Encompass

By Jeanne McCready, Curriculum Specialist 
mccready@pitsco.com

I wish I had a nickel for every time 
someone in the Pitsco Operations 
Department told me the Orbit camera 

changed models or Microsoft software 
program changed versions. 

While some say these product 
changes help keep me employed, it’s a 
constant challenge to always stay on top 
of the newest software and technology 
products that are used in Synergistic 
Learning Systems.

Obviously, innovative curriculum 
comes at a price. On the plus side, with 
every update our curriculum writers find 
something they can make “just a little bit 
better” or are able to add a new feature 

that otherwise might not get imple-
mented right away.

Here’s an example. We recently 
updated the Propulsion monitor 
and software used in the Propulsion 
Engineering Harbor. In the course of 
updating instructional videos for the new 
software, it was decided to update all the 
media files in the entire Harbor in order 
to improve the quality of existing files. 

We are currently in the process of 
updating the AgriBiotechnology Suite 
in an effort to lower the cost of consum-
ables. While most of the existing activi-
ties are excellent examples of techniques 
used in the field of biotechnology, the 
cost of the materials is prohibitive for 
many schools.

We want to make sure this cutting 
edge Suite is affordable for all our 
customers. In addition, because this 
Suite was developed seven years ago, 
many advances in biotechnology have 
occurred. Our updates will not only 
include activities that are more cost 
effective, but they will also contain 
leading-edge content.

There are plenty of reasons to update 
Synergistic Learning Systems curriculum 
– new software, new products, new 
advances in the field, cost savings. All of 
these can spur the need for an update. 
But with every update, we strive to make 
our Synergistic Learning Systems cur-
riculum on the cutting edge of science 
and technology education. ■

Update on updates
Changes in software, equipment, and processes prompt curriculum rewrites 

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

October
5-7  NCTM, Phoenix, Ariz.
6-8  Texas Association of School Boards/

Administrators, Houston, Texas
11-14  National Association of Biology 

Teachers, Albuquerque, N.M.
12-14  Fla. Technology Education 

Association, Orlando, Fla.
29-30  Arizona School Administrators, 

Prescott, Ariz.

November
2-4  National Middle School Association, 

Nashville, Tenn.
8-10  National School Board Association, 

Dallas, Texas
14  Classroom of Distinction Interactive 

Forum, Atlanta, Ga.
30-D.2  Association for Career and Technical 

Education, Atlanta, Ga.

Upcoming Events

October-November 2006          31
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By Dana Cochran, Educational Projects Manager 
dcochran@pitsco.com

Online curriculum can be completed by students in any 
environment – from their own bedrooms to the libraries 
of their schools. It doesn’t sound like there could be a 

lot to write about CareerPorts in an issue focused on the impact 
of the Synergistic learning environment, does it? Not true!

CareerPorts offer mature learners a great opportunity, the 
chance to choose the learning environment that works best 
for them at any given moment. I don’t know about you, but 
sometimes I need music to help me be creative, and other 
times I need silence. Sometimes, curling up on a sofa inspires 
me to work and to learn; at other times I choose to sit at a desk 
to be productive and accomplish something.

Mature learners have options to choose their learning 
environment because CareerPorts are online; they can choose 
a location that best fits their learning mood at a specific point 
in time. CareerPorts are designed for mature students who are 
capable of making decisions about when and where they will 
interact with curriculum.

Students in middle school and early high school aren’t 
always ready for the kind of flexibility online learning affords 
and aren’t always self-aware enough to realize that there are 
times when music blaring in the background is distracting 
them from the task at hand. 

Students in late high school – Grades 11 and 12 – and early 
college are moving into adulthood and can be expected to 
begin making decisions about their learning environment. 
CareerPorts are targeted at these learners. A few 11th and 
12th grade students or even early-college students may not 
be ready for this responsibility, but for those that are, the 
CareerPorts program offers them a successful learning experi-
ence that will benefit them throughout future education and 
on into adult life.

In addition to being online, specific CareerPorts make use 
of some high-tech equipment and sophisticated software. 
Placing the students in virtual internships, a description given 
to the experiences in each CareerPort, provides students with 
tools that are the same or very similar to the real tools used by 
professionals. ■

By Kristi Bettega, Pitsco-Network 
Site Administrator, kbettega@pitsco.com

Pitsco-network.com is well on its 
way to becoming a comprehen-
sive secondary customer service 

resource for teachers. Recently we’ve 
added much more information to the 
Knowledge Base by Modules section of 
the Web site, enabling Modules facilita-

tors to troubleshoot some of their own 
issues during hours when customer 
service representatives are not available. 

Among the types of information 
– stored in literally hundreds of down-
loadable documents according to 
Modules version number – are third-
party software solutions and instructions 
for making equipment fixes.  

In spring 2006, we conducted a 
survey of teachers currently using 

the site and found that most of 
you requested more of the 

same types of informa-
tion. We plan to give 

you just that. You 
will continue to 
see the amount of 
information provided 
increase.

In an attempt 
to provide new 
customer service 
information, Systems 
Customer Support 
Representative Stan 
Sanders has worked 
countless hours pre-
paring documents to 
be uploaded to the 

Web site, so that the information can be 
presented in a clear, concise manner. We 
hope that the newly posted documents 
are a great help to you in the future. 

Pitsco-network.com has come a long 
way in the course of a few short years. 
In fall 2004, the new Web site became 
the replacement for the two old sites, 
teamtable.com and call-light.com, that 
housed information about Synergistic 
Modules and Suites. Until the unveiling 
of the new site, Web site information 
pertained only to Synergistic Modules 
and Suites. With more and more teachers 
in our Missions and CareerPorts labs, we 
felt that those teachers need information 
about their labs as well. 

Pitsco-network.com currently has 
four distinct sections, one representing 
each of the four Pitsco systems. As most 
of you know, your login information is 
specific to the type of lab in which you 
teach, so if you are a Synergistic Modules 
facilitator, you have access only to 
Modules information, and so forth. 

If you have forgotten your password, 
or just don’t have one yet, send me an 
e-mail at kbettega@pitsco.com. I would 
be more than happy to set up an account 
for you. ■

pitsco-network.comwww.www.

Online curriculum fits many environments

Customer service solutions are 
now available online 24/7
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Pitsco Tops 
the Leader 

Board

Accounting for 80 percent 
of the curriculum in the 
new Tiger Woods Learning 

Center, Pitsco stands second 
to none in delivering hands-on, 
engaging experiences with math, 
science, technology, and real-world 
career exploration. 

Learn about Synergistic Learning Systems, LEGO Education, and Pitsco Ideas & Solutions 
@ www.pitsco.com • 800-828-5787

“Care has been taken to select 
content providers and business 
collaborators that have a similar 

passion for helping students 
realize their potential.”

– Kathy Bihr
Executive Director

Tiger Woods Learning Center

http://www.pitsco.com


P.O. Box 1708
Pittsburg, KS 66762
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