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From the Executive Editor

Pitsco's approach to learning
What makes Pitsco’s curriculum unique? With technological advances that occur at a 

near breakneck speed, how does Pitsco’s formula for delivering education still work? Well, 
we follow six main tenets every time we develop a new solution for you, our customer:

•	Student-centered – We write activities with the students foremost in mind. In isolation 
this seems obvious, yet most classrooms do not work this way. Most of the instructions 
are written directly for the teacher, who then passes along the activity to the students. 

•	Teacher-facilitator – When creating a student-centered classroom, a second 
philosophical shift must occur – moving the teacher’s traditional role from “sage on 
the stage” to “guide on the side.” This does not decrease the teacher’s importance; 
simply put, it only changes the areas of focus for the teacher.

•	Multimodal	delivery – Each student who enters your school wants to feel as if they 
are being spoken to inside the classroom. When curricula are developed using visual and 
auditory elements and then integrated with kinesthetic opportunities, all students win.

•	Hands-on	focus – As already noted, hands-on activities are always integrated into 
the visual and auditory aspects of our curriculum. Why do I reference the hands-on 
component as its own element? It is often overlooked and is also the component that 
students usually reference as being the most engaging and memorable.

•	Cooperative	learning – Why do adults lose their jobs in the workplace? Is it their lack 
of knowledge? No, it’s typically their inability to work with others. Work environments 
where employees have minimal contact with others are becoming rarer. Working well 
with others should not be seen as an innate ability; it often must be learned.

•	Rigor – With the advent of state-specific content standards during the early 21st 
century, we reshaped our process of determining new activities. We now ask two 
main questions at the beginning of new curriculum development – “What standards 
are we looking to address?” and “How can we address those standards in an 
engaging and effective manner?”

As you delve into this issue of The Pitsco Network, you’ll see numerous examples of 
our six approaches to learning. Here are just a few:

•	The benefits of student-centered learning are shown within a student-written article 
by Logan Porter of Texarkana, Texas (see page 24).

•	A full description of our multimodal delivery is provided by Pitsco Curriculum 
Specialist Megan Rohner (see page 7).

•	The benefits of cooperative learning are referenced numerous times on pages 16-24, 
where articles explain how Texarkana Independent School District’s STEM program is 
preparing future engineers.

•	Finally, Curriculum Specialist Aaron Locke pulls all of our approaches together with 
his article on blended instruction (see page 5). 

     Matt Frankenbery
 Director of Education & Executive Editor
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Hear it. See it. Do it. Connect it.

A s teachers, we are all aware of the variety of learning 
styles that are potentially within our students. And we 
might have even studied a number of different models 
and descriptors used to depict what is going on in 
their heads as they learn. 

As you may have guessed from the intro – one of my  
favorites is the auditory, visual, and kinetic model with my  
own extension – connections!

By making connections, I mean several things: 

•	How does this apply to me? 

•	When am I going to use this?

•	Why do I need to know this?

•	What kind of a job uses this?

•	Where would this be used in my life?

•	How does this relate to other subjects – 
especially STEM subjects?

There is no body of research that I am formulating this from (at 
least that I know of) – just from my own experiences in listening, 
watching, and working with students. Hmmm. . . listening, watching, 
working, . . . seeing, hearing, doing, . . . I guess I am still learning – 
and I have begun to make the connection! 

When students hear us talk about a concept, read about it in a 
textbook or online resource, and then do an activity related to that 
concept, learning has occurred. However, the learning is further 
solidified when connections are made. They provide 

purpose to the learning, and they provide a reason to learn more – 
because it applies to something tangible in their life.

I am sure that my classroom was much like yours. I would assign 
a section of the textbook to read, provide a scholarly treatise 
on the topic (verbally), and then move to the fun part – doing an 
activity related to the topic. 

The kinesthetic component was always important to me, and 
we did a considerable amount of it. However, I am not sure that I 
did a good job in making connections – probably because I did not 
understand the importance of doing so. Hopefully, you are doing a 
better job than I did.

I can still hear students (especially in algebra class) saying, 
“When am I ever going to have to use this?” I didn’t make the 
connection – that they needed a connection.

Although, I suppose I provided one of the forms of connection 
mentioned earlier – other STEM subjects. 

My response would often be, “When you get to my physics 
class . . .!” Well, duh – why didn’t I just stop right there and explain 
how graphing quadratic equations applies to the trajectory of a 
projectile? Even better, if the equipment had been available at the 

time, we could have designed straw 
rockets, shot them, and 

created the equations and 
graphs. That would have 
made the connection – and 
possibly the difference for 
many students.

In the context of the E in 
STEM – Do It and Connect It 

are important ingredients in the 
making of an engineer! But no 

matter what subject you are teaching, try to help 
your students learn by making connections! 

Bill Holden 
Development Specialist

Engineering the Future
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Blended Science fills the standards gap
New program is a good fit for existing science Module programs as well

I have to admit that during my years 
of teaching I never gave much effort 
to staying up with the current trends 
in education. It might have been due 
to teaching a subject – technology 

education – that kind of flew under the 
radar at my school. I was aware there were 
standards, but my district at the time didn’t 
put any emphasis on them or measure 
student performance in my classes.

When attending PLCs or the regularly 
scheduled staff meetings, my mind would 
drift once the conversation turned to 
standards and the related assessments. 
Don’t get me wrong, I understood the 
importance of standards, but unless it had 
a direct impact on my world . . . well, I think 
you understand. 

As Pitsco has moved into core content 
areas, I’ve naturally been made more aware 
of the importance of standards. We’ve 
experienced success in both science and 
math, but we are constantly seeking ways 
to improve and add to our curriculum. 
One of these new ventures is our Blended 
Science solution. 

Our science Modules do a good job 
of addressing content-related standards, 
but we come up short when correlating 
to process-related standards. Examples 

of process-related standards include the 
following from the state of Florida:

•	SC.8.N.1.2 Design and conduct 
a study using repeated trials and 
replication.

•	SC.8.N.1.4 Explain how hypotheses 
are valuable if they lead to further 
investigations, even if they turn out 
not to be supported by the data.

•	SC.8.N.1.6 Understand that scientific 
investigations involve the collection 
of relevant empirical evidence, 
the use of logical reasoning, and 
the application of imagination in 
devising hypotheses, predictions, 
explanations, and models to make 
sense of the collected evidence.

It’s difficult to address these standards 
in our current seven-session Module 
framework, and we realized something else 
was needed. When the curriculum team 

went to work on solving this issue, they 
created the five-stage approach that David 
Meador describes in his article (see page 6). 
This blended instruction approach enables 
the teacher to lead activities that directly 
target the process standards and at the 
same time allows the students to engage 
in hands-on science activities away from 
computer-driven instructions. 

We feel the solution is so strong that 
it ’s now part of the program design for 
schools implementing a core science 
solution. The design is not restricted to 
only new programs as it ’s also a good fit 
for existing science programs using our 
science Modules.

I encourage you to learn more by 
reading the following articles that explain 
Blended Science in a more detailed manner. 
If you have questions, please contact me or 
anyone else listed on these pages.  

By Tim Cannell, Education	Manager	•	tcannell@pitsco.com

BLENDED SCIENCE

   We feel the solution is 

so strong that it’s now part 

of the program design for 
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The Pitsco Network    February-March 2012      4

mailto:tcannell@pitsco.com


Blended instruction – the recipe 
for a successful classroom

Tomatoes are probably my least favorite food. I don’t know what 
it is – their squishy texture, their acidic nature, the seeds, or just 
the taste. I’d rather eat about anything other than tomatoes. Come 
to think of it, I don’t like raw onions either – gross. What about 

eating a whole clove 
of garlic, a raw 

jalapeno pepper, 
or a bunch of 
cilantro? No, 
thanks. But put 

these things together in the blender, push a button, and out comes 
my favorite food – salsa. I don’t know how my blender performs 
this magical act, but somehow mixing things together changes 
them. There are lots of things that are good when blended including 
milkshakes, smoothies, dips, soup, and teaching.

“Whoa – teaching?” Yes – teaching. You’ve probably heard the 
terms blended learning, blended instruction, or hybrid learning. These 
terms all refer to a method of teaching that combines the more 
traditional teacher-student, face-to-face style of presenting with digital 
content delivered through media on a computer. Blended instruction 
is one of those terms for which everyone seems to have their own 
definition. Definitions range from very general, giving no specifics 
on methodologies, to very specific, stating not only how teaching 
strategies are to be incorporated and blended but even giving the 
percentage of instruction time spent using those strategies. So, let’s 
break down the two most common elements of blended instruction.

Step 1 – teacher-directed, face-to-face instruction
The first key ingredient in blended instruction is teacher time. The 

idea here is to incorporate the benefits that come with having face-to-
face (F2F) time with students. Here are some of those benefits:

 � Deliver “live” instruction.

 �  Differentiate instruction based on the individual  
learning needs of students.

 � Informally assess student engagement and understanding.

 �  Modify and adapt content delivery based on student 
engagement and understanding.

 � Mentor and build relationships with students.

 �  Allow students to work together and provide opportunities  
for cooperative learning.

Blended instruction is about student-centered learning. For 
F2F time, this typically involves moving away from lecture-based 
presentations of content to a more interactive experience for students.

Step 2 – digital content delivery
The second key ingredient in blended instruction is the use of 

digital media resources. If F2F instruction is the flavor of the blended 
class, then digital media resources are the substance. Digital media 
could incorporate anything from Pitsco Modules to YouTube videos, 
online interactive games to digital books. Whatever resources are 
used or available to students, most experts agree that this is where 
the bulk of the content gets communicated. Here are some of the 
benefits of using digital media for content delivery:

 �  Anytime, anywhere – Extend learning beyond the  
walls of the classroom.

 �  Personalized learning – Students choose content that 
interests them and meets their learning preferences.

 � Student pacing

 � Wide variety of resources including many free ones

 � Students take responsibility for their own learning.

 �  Content consistency – making sure all students have  
access to the same instruction

 � Incorporates technology

Aaron Locke 
Curriculum Specialist

Curriculum 
Perspec t ive

(Continued page 29)
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By David Meador, Curriculum	Specialist	•	dmeador@pitsco.com

BLENDED SCIENCE

Blended Science – a chance  
for success at every stage

“At this stage in my life . . .” is a phrase 
that we are all familiar with. Whether we have 
uttered these words ourselves or merely 
heard another person proclaim some truth 
about their situation, these words mean that 
we are evaluating ourselves up to this point. 
We find that we divide our life history into 
stages based on many different things.

Perhaps the most common way to do 
this is by age: infant, toddler, child, teen, 
adult, or elderly. Sometimes, we describe 
the stages by where we’ve lived. For me 
this would be the California stage and the 
Oklahoma stage. We do this to some degree 
to allow us to segment our memories and to 
provide us, and those around us, a frame of 
reference when reminiscing or reflecting on 
our past. It sometimes aids us in recalling 
an anecdote that we use to amuse those 
around us. Whatever the purpose, we do 
this naturally because it works.

When first confronted with the task 
of creating a line of curriculum called 
Blended Science, I was a bit overwhelmed. 
But one of the early decisions we made 
was that we would divide the curriculum 
delivery into stages. The rationale being 
that this instructional model needed to 
be something that wasn’t just a one-shot 

wonder but instead would be woven into 
the fabric of the instructional model for a 
course. Because of this, students would 
be at different stages of learning and 
development throughout the program. So 
why shouldn’t the program reflect these 
stages, both in content and process skills? 
The answer, of course, is that it should. 
These differences are real. 

If we look closely at the Blended Science 
program, we can see how this staged 
approach is implemented and reflects the 
natural progression of student development 
throughout a course.

Stage 1
Stage 1 of Blended Science is designed 

to be the first thing students cover in the 
classroom. Students are taught how the 
program works to make them comfortable. 
Their interest is captured and creative 
thinking is promoted by the introduction of 
a discrepant event. This method is used at 
the beginning of each stage. Students are 
then walked through the scientific method 
and taught what it means to conduct science 
investigations of the world around them. 
Students are also introduced to an Essential 
Question that they will investigate to some 
degree during this stage. The Essential 
Questions are recurring questions relevant to 
real-world problems that lead to open-ended 
investigation. Essential Questions are used 
throughout all five stages of Blended Science. 

During Stage 1 students are guided 
closely but are taught to discuss differences 
in data, run multiple trials, and develop and 
revise hypotheses to explain their observa-
tions. Students work in teams of two to three 
during the course of several days to conduct 
experiments from written procedures.

Stage 2 
During Stage 2, students are given 

the opportunity to learn how to revise 
hypotheses and procedures from multiple 
experiments. After exploring a discrepant 
event, students are posed an Essential 
Question and problems are identified. 
Students are then asked to perform one 
of three separate experiments to test 
hypotheses that they are given. The 
students evaluate the data they have 
collected and then identify problems with 
the hypotheses and procedural errors 
from the experiments. After this, they are 
required to make revisions to both the 
hypotheses and procedures and conduct the 
experiments again. These are opportunities 
that many times are difficult to achieve in 
a classroom but are built into the Pitsco 
Blended Science program.

Stage 3
Data analysis is the focus during Stage 

3 of Blended Science. Students often 
struggle with what to make of data once 
they have it in a science classroom. With 
Stage 3 the students are shown how the 
wrong data can sometimes be misleading. 
They are also asked to analyze a large 
amount of data and select the correct data 
for the decisions they are being asked to 
make. Students are exposed to graphing 
data in a meaningful manner and use that 
type of analysis to justify decisions and 
recommendations they have made.

Stage 4 
Data analysis is just one side to the 

finished product of a scientific investigation. 
The other side, equally important, is the 
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Learning styles: auditory, visual, kinesthetic
Adjusting your teaching methods to address them isn’t easy, but it’s worth the effort

O n the first day of school, we teachers are prepared 
for our students with seating charts, supplies, 
and get-to-know-you activities. And as the year 
progresses, we begin to learn our students’ 
strengths and weaknesses, what knowledge they 

bring into class, and the family situation in which they live. But have 
we been able to identify their learning style? Or have we adjusted 
our methods of teaching to meet their learning needs? Oftentimes, 
we haven’t done all of these things. 

Identifying the vast differences in the way our students  
learn and then adjusting our teaching methods to each of  
those differences is by far the most challenging aspect of a 
teacher’s job. So what are the learning styles and how can  
we determine which students match up with which style?  
With an assist from information found at homeworktips.about.
com/od/homeworkhelp/a/learningstyle.htm, here’s our attempt  
at an explanation.

Auditory
An auditory learner learns best through 

hearing and speaking. This can include 
reading aloud, giving oral reports, and 
working in a group setting. These students can 
be recognized by their inability to stay quiet for long 

periods of time. They are good at explaining things and are typically 
not afraid to speak up in class.

Visual
Visual learners learn by seeing. This can 

include copying notes from the board, watching 
videos, and color-coding or highlighting notes 
and books. These students can be recognized by 
their use of flashcards to study. They prefer to sit 
in the front of the room and tend to wear bright colors.

Kinesthetic
Kinesthetic learners learn through hands-on experiences. This can 

include field trips, lab activities, and role-playing. These students can 
be recognized by their inability to sit still for long periods of time. They 
are typically involved in sports or dance and are usually seated in 
the back or near the door in class.

Teaching to these vastly different learning styles is 
a constant struggle for many teachers. At Pitsco, 
we make it our priority to overcome this obstacle 
with a wide variety of product offerings. Our 
Modules, Missions, and Suites all include audio, 
visual, and kinesthetic aspects to help every 
learner achieve. 

By Megan Rohner, Curriculum	Specialist	•	mrohner@pitsco.com

conclusions that can be drawn from that 
analysis. In Stage 4 of Blended Science, 
students are taught how to draw conclusions 
from the analysis of the data they have 
generated. Using an Essential Question as a 
guide to identify a problem, students develop 
a hypothesis and test it. Implementing the 
skills they are taught in Stage 4, they draw 
valid conclusions related to the questions they 
are trying to answer. This is a skill that has 
lifelong benefits even outside of science, as 
well as one that is required in many standards. 

Stage 5 
Stage 5 offers the opportunity for 

students to display the skills they have 

developed throughout their Blended Science 
experiences. This stage is an open-ended 
investigation of an Essential Question 
that gives the students time to identify a 
problem, pose a hypothesis, design and 
conduct an investigation, analyze the data, 
draw conclusions based on that analysis, 
make revisions to their hypothesis and 
investigations, and repeat the process, 
perhaps even multiple times. This is real-
world science the way it was meant to be. 
Students are motivated by the opportunity 
to put into practice all of the skills and 
knowledge they have gained throughout 
the course in a culminating experience. 
Teachers are given a framework that 

enables them to show how they address 
some of the most elusive process standards 
to which they are held accountable.

The Blended Science experience gives a 
frame of reference to learning and enables 
students to reflect on that learning and 
recall it in a meaningful manner. It allows the 
teacher to frame student learning around 
meaningful content that is relevant today 
and in the future. 

So what we need to remember is that at 
this stage in history learning is critical and the 
tools we use, such as Pitsco Blended Science, 
help us craft the best person possible out of 
each student in our classroom. 

BLENDED SCIENCE
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Some advice on social network privacy

When I was growing up, I 

had an older sister I shared 

a room with, a younger 

brother, and a purple diary with a silver 

lock and several little keys that opened 

it. Those things don’t really add up on 

the surface, but if you have brothers or 

sisters, maybe you know where I’m going 

with this. Nothing I ever wrote was really 

private. At some point, one of my siblings 

was going to crack open that little purple 

book with the big lines and read all about 

how I thought that little boy with freckles 

was cute. How embarrassing.

In social networking online today, 

we actually face this same concern. If 

you stick to the major networks, you 

worry about privacy. You can generally 

control your privacy settings, but 

even then it can be difficult. I am a 

Facebook addict and even I find the 

changes to Facebook difficult to keep up 

with sometimes, and it can be hard to 

know who is able to see the content I’m 

posting. As educators using social sites 

with students, you have to be especially 

careful about privacy. For the latest 

news in social network privacy, you  

can check out epic.org/privacy 

/socialnet/. They post frequent updates 

that can help you understand how 

your information is being handled and 

presented on social networks.

The Social Network

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

EducatorsCONNECT
Some sites on the Internet, like EducatorsCONNECT  

(www.educatorsconnect.com) are a little more off the beaten  

path and boast higher security for the content you post.  

Another benefit is that it is educators only, so the content may 

be more suitable for your classroom and you’re more likely to  

be able to access it from school than a social network like 

Facebook, which is often blocked. EducatorsCONNECT is free  

at the basic level, offering the ability to create a profile, write 

blogs, create photo albums, join groups, and create or browse 

classified ads, events, and documents. In addition to the 

customizable privacy settings, they also offer privacy from 

search engine crawling and indexing, which is something you 

have to opt out of with Facebook. 

EducatorsCONNECT also offers a paid membership for $20  

a year. This gives you space to store files on their servers and the 

ability to create group documents with unlimited storage and 

bandwidth. This feature is powered by Scribd, a social publishing 

site, and it also enables you to transfer the documents you create 

to mobile devices and/or eReaders. 

As with any site, you should still 

be careful of the content that you’re 

posting and check your privacy settings 

often. If you’re on Facebook, you should 

definitely be checking your settings and 

be on top of the changes as they take 

place. Smaller, more private sites like 

EducatorsCONNECT are not as likely to 

implement such sweeping changes, but it’s 

always a good idea to review the content 

you’re displaying.  After all, we might have 

moved on from cute little diaries with locks 

and keys to sleek laptops with elaborate 

alphanumeric passwords, but the feeling of 

embarrassment doesn’t change. 

f
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2011 LEGO® Smart Creativity Contest

N
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W
E

LEGO®-inspired videos a  
treasure trove of curriculum ideas

If you’re looking for new ways to spark creative learning 

in your students, explore the hidden gems in the 2011 LEGO® 

Smart Creativity Contest. Educators from across the United 

States took up the challenge to record a video that shows 

“how you use the LEGO Education solutions to spark student 

innovation” in 150 seconds or less. 

The 233 entries, grouped into five categories (Lower 

Elementary, Upper Elementary, Middle School, High School, and 

Homeschool), highlight everything from teamwork, strategy, 

and development to learning styles, music, and creativity.

And the ideas covered are just as diverse. From Sumo, or 

rather, SuGO, robots to speech therapy, the Amazon rainforest, 

shopping cart brakes, the use of solenoids in maglev vehicles, 

and a family game that requires the use of LEGO bricks for 

answers, the ideas awaiting discovery should keep your lesson 

plan book full from now until retirement.

Then there are the winning videos! Green City Ragtime 

Band, When Curious George Came to P.S. 24, We Need to Build 

. . . Gotta Have Some Bricks, 21st Century Problem Solving 

LEGO, If LEGOs could talk what would they say?, and The Power 

of the Brick all won their respective producers LEGO Education 

gift certificates and all-expense-paid trips to the STEM Summit 

in St. Louis in November.

Ready to start exploring and creating? Dig into the treasure 

at www.aux.legoeducation.us/forms/LEGOSmartContest.aspx?=1 

to unearth your fortune. 

Tube By Patty Cooke, Technical	Editor	•	pcooke@pitsco.com
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By Angie Lobmeyer, Editing	Coordinator	•	alobmeyer@pitsco.com

Product Highlights

Scale Model House Kits
The True Scale House Framing Kit contains all materials 

and instructions for students to build a 3/4” scale model house. 

Dimensioned Lumber lets the students design and build their 

own project with 8:1 scale lumber. The students cut the lumber to 

the correct sizes with the Lumberjack Cutter and use measuring 

and math skills (see the Fractions & Measurement Whole Class 

Curriculum sidebar). After students build frames using the True 

Scale House Framing and Hearlihy Wood Framing Kits, they can 

move on to more advanced kits and then to green architecture kits 

to further explore traditional and eco-friendly building concepts. 

According to Hearlihy Sales Representative Kevin Bolte, “Hearlihy 

brings hands-on drafting skills, blueprint reading, and construction 

fundamentals from the job site to the classroom.”

Two more advanced kits include the Two-Story Townhouse 

and A-Frame Cabin Kits. Building on the knowledge gained from 

working with the basic framing kits, students experience more 

advanced construction techniques using a miter jig and 3/4” scaled 

balsa wood. They create a two-bedroom home with several features, 

including a staircase, and an A-frame cabin with a loft.

Green scale model kits
Students get even more in depth when they build houses from 

the selection of green scale model house kits. Rather than using just 

conventional construction, they learn about alternative building 

methods with the Rammed-Earth House, Straw-Bale House, and 

Earth-Sheltered House Kits. 

Rammed-earth construction uses packed soil to build walls, 

straw-bale construction uses straw bales to make or insulate 

walls, and earth-sheltered construction uses soil to cover 

exterior surfaces of a home. All three of these kits show green, 

energy-saving construction methods that can protect inhabitants 

from energy and temperature fluctuations, natural disasters, and 

even fires.

To learn more about the following kits, go to www.hearlihy 
.com/store and search for them by name or product number:

Fractions & Measurement Curriculum
Hearlihy’s Fractions & Measurement 

Curriculum provides a simple, hands-on 
way for teachers to introduce and reinforce 
basic fraction and measurement skills. It 
is perfect for middle- and secondary-level 
math, technology, science, and even family 
consumer classes.

When building scale model houses, 
students need to know how to measure and 
work with fractions. Scale model houses 
means that the models keep the original 
dimensions of structure but all the features 
are on a smaller scale than the original. For 

example, a 1:12 scale means that for every 
one inch in the model, the original would 
have 12 inches. This is where measurement 
conversion skills come in handy. The 
curriculum “makes any scale building project 
less complicated and assists students in 
learning the fundamental measuring skills 
needed in the real world,” says Hearlihy Sales 
Representative Kevin Bolte.

The Fractions & Measurement 
Curriculum introduces students to the 
customary system of linear measurement 
and the mathematical concepts students must 

know to measure accurately. Students learn 
fractions, link fractions to measurement, and 
then practice measuring.

The curriculum covers adding, 
subtracting, multiplying, and dividing 
fractions; learning mathematical 
properties; reading a ruler; taking a 
measurement; estimating distance; 
calculating area; and so forth.

Learn more about the Fractions & 
Measurement Whole Class Curriculum at 
www.hearlihy.com/store. 

True Scale House Framing Kit (W36790)

Hearlihy Wood Framing Kit (W81432)

Two-Story Townhouse Kit (W54467)

A-Frame Cabin Kit (W51769)

Rammed-Earth House Kit (W81247)

Straw-Bale House Kit (W80912)

Earth-Sheltered House Kit (W80913) 
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Humanoid robot takes on life of its own
Mr. Robot now available in Pitsco Education catalog

W hat are the six 
degrees of separation 
from Pitsco’s Mr. 
Robot to musical 
performer will.i.am? 

There aren’t six degrees – there’s just one!
The project that became Mr. Robot 

started as a hush-hush operation last April 
for the FIRST® World Championships in St. 
Louis, MO, where students ages six to 18 
engaged in a top-level robotics competition. 
Students in Grades 9-12 who competed 
in the FIRST Tech Challenge (FTC) used 
the TETRIX® Building System with LEGO® 
components to build their robots. 

Artist will.i.am, founder of the Black 
Eyed Peas, had just added his support to 
the organization. Paul Uttley, Pitsco R&D 
manager, learned that there were plans for 
a surprise Black Eyed Peas concert and that 
the band wanted Pitsco to build a robot to 
possibly appear on stage.

“We knew we had to come up with 
something impressive,” Uttley said, adding 
that the timeline was extremely short. 
“When we learned about it, it was just 10 
working days before we were supposed to 
be in St. Louis.” 

After researching will.i.am and noting his 
preference for high-tech, futuristic things, 
Uttley decided to go beyond the typical FTC 
robot, which is small and boxy. Using the 
TETRIX and LEGO parts that the students use, 
Uttley planned a humanoid robot. Aided by 
Technical Support Specialist Tim Lankford, he 
created the robot and added lights for effect. 
However, what he intended to be a two- to 
three-foot robot turned out to be almost five 
feet tall. But creating it was enlightening.

“It opened our eyes – we were stuck in 
this 18” x 18” cube of building mobile robots,” 
said TETRIX Product Manager Tony Allen, 
referencing FTC robots. “We realized that 
much more was possible with TETRIX.”

“It demonstrated the system’s scalability,” 
Uttley added.

Allen had been on a business trip when the 
project started but quickly caught up when 
he returned, as he and Uttley were going 
to operate and handle the robot. Even as 
they drove to St. Louis, Uttley was feverishly 
finishing the programming. 

The first day there, they were called  
to a rehearsal where stage and video  
people decided to use the robot onstage. 
After four rehearsals, Allen and Uttley 
operated the creation during the Black 
Eyed Peas concert. They say the concert 
production was impressive and that being part 
of it was exciting. 

“The only thing is, we didn’t get to see the 
concert because we were onstage behind an 
LED display,” Allen said, admitting it was still 
an unreal experience. “I said to Paul probably 
20 times, ‘Can you believe we’re here?’”

They returned to Pitsco in Pittsburg, KS, 
with the intent of building more Mr. Robots. 
In July, will.i.am kicked off a media tour to 
promote the broadcast of “i.am.FIRST,” which 
was recorded at the championships. Mr. 
Robot was requested, so Allen and Uttley 
went off to operate him for the weeklong tour 
in Los Angeles. 

Mr. Robot visited with nearly 60 media 
outlets including Piers Morgan Tonight, 

E! Entertainment, People magazine, The 
Washington Post, G4 TV, Radio Disney, and 
Geek Dad. After the media blitz, Uttley gifted 
Mr. Robot to will.i.am. 

In the following months, new models of Mr. 
Robot traveled for Pitsco, going to SkillsUSA 
in Kansas City, MO; World Robot Olympia in 
Abu Dhabi; and the Association for Career & 
Technical Education conference in St. Louis. 
Over time, the duo noticed something.

“We never thought, at the beginning, to 
commercialize Mr. Robot,” Uttley said. “What 
ended up happening is that people saw Mr. 
Robot and were asking, ‘Can I buy one?’ or 
‘Are there instructions so I can build one?’”

So Pitsco began developing Mr. Robot as 
a product to promote robotics programming. 
In January, Pitsco delivered the 2012 Big Book 
catalog featuring Mr. Robot on the cover. In 
the future, the company hopes to release a Mr. 
Robot kit that students build as well as operate.

Even in the company’s hometown, Mr. 
Robot is making the news – he has appeared 
in the Pittsburg State University homecoming 
parade, visited area Boy Scouts, and was 
featured in the local media. But he won’t get 
to rest just yet.

“We’ll use him at multiple events this year,” 
Allen said. “In a sense, he’s become a mascot 
for Pitsco.” 

PJ Graham 
Technical Writer

R&D Manager Paul Uttley, right, 
and TETRIX® Product Manager 
Tony Allen, second from right, chat with will.i.am, 
second from left, at the FIRST® World Championships.

   What ended up 

happening is that people saw 

Mr. Robot and were asking, 

‘Can I buy one?'   
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Completing the picture and staying on course

The bards admonish us not to “judge a painting with brush 

strokes unfinished” nor “could we direct the wind”; 

however, it is possible to “adjust the sails.” Such an 

adjustment has been offered by the federal government.

Originally the job of education was the responsibility of the 

states, but the passage of federal legislation providing additional 

assistance to state educational efforts has been welcomed. We have 

enjoyed the benefits of the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act, No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top, Digital Promise, 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, and the fact that federal 

education policy must recognize the important role that technology 

plays in providing a world-class education. 

The benefits of technology include engaging students, 

increasing motivation, and offering more opportunities for 

student creativity. Educators must be dedicated to ensuring that 

today’s students are well prepared to be tomorrow’s innovators, 

leaders, and engaged citizens of the world – and technology is the 

highway to that goal.

 Technology integrated into the Pitsco Education and LEGO® 

Education curricula embraces the objectives enunciated by the 

state and federal legislation. The science, technology, engineering, 

and mathematics (STEM) emphasis threads its way through the 

curricula and leads to the desired national outcomes.

•	  The Carl Perkins Act is an example of federal legislation, 
and the purpose of the act is to prepare a workforce with 
the academic and vocational skills needed to compete 
successfully in a world market. The Pitsco STEM Academy 
program addresses multiple learning domains that touch on 
many career areas. Topics include basic structures, simple 
machines, fluid power, and measurement and prediction.

•	  The Charter School movement is growing, and all the states 
have inaugurated such programs that include funding for 
equipment, supplies, and any educational materials including 
curriculum. The Pitsco GreenSTEM Academy is an excellent 
fit for charter middle schools because it acquaints students 
with the principles of technology, engineering, and math. 
Curriculum includes topics such as rocks and resources, 
changing oceans, green electricity, and solar car basics.

•	  Innovative Programs – Innovation is the byword for these 
creative programs, which encourage broad-based reform 

efforts. The funds may be used for technology, professional 
development software, or curricular materials. LEGO and 
Pitsco offerings include the Pitsco Engineering Academy 
and the machines and mechanisms curricular materials. The 
LEGO curriculum includes material on gravity, friction, 
and air resistance. Additional experiences revolve around 
pneumatic and mechanical control systems, and there 
is the opportunity to be creative in design and progress 
in problem solving and reasoning. In the move to the 
Engineering Academy, the scope of potential progress is 
heightened through an environment of design; robotics; and 
civil, aerospace, green, and aeronautical engineering. These 
curricular advances touch on all of the STEM areas deemed 
most important by education authorities.

•	  Mathematics and Science Partnerships (Title II Part B) 
is a program forging the goal of increasing educational 
achievements of students in the subjects of math and science.

•	  Title I – This program, the largest of the elementary and 
secondary education programs, requires states to develop 
standards in reading and math and assessments linked to 
those standards for students in Grades 3-8. The program is 
also structured to assist high-poverty schools to give their 
students an equal opportunity to meet state standards. 
LEGO mechanisms and machines curriculum along with the 
Pitsco Pre-Algebra and Algebra programs – so successful 
in the Star Academies in the south – are proven, effective 
solutions for the Title programs. Algebra represents an 
abstraction as it is moving away from more concrete tools or 
ways of reasoning to more abstract thinking. It is useful in 
daily life, even if you don’t know you’re using it.

Funding Opportunities

Pat Forbes 
Education Liaison

Carl Perkins Act 
www.ed.gov/offices/OVAE/CTE/perkins.html

Charter Schools 
www.ed.gov/programs/charter/index.html

Innovative Programs
www.ed.gov/programs/innovative/index.html

Mathematics and Science Partnerships (Title ll Part B)
www.ed.gov/programs/mathsci/index.html

Title I 
www.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/index.html

21st-Century Community Learning Centers Program
www.ed.gov/programs/21stcclc/index.html
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March
 S M T W T F S 

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

 1 Build-a-Bear Foundation
Provide direct support for children in literacy 
and education programs such as summer 
reading programs, early childhood education 
programs, and literacy programs for children 
with special needs. 

www.buildabear.com/shopping/contents/
content.jsp?catId=400002&id=700010

 1 Pentair Foundation
This foundation supports organizations involved 
with arts, culture, education, and health. 

www.pentair.com/About-Us.aspx

 7 RGK Foundation
The focus is primarily on math, science and, 
reading; teacher development; and literacy.

www.rgkfoundation.org/public/guidelines

 13  Kay Bitter Vision Award for Excellence  
in Technology & Sylvia Charp Award for 
District Innovation in Technology
Transform how students learn and how 
 teachers teach.

www.iste.org 

 29 Captain Planet Foundation
Grants promote understanding of 
environmental issues and focus on  
hands-on involvement.

www.captainplanetfdn.org

April
 S M T W T F S 

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

 6 Lemelson-MIT InvenTeam Grants
Projects span many fields from assistive  
devices to environmental technologies and 
consumer goods.

web.mit.edu/inventeams/apply.html 

 28 Northrop Grumman Corp
The priority is to provide assistance to national-
level science, technology, engineering, and 
math (STEM) programs.

www.northropgrumman.com

May
 S M T W T F S 

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

 1 American Honda Foundation Grant
Honda offers unique approaches to  
teachers and students in minority and 
underserved communities.

corporate.honda.com/america/

 20 Dollar General
This foundation supports literacy programs.

www.dollargeneral.com/dgliteracy/Pages 

/landing.aspx

 30 Target Local Store Grants
Bring art and culture experiences to schools.

www.target.com

Grant Application Deadlines

•	  The 21st-Century Community Learning Centers program 
provides money for before- and after-school sessions. Funds 
may be used for expanding learning activities or any area of 
enrichment and includes technology and telecommunication 
education. The robotics included in Pitsco and LEGO 
curriculum is ideal for after-school programs.

The winds of change have engulfed the education world, and if 

government is successful in altering the direction of the fragmented 

sails, the nation will again demonstrate leadership as a people who 

can set a course and, regardless of nature, reach the shore of learning 

excellence. 
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An uplifting experience  
for scholarship winner

Editor’s Note: We received the following from a winner of a 2011 Pitsco Education Scholarship, Colleen Ruiz, the science coordinator at Annunciation 
School in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Ruiz purchased Pitsco’s Hot-Air Balloons Getting Started Package with her $500 scholarship. Her students launched 
balloons in conjunction with the Albuquerque Balloon Fiesta held October 1-9, 2011. Ruiz sent colorful pictures, a beautiful calendar, and 17 handwritten 
thank-you notes from her students. This information originally appeared in Pitsco’s In the News blog (community.pitsco.com/blogs/).

One hundred students in sixth and fourth grades, in six different 
classes, giggled through Dr. Zoon’s video. They then worked in 
teams to make their own hot-air balloons. Teams measured twice 
and cut once – most of the time. 

They learned about quality of construction. The fourth graders 
were fascinated to learn that heating the air within the balloon 
made it “lighter than air.” They learned about convection, wind 
speeds, and temperature differential. Excitement during launch 
time was breathtaking! The smiles were huge. Most of our balloons 
flew in the air for 20+ feet. When a balloon had a short flight, its 
pilots immediately identified construction faults and set to work 
patching holes and widening the mouths of balloons. Our preschool, 
kindergarten, and second-grade classes came to watch the flights 
and cheered us on with NASA-style countdowns.

Thank you, Pitsco, for making engaging, hands-on engineering 
lab materials that teach our children through experiences and 
enable them to use their problem-solving skills and creativity. Your 
gift affected 225 students this year and will continue to benefit 
students for many, many years. 
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By Patty Cooke, Technical	Editor	•	pcooke@pitsco.com

Pitsco Math Solutions a welcome 
addition in North Carolina high school
ANSON, NC – Looking at the 36 Pitsco 
Missions installed at Morven Elementary, the 
Anson County (NC) school district decided 
another Pitsco solution – Algebra I – might also 
be beneficial. The new Pitsco Algebra I course 
at Anson High School is up and running, and 
early signs indicate the curriculum is a hit with 
both teachers and students alike. 

Implemented in August 2011, the 
course includes eight Modules – Gravity 
of Algebra, Nuclear Energy, Supply & 
Demand, Unsolved Mysteries, Climate 
Change, Population Perspectives, Projectile 
Motion, and Where in the World – which 
complement 72 new Individualized 
Prescriptive Lessons (IPLs) and 14 
Culminating Group Activities (CGAs). 

Lab moderator Stephen Greene, a 16-year 
math veteran, points to Pitsco’s learning 

environment as one of the positives: “It is a 
very good working environment, much more 
quiet and orderly than a typical classroom.”

Greene has taught everything from Tech 
Math to AP Calculus, and he knows good 
curriculum when he sees it. And Pitsco’s 
Math Solutions pass his test. He appreciates 
the way the Modules, IPLs, and CGAs all 
work together, noting that “the Algebra I 

curriculum seems to match up reasonably 
well with the Pitsco scope and sequence.”

In addition to the Pitsco Algebra I lab, 
Greene currently teaches AP Calculus 
and Algebra II. He says he relishes the 
challenge of getting students to like math. 
“I enjoy helping students learn the value of 
mathematics and how to properly apply it,” 
he says. “The biggest challenge is getting 
students motivated to learn.”

Greene states that many of his students 
enjoy the new environment and are taking 
the work seriously, including one student 
who, despite past discipline problems, is a 
much better student in the lab and becomes 
fully engaged in the IPLs the moment she 
puts on her headphones.

Missions to Algebra I. It sounds like the 
“new kids” are fitting in just fine. 

By Bryan Sheeley, Curriculum	Marketing	Manager	•	bsheeley@pitsco.com

STEM causing the tide to turn in education
The most recent US efforts to foster 

innovation in education resulted in a Race 
to the Top infusion of funds earmarked to 
improve STEM education programs. Results 
have included the creation of state-level 
commissions, task forces, and agencies 
charged with identifying and supporting 
programs that boost student performance 
in the STEM disciplines.

And while the STEM education push 
gains momentum, educators struggle to 
identify and define effective programs that 
engage students in core math and science, 
bridge these disciplines with technology and 
engineering, and provide the critical soft skills 
and career linkages students need to succeed 
in an economy woefully deficient in skilled 
laborers and problem solvers.

Arguably, the No Child Left Behind  
Act did leave a lot to be desired for 
educators who felt obligated to measure 
student success through assessments, 
leaving little time or resources available  
for programs that provided hands-on, team-
based learning opportunities. 

But the tide is turning. School 
administrators across the country are 
meeting the challenge to implement STEM 
by dedicating resources to build innovative 
programs. The importance of producing 
STEM-literate thinkers is spawning new 
relationships among educators, local 
business and industry, community leaders, 
and colleges and universities, all of which 
have a common interest in increasing  
STEM literacy.

Pitsco Education offers hands-on 
curriculum solutions and products that not 
only engage students in the STEM disciplines, 
but also offer real-world learning experiences 
that expose students to careers in math and 
science and ultimately prepare them to be 
college and workforce ready.

Many Pitsco Education CTE labs offer 
significant content in math and science and 
are the perfect foundation to build a learning 
center for STEM education. To learn more 
about our CTE-STEM education, contact a 
Pitsco Education consultant today at 800-
828-5787, and then visit us online at www.
pitsco.com/CTE to take a brief survey and be 
entered into a drawing to win a $1,000 Pitsco 
gift certificate. 
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Texarkana ISD

Building engineers . . . from K to 16
Texarkana ISD takes the  
task seriously, pooling 
necessary resources to  
give their students an edge
TEXARKANA, Texas – High school football 
is king in Texas. What could ever rival the 
gridiron for students’ attention? . . . Maybe the 
benefits of science, technology, engineering, 
and math (STEM) – particularly the engineering 
portion of the equation.

“Everybody wants to play football of 
course,” says Texas High School Principal 
Brad Bailey. “Now STEM is getting to that 
point where students say, ‘That’s what I want 
to do.’ Students see the excitement. It is a 
step above, and it’s going to be on the same 

playing field as the extracurriculars the kids 
want to be a part of. It’s exciting.”

If football is king, then STEM is the fast-
rising prince, the heir apparent, particularly for 
students and parents who are looking ahead 
to 21st-century careers such as engineering.

The numbers tell the story. The Ross 
Perot STEM Academy at Texas High  
School is bursting at the seams with 375 
students, several more than it is designed 
to handle, but school officials this year 
didn’t want to turn away students who 
have their sights set on careers such as 
mechanical, chemical, electrical, and  
civil engineering; architecture; robotics;  
and much more.

Another 250 STEM-track eighth graders 
at Texas Middle School have Bailey and 
STEM Coordinator Cathy Klopper scrambling 
at the high school in this bustling northeast 
Texas community, trying to make 
accommodations for the expected influx 
this fall of students who would rather learn 

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com 

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

   Strong interest in 

STEM is not a bad problem 

to have, according to 

Texarkana educators from the 

superintendent to elementary 

school teachers.   
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the intimate details of oscilloscopes and 
drafting than offense and defense.

“If the demand is there, and it’s working 
for the kids, we’ll double the size of the ninth-
grade STEM team next year,” said Director 
of STEM Education Ronda Jameson. Strong 
interest in STEM is not a bad problem to 
have, according to Texarkana educators  
from the superintendent to elementary 
school teachers.

“If you walk down that STEM hallway in 
the morning,” Bailey says, “you’ve got kids 
lined up to get into that teacher’s classroom 
before school even starts. They want to 
work on that project. The teachers want 
that, and they encourage that.”

Getting the STEM ball rolling
Jameson works tirelessly to ensure 

Texarkana remains a front-runner in STEM, not 
just in Texas but nationally. The community 
has hosted two U.S. Congressional Hearings 
on STEM and technology education in the 
past few years, so they’re obviously doing 
something correctly. Not only are K-12 school 
officials doing the right things, but strong 
community support and partnerships with 
local businesses and higher education help 
Texarkana stay at the forefront of the  
STEM initiative.

Pitsco Education Modules (middle 
level), Suites (high school), and robotics 
have been a major part of the efforts 
to emphasize engineering and STEM for 
the past several years. “One reason we 
chose Pitsco Suites and Modules: when 
we initiated our engineering endeavor, we 
found in our research locally that one area 

engineers tend to lack in was leadership and 
articulation. We decided those would be two 
of our hallmarks,” Jameson said. 

A commitment of local funds for STEM 
was substantial but still not enough, so 
grants through the Texas High School 
Project were secured to help with setting up 
the engineering-focused Morriss Elementary 
School where K-5 students experience 
engineering concepts daily. Next was the 
purchase of Pitsco labs and other STEM 
curriculum at the middle school several 
years ago, followed quickly by a Suites 
Engineering lab at the high school, which 
is a required course for all students in The 
Ross Perot STEM Academy. 

Engineering Design  
& Presentation

Called by some the cornerstone of 
the district’s engineering curriculum, the 
Engineering Design & Presentation Suites 
course at the high school is required for all 
students in The Ross Perot STEM Academy. 
Most take it as freshmen. In his third year 
teaching the course, Brandon Burnett 
taps into his chemistry and engineering 
experience gained while working for the 
local Alcoa plant before it shut down when 
aluminum prices plummeted.

“Once I got the lab set up, and I knew 
where everything was and what the students 
would be doing next, I thought it would be 
really good and it would work,” Burnett said. 
“The kids just latched onto it. Instead of 
fighting it, they just went right with it.” 

In the Suites lab, students work in teams 
of six and in pairs at individual workstations 
studying and exploring in a hands-on manner 
topics such as digital manufacturing, 
intelligent systems (robotics), engineering, 
and aerospace rocketry. Bailey says students 
can’t seem to get enough.

“They’re at an advanced level in that class. 
They’re doing math. They’re doing science. 
They’re doing English. They’re crossing the 
curriculum in that course,” Bailey explained. “I 
see kids working together to solve a problem. 

TEXARKANA, TEXAS

   Now STEM is 

getting to that point where 

students say, 'That's what I 

want to do.'   

~ Texas High School Principal Brad Bailey

Making plans to build a bridge is one of the 
first steps toward engineering that middle 
school students take.

Inspiring posters dot the walls of classrooms 
in The Ross Perot STEM Academy at Texas 
High School.

Texas High School Principal Brad Bailey says 
STEM momentum is building among students 
looking to the future.

Suites Engineering Facilitator Brandon Burnett 
says students latch onto the curriculum.
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I see kids that are interacting. You don’t see 
any downtime.”

Modules lay the groundwork
Helping prepare students for the high 

school program are three courses of Pitsco 
middle-level curriculum. The sixth- and 
seventh-grade labs are required for students 
enrolled in the STEM program. “We received 
a STEM grant, and that’s what helped start 
the program here at Texas Middle School four 
years ago,” said Principal Donna McDaniel.

With the program growing each year, 
McDaniel, Associate Principal Karen Brown, 
and STEM Curriculum Coach Terri McMaster 
keep a close eye on progress to ensure 
effectiveness. “We do data walks, a walk 
through the classrooms every week. We 
document what we see,” McDaniel said. 
“We’re starting to see higher-level thinking 
skills in those rooms. The students can tell 
you what they’re learning and what they’re 
doing. I’m amazed at what they say about 
the Modules they’re going through. It’s a 
proud moment when we tour people through 
that classroom.”

Module Facilitator Stacy Bius says that 
beyond real-world career exposure and skill 
development, students are also learning to 
work cooperatively, a critical life skill. “I tell 
them, ‘If you come out of here with nothing 

else, you’re gonna learn how to work with 
different people,’ because they have to work 
with everybody in here. That’s a big part of 
this lab, learning how to work together.”

One of her students, Houston, confirmed 
just that sentiment a few minutes later. 
“We can help each other out,” he said while 
demonstrating to his partner at the Physics 
Module what he had missed when absent 
the day before. “If something goes wrong, 
he can tell me what to do or I can tell him, 
and we’ll know better next time.”

On top of their game
What helps Texarkana students reach 

their goals in STEM education is not just a 
personal desire to excel but a similar effort 
on the part of administrators and teachers. 
It’s clear that the pace set by Superintendent 
Paul Norton (see Administrators' Corner, 
page 20) is maintained at all levels in the 
education system.

All STEM teachers are required to 
attend special training during the summer, 
receiving at least 80 hours of instruction 
for which they earn credit for two graduate-
level courses from nearby Texas A&M 
University–Texarkana. 

“One of our mantras is we don’t want 
to be cosmetic,” Jameson said. “We don’t 
want to say we’re something and not be it. 
We know that it’s easy to do that, especially 
when you get a good reputation. The critical 
thing is to get the right people in the right 
positions. We never stop pushing to get 
better and better and better. We don’t want 
to be average; we want to create something 
that didn’t exist before.” 

TEXARKANA, TEXAS

Texarkana ISD Director of STEM 
Education Ronda Jameson

Administrators at Texas Middle School  
say they are seeing students use higher-order 
thinking skills.

   . . . beyond real-world 
career exposure and skill 
development, students are also 
learning to work cooperatively, 
a critical life skill.   
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Empowered girls aspire to engineering careers
Convincing girls to consider engineering careers doesn’t 

happen overnight. It can be a lengthy process that combines the 

cultivation of natural curiosity with educational programs that 

deliver engaging content and boost confidence. At Texarkana 

Independent School District, this drawn-out approach is on full 

display, and the positive results are undeniable.

At all grade levels at Texas Middle School, girls have ample 

opportunity to work side-by-side with boys in engineering-laden 

Pitsco STEM labs that tackle technical terms and processes via 

real-world, hands-on projects. This important first step begins to 

break down the “that’s not for me” mentality females sometimes 

have in math- and science-intensive courses. 

Then, at Texas High School, the next step is an Engineering 

Design and Presentation course delivered in a similar manner 

through hands-on, team-focused engineering Suites from 

Pitsco. After this three- to four-year foundation has been built, 

girls have the confidence necessary to take on more in-depth 

engineering, architecture, and design courses that prepare them 

for success in college.

“At first, girls are usually really timid,” said Texas High 

School Principal Brad Bailey. “However, girls are typically good 

at engineering. For the most part, they pay closer attention to 

detail and are better with instructions. As soon as they reach 

their comfort zone, they excel at it. It’s just a matter of getting 

them to reach that comfort level.”

A few young ladies have reached a comfort level in 

engineering/STEM that many of their male peers could only 

hope to achieve. Vernicia, a sophomore member of The 

Ross Perot STEM Academy at Texas High School, has hopes of 

becoming a chemical engineer. The Suites course was more of an 

eye-opener than she expected.

“I didn’t know that we’d test out a bunch of different 

branches of engineering, and I didn’t know we’d be working on 

our own time, that it would be self-paced,” Vernicia explained. 

“It showed me I need to focus even more on math if I want to be a 

chemical engineer. I need to focus on that and do my very best.”

As for her desire to pursue an engineering degree – 

somewhere in the Ivy League if she gets her way, she says, “I 

think a lot of girls find it intimidating. You just have to apply 

yourself. You have to be willing to go into a field that’s mostly 

men, and you have to be willing to do the work. Don’t be scared. 

If it’s something you really want to do, I think you should follow 

your heart and do it.”

Junior Gabriella is following her heart and using Suites lab 

experience to help pave a path to a college where she can earn a 

degree in architecture. She’s not intimidated at all by members 

of the opposite sex. “Whatever the boys are doing, I want to do 

it, and I want to do it better. I just try to go above and beyond 

anything that’s asked.”

Eighth grader Brooke is following fast in the footsteps of 

her high school counterparts, hoping that her experiences as a 

member of the middle school robotics team and three years in the 

STEM labs will help her in high school and beyond. “I want to 

be an aerospace engineer. To do that, I need to learn more about 

natural science and math. This class is really incorporating all of 

that into one.”

TEXARKANA, TEXAS

Texas Middle School 
Facilitator Stacy Bius, left, 
uses Pitsco curriculum to 
ignite a STEM spark in 
young girls.

Just a few of the Texarkana ISD students 
with their sights set on STEM careers.
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Paul Norton •	Superintendent	•	Texarkana	(Texas)	ISD
Administrators' Corner

‘I want Texarkana to continue to grow and thrive’
Key undertaking in district is to develop future engineers

I ntroduction: A native of Texarkana, Texas, and a product of 
the public school system there, Paul Norton is fully vested. He 
served as principal at Texas High School eight years before 
taking over as superintendent of Texarkana ISD last summer. 
His vision is simple – improve the community by improving the 

schools. “We’re all better when we work together as a whole,” pretty 
much sums up his philosophy. Pitsco Education products used in the 
district include two Module labs, two Suite labs, and LEGO® Education 
robotics. Following are excerpts from a conversation with Norton 
conducted in the Suites Engineering lab at THS.

TPN: The	Pitsco	Network
PN: Paul Norton

TPN: Why is engineering so important in Texarkana? 
PN: We went to our community five years ago and said, “If we 
started an initiative, what would not only be good for the district but 
for the community?” In the area, we have Cooper Tire, International 
Paper, Domtar, and a large number of manufacturing plants. Their 
biggest struggle was finding engineers and finding engineers who 
knew how to communicate their mission and goal to others. They 
wanted an engineering program which taught not only the teamwork 
concept, but also the importance of communication. Honestly, 
that’s what brought us to this (Pitsco Suites Engineering course). 

TPN: How does the Pitsco Suites lab address engineering  
at the high school level? 
PN: The Pitsco equipment is what makes the dream of what our 
community told us they needed to happen a reality. The kids split 
up to do their individual assignments, then work in partnership and 
present to the class. The collaborative piece is huge.

TPN: How have you funded STEM and engineering curriculum?
PN: The Texas High School Project (THSP) has provided grants, 
and we continue to work with them. The THSP is an entity that is 
involved in STEM education and they have, over the years, given 
us $1.5 million. Last week, we found out we were awarded another 
$115,000 in a planning grant. 

TPN: How many students experience the Suites  
Engineering course?

PN: Right now we’re able to hit a pocket of kids, but we just don’t 
have the resources to expand it. Hopefully, we can expand so 
that all students get at least a component of it, even if they’re not 
interested in engineering or mathematics. All the kids love the 
technology aspect of it, and they don’t realize that when they’re 
doing that technology aspect, they’re doing math and science. It’s 
all tied up together.

TPN: You were personally involved in hiring Brandon Burnett 
to teach this course. Tell us about his background.
PN: The teacher in the class is actually an engineer. We recruited 
him from Alcoa, a plant in town that shut down. His wife works in the 
district and she’s wonderful. He was looking for something and we 
were looking for somebody to take over this class. It was a perfect 
match. We helped him secure an alternative certification, and he has 
taken the program and just ran with it. He’s done an outstanding 
job. All the stars lined up when we needed them to. We hated it for 
Alcoa, but we loved it for us.

TPN: What do you hope students will get out of the course?
PN: The big thing is the hook – to get them inspired, whether it’s 
engineering, math, or science . . . whatever it is. They might go 
through the class and realize that engineering may not be their 
forte, but what they do come to realize is that there is something in 
the course that they do like and suddenly say, “I want to do that,” 
whether it be the robotics component or something else.

TPN: Why have students shied away from engineering  
in the past?
PN: A lot of it is just confidence. Kids are taught from a young age 
that math is hard, science is hard, stay away from it. No, it’s not. 
It’s a different thought process than English and social studies, 
but it’s not hard. You just have to think a different way. If kids get 
in here and do fun projects and collaborate, they then get the 
confidence to say, “I can do this.”

TPN: Are more females getting involved in STEM courses?
PN: I want to say that at Texas High School, 55 percent of 
the STEM kids are female. It ’s amazing how we’ve gone from 
starting off with probably 35-40 percent female to now they’re 

TEXARKANA, TEXAS
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the majority. That’s a neat trend to see because it means we’re 
getting the young ladies who can be successful in these fields 
as well as math and science. From there, they can get a solid 
education and have a great future.

TPN: How do you know this program specifically and STEM  
in general are effective?
PN: You know when you ask the kids, “If we took it away, what would 
it do to you?” I daresay that a majority of them would reply that they 
wouldn’t be interested in a STEM-type class. This is a hands-on, 
kinetic need these students feel. In the current age of technology, 
kids are used to an instant response or message. That is what STEM 
provides. They get an instant response from their colleagues, which 
in turn gives them hands-on experience that leads to success. Even if 

they do something and it’s wrong, they get a chance to fix it. It’s trial 
and error. You don’t get that in every subject.

TPN: How can you take STEM to the next level?
PN: You have to fund your priorities. You fund what is successful for 
you, your kids, your community, your programs. This is a program 
we’re going to continue to fund. Whether we search for grants, 
do a push with Texas High School Project, or visit with Domtar or 
International Paper on different ideas and thoughts, we have great 
partnerships to assist and direct us as we move forward. 

TPN: What are your impressions of students giving 
presentations in the Pitsco lab?
PN: It shows that when a diverse group of students has a common 
goal, they can work together under any circumstances. It doesn’t 
matter what background you have. Whether the difference is 
socioeconomic or ethnicity, when you have a common goal and can 
work together, great things can happen and success will find its 
way. It’s the collaborative effort between every level of student that 
ultimately makes the program click and makes them feel successful. 

TPN: Leadership seems to be a point of emphasis within the 
district. Is that by design?
PN: Seven years ago, we initiated a leadership component to our 
graduation diploma which requires students to take at least one 
semester of a leadership class. The Suites lab has become the 
leadership component for many of our STEM-focused students. It is 
allowing them to gain real-world leadership as they would have in a 
warehouse or engineering environment where you collectively come 
to a common goal. When students gain confidence, they feel that 
they can lead and they then step out to take on the world. 

TPN: What is your end goal for this engineering emphasis?
PN: As Texarkana thrives, our school district thrives. When the 
school district thrives, our community thrives. They build off of 
each other. We want to develop a program in Texarkana where 
we start the engineering process as young as possible, even at 
kindergarten, and work all the way through the system. As soon as 
students graduate from TISD, they will attend Texarkana College 
and earn an associate’s degree and hopefully move on to enroll at 
Texas A&M University – Texarkana to finish their engineering degree. 
This final step will provide the workforce for the businesses we want 
to come to Texarkana. 

TEXARKANA, TEXAS

Superintendent Paul Norton says the engineering Suites enable students to "work 
together under any circumstances," a critical real-world skill.
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QR code activity deepens Module understanding
Students summarize content in Glogster and then create QR code pointing to poster

Editor’s Note: Modules Facilitator Stacy Bius 
will receive a $50 Pitsco Education gift certificate 
and a Teachers Rock T-shirt for sharing the 
following winning suggestion. Submit your winning 
suggestion to Editor Tom Farmer, tfarmer@pitsco 
.com, P.O. Box 1708, Pittsburg, KS 66762.

Quick response codes have taken off 
in popularity, but do they have application 
within a Pitsco Modules lab? That’s what 
Stacy Bius of Texas Middle School was 
wondering when she attended a QR code 
presentation by fellow Modules Facilitator 
Megan Nichols a few months ago.

It didn’t take long for Bius to create 
a Discovery Day activity that captured 
students’ attention while at the same 
time deepened their understanding of the 
Modules they were exploring.

“One of the activities I have kids do is 
go to Glogster and create a poster about 
their Module. They can add video, sound, 
put pictures on it – it’s an interactive glog,” 
Bius explained. “Then I showed them how to 
create a QR code that points to their glog. 
They upload that to their page on knoMi 
(school district intranet, see page 23), 
where I would pull it up and scan it.”

The highly innovative yet paper-free 
process is free and gives students a chance 
to be creative and try something new. “I had 
some who actually took video of their robot 
and put that on their Glogster,” Bius said. “It 
can be very interactive, and it shows what 
they did at a Module. The kids think it’s so 
neat they can scan that and show it to  
other people.”

Because students need a smart device 
(smartphone or iPod Touch, for example) to 
scan a QR code, one hurdle is that not all 
students own such devices. Bius estimates 
that about half of her students have their 
own smart devices, so students who do not 
have one are paired up with those who do. 
Another option for Bius is to check out one of 
the carts of iPad or iTouch devices available 
in the Texas Middle School library.

As for skeptical teachers who worry about 
students straying from the assignment while 
using their smart devices that have access to 
the World Wide Web, Bius says it’s important 
for teachers to explain the ground rules. “I 
tell them at the beginning, ‘I know what you’re 
doing on the computer, and there are people 
in this district who know what you’re doing. 

They call me if you’re not 
doing what you’re supposed 
to be doing.’”

Students have enjoyed  
the activity so much that  
Bius plans to repeat it  
each semester.

“I had no idea what QR 
codes were when we first 
started out,” said Jillian, a 
sixth grader. “I learned what 
they were, and I learned how 

to use them, how to scan them with a phone. 
I don’t have a smartphone, but my mom does 
and I use hers to look at QR codes.”

Added Jake, a seventh grader: “If I needed 
to give a presentation to someone, and I 
couldn’t get it to them, I could simply e-mail 
them a QR code. You could send the URL, but 
then they’d have to type it in. If it’s a QR code, 
all they’d have to do is scan it and it’s there.”

View an example of a 
Glogster Applied Physics 
Module summary at 
tinyurl.com/6myuypn. 
Contact Bius for additional 

information: Stacy.Bius@txkisd.net. 

TEXARKANA, TEXAS

Winning Suggestion: from Stacy Bius	•	Modules	Facilitator	•	Texas	Middle	School	•	Texarkana,	TX

Creating a QR code for a 
Module summary poster

•	  Set up a free Glogster account for 
educators at www.edu.glogster 
.com.

•	  Have students work in Module 
pairs to create posters on 
Glogster.

•	  Students copy the URL of their 
poster, go to goo.gl/, and paste the 
URL in the box and shorten it.

•	  They copy and paste the new 
shortened URL in a browser 
address bar and add a period and 
the letters q and r (Example: .qr) 
at the end. 

•	  Students will see a QR code that 
they can copy and paste into a 
text document.

•	  Instruct students to save the 
document to a location where the 
teacher can access it.
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An academic Facebook
School district creates social Web site for students to set goals, stay connected

At a time when many school districts are distancing themselves 
from Facebook and other social media out of fear that students and 
even teachers might misuse the resources, Texarkana ISD has invested 
in the creation of knoMi (know me), a social network that serves as a 
sort of “academic Facebook.”

Coordinator of Quality Assurance/MIS Kevin McCarty was 
challenged three years ago to create an interactive tool through which 
students could set goals and track their progress toward completion.

“We had a focus group of campus administrators, teachers, and 
curriculum people,” McCarty said. “We decided that kids aren’t just 
going to jump into a site to set goals, so we had to have add-ins, 
buy-in features. They have to have a reason as to why they want to 
do something.”

So, features allowing for messaging, planning, researching, 
accessing grades, teaming, and other academically and personally 
productive processes were added.

Adolfo, a seventh grader at 
Texas Middle School, said he 
immediately started using the 
tool for even more than what his 
teachers required. “It’s like a friendlier Facebook,” he said. “It’s 
safer. I get on knoMi more than Facebook because it keeps track of 
all my stuff like files and texts. My grades are on there.”

Apparently, Adolfo is in the majority. During a recent two-week 
period, 87 percent of all students with access logged in to knoMi, either 
at school or at home.

Parents can even access a read-only version of their child’s 
information. But perhaps the greatest feature is how students can 
set their academic/career goals early and teachers can see what 
those goals are, gradually helping the students work toward them. All 
entries and information are then frozen and archived at the end of each 
academic year to create an academic and even personal history that 
can be accessed anytime in the future. 

Robotics a fertile testing ground for engineers
Like peanut butter and jelly, STEM and 

robotics are a perfect match; they just belong 
together. Robotics courses, clubs, and teams 
are natural by-products in schools where 
STEM is implemented. 

STEM academies are firmly entrenched 
and growing within the Texarkana (Texas) 
Independent School District. Middle and high 
school students are flocking to the academies 
in large numbers. Consequently, robotics 
teams are more popular than ever. 

About 120 students at Texas Middle 
School are members of the robotics club, 

according to Coordinator Shannon Kirkland. 
The Texas High School T-BOTS club has 28 
members, more than double its membership 
of two years ago when the group was formed.

On the following page are guest 
columns from one of the T-BOTS’ coaches 
and the team’s CEO. And here are some 
comments from members of the robotics 
teams at the two schools.

Texas Middle School 
Austin: (wants to be an engineer): “I just 

like engineering and building and stuff. I think 
it’s pretty fun. Mom bought me an NXT Set (from 
LEGO® Education) for my birthday, and we’ve got 
two extra kits at home.”

Emily: “I’m definitely going to take what 
I learned this year, programming and all, and 
use it a lot next year. . . . I’ve made a lot of new 
friends, and I’ve learned different things from 
them. It ’s fun to hang out together!” 

Texas High School
Caleb: (goal is to pursue a mechanical 

engineering degree at the University of Illinois): 

“Engineering to me is solving problems to the best 
you can, really. That’s all it is.” 

Logan: (wants to study engineering at 
Carnegie Mellon University): “Engineering to me is 
a way of life because everyone does it every day. 
We have to learn. We have to build. We have to 
problem solve. Eventually, it can make a difference, 
not just in yourself or your community, but even 
the country as well.”

Clay: (wants to pursue a career in 
environmental or electrical engineering): 
“Engineering to me is my life. I’ve grown up 
building things constantly. I break stuff and 
then have to fix them. It ’s a learning process – 
reverse engineering.”

Krista: (plans to major in archeology at 
either Texas Tech or the University of Missouri): 
“Engineering to me is a way to express yourself. 
You get to try something new and just see things 
differently through people’s perspectives.”

Jonathan: (aims to major in chemical 
engineering at the University of Arizona): 
“Engineering to me is a way to the future. It ’s 
taking the conventional ‘this is how you do it,’ 
throwing it out the window, and showing ‘this is 
how you should do it.’” 

A few of the approximately 120 members of the 
Texas Middle School robotics club proudly display 
their FIRST LEGO League robots.
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By Logan Porter, Student	(Junior)	and	Chief	Executive	
Officer,	T-BOTS	FRC	3350	•	Texas High School Texarkana ISD

By Mark Patrick, District Instructional Technology 
Specialist	and	Robotics	Coach	•	Texarkana (Texas) ISD

TEXARKANA, TEXAS

No experience required
Limited physics, engineering knowledge can be a good thing for robotics coach

“What do you think about robots?”
“I think they’re cool; why?”
“I’ve got a project for you.”
That’s the exchange that I had with our 

Assistant Superintendent at Texarkana ISD 
three years ago. He had heard about this 
international high school robotics competition 
called the FIRST® Robotics Competition. As 
a former technology teacher and a current 
Instructional Technology Specialist, I had little 
to no experience with physics and engineering. 
I certainly felt inadequate to help launch this 
extracurricular program, but I was a teacher, 
and I had some experience with program 
building, so I decided to give it a shot.

Because I wasn’t able to teach any 
specific physics or engineering principles to 

the students, we had to rely on the knowledge 
and experience that they gained in their 
science, engineering, and math courses. 
This model immediately put our incredibly 
talented students in the driver’s seat, and 
I simply became an assistant to help them 
pursue their goals. I tried to focus my efforts 
on helping the students become professionals 
and mature adults through life skills such as 
goal setting, leadership, and communication 
while working in a professional environment 
with high expectations.

Although this model was originally 
adopted out of necessity, three years and 
multiple awards later, I can’t help but wonder 
if my ignorance of robotics, engineering, 
and physics was my biggest strength as a 

robotics coach. It required the students to 
apply knowledge learned from their STEM 
courses, and I complemented that with 
educational opportunities that are not always 
available in the classroom environment. I 
couldn’t build a robot for them; the students 
were required to own their education and 
own their team.

Over the past few years, I have recruited 
some excellent coaches at Texas High School 
with amazing skills, but the T-BOTS team 
still functions within the model of keeping 
STUDENTS FIRST and making sure that 
students are leading every facet of their team. 
In my experience, a coach’s ignorance creates 
an opportunity for students to lead. 

Robotics opens student’s mind to possibilities
The T-BOTS (Tigers Building Outstanding Technology Systems) 

isn’t just a FIRST® Robotics Team at Texas High School; it is the 
capstone to STEM in the engineering field. In class, each student 
learns what they need to know to succeed in that field. T-BOTS is 
where the students apply everything they learn. 

Just learning engineering is not enough. To structure our  
team, we researched the different types of governments. Skills 
we learn in language arts help us read and comprehend the rule 
book so we don’t design anything prohibited. Math and science are 
hand in hand when it comes to robotics. We take everything we 
learn and apply it within our robot design. We also handle our own 
team finances. Our Chief Financial Officer works with mentors and 
colleges to acquire great scholarships as well as handle how much 
money we spend for everything. 

For me, the FIRST Robotics Competition was a huge change 
from sports. I have a big responsibility being the Chief Executive 
Officer of the T-BOTS. I went through “Presentation Boot Camp” 
to improve my speaking and presentation skills. Before becoming 
part of the team, I never did anything; I stayed at home and did 

homework. I never talked to anyone on the phone, and I definitely 
didn’t give presentations in class. 

At the FIRST Robotics Competition, I was blessed to meet peers 
who love doing what I do. I met a team at competition that really 
touched my heart. They didn’t love robotics. Their mentors did 
everything. They didn’t have the chance to name their robot, much less 
build it. I want to change that for all students. I was inspired to found 
the STUDENTS FIRST movement that focuses on giving students a 
chance to do everything for themselves. I want them to have the same 
opportunity that I have. I do robotics because I love it, and it is the 
future of the United States of America. 

T-BOTS team leaders include, from left, Jonathan, Logan, Caleb, Clay, and Krista.
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What exactly is the teacher’s role?

Subject: Changing role of teacher 
From: Mark 
To: Matt Frankenbery, Tim Cannell

When our Modules system came on the scene in 1990, one 
of the major impacts of its implementation was how it completely 
revolutionized the role of the teacher in the classroom. We 
purposefully settled on the term facilitator because it was the most 
accurate description of what the instructor did on a daily basis.

Initially, this name change and philosophical adjustment 
was met with skepticism by some educators because they felt 
it represented a changing of the traditional role of the teacher 
and somehow devalued the need for a teacher. Fortunately, 
when they actually taught in a Modules classroom, they found 
the opposite to be true. With the content delivery provided via 
technology, they were freed to do what they love: work one-on-
one with students. 

This fundamental shift had multiple advantages. First, 
students could control the pace/rate of learning, making it truly 
individualized. Second, teachers could maximize their available 
class time in reteaching, coaching, encouraging, and evaluating 
learners as individuals and not as the class as a whole. As 
a nation, the students walking though our doors continue to 
demonstrate significant variation in ability, motivation, and 
achievement. The format and technology of the Modules system 
inherently revolutionizes a teacher’s activity. As a result the 
instructor is better equipped to address the divergent needs of 
today’s learner.

E-mail #1

E-mail #2

E-mail #3

Subject: Re: Changing role of teacher 
From: Matt 
To: Tim Cannell, Mark Maskell

I believe stronger accountability measures, coupled with 
changes in technology, have created some of the pendulum 
swing that Tim referenced. Mark provided a great overview of 
why we developed the Modules process in the first place, which 
is vital in framing this discussion. With that covered, I’ll focus on 
what I’ve witnessed the past 10 years. 

When No Child Left Behind hit the classrooms in the 
early 2000s, the heightened concern related to students’ 
achievement on tests caused some of our existing lab teachers, 
along with potential customers, to question the perceived lack 
of teacher control in our labs. In essence, I believe many of our 
new teachers and potential customers don’t feel comfortable 
releasing control of the delivery of content. It seems like a 
natural human reaction – if a light is being shone on something 
that is my responsibility, I’m going to want to control as many 
variables as possible.

As for the second component I see causing the pendulum 
swing – technology changes – I think Tim was on the money. We 
live in a day and age where I can customize nearly everything I 
desire. In certain cases, this shift in expectations is impacting 
the perception of our system’s design and structure. 

We know today’s classrooms need a more diverse offering 
of solutions. The solution we are currently tackling is how we 
preserve all of the benefits of our modular delivery yet make our 
solutions more flexible for the needs of teachers and students. 

Members of the curriculum development and teacher education departments recently exchanged opinions about the changing 
role of the teacher in a Pitsco classroom. The participants in this e-mail exchange are Director of Education Matt Frankenbery, 
Teacher Education Specialist Mark Maskell, and Education Manager Tim Cannell. 

Subject: Re: Changing role of teacher 
From: Tim 
To: Matt Frankenbery, Mark Maskell

As much as it pains me, I have to admit that Mark has hit the 
nail directly on the head with his comments, but there are a few 
things I’ll add. One of the biggest changes I’m starting to see is 
that teachers today want to be more involved with the curriculum 
and instructional delivery. That can be interpreted in various ways: 
some want to stand and deliver in a traditional manner, while 

others desire the ability to control the curriculum we provide. I 
believe this control is a result of our technological times. Just 
think about all of the Web sites and apps we are able to customize 
so it fits our personal needs. Having taught in a Pitsco lab for 
seven years, I have personally experienced the benefits that Mark 
has described and always felt like I was the most effective in 
my teaching profession during that time. This causes an internal 
struggle with the changes I am seeing and hearing from a few of 
our teachers today.
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Teacher Connections
Despite changing teacher 
roles, the human touch is as 
important as ever

(Editor’s	Note:	Following is the first part in 
a two-part series on the changing role of the 
teacher in the ever-changing classroom. Part two 
will appear in the April-May 2012 issue of The 
Pitsco Network.)

Imagine for a moment the kinds of 
things that make not just for an 
effective classroom experience, 
but one that is rich and rewarding 
for both students and instructor. 

Included on your list might be things such 
as captivating content delivery, students 
taking responsibility for their own learning, 
time for individual attention, and a sense 
that you have imparted not just knowledge 
but enthusiasm and curiosity as well. It 
isn’t difficult to see how a multifaceted, 
technology-infused, student-driven learning 
lab satisfies those first two wants – but 
what about the last two? How does a Pitsco 
lab hold up when it comes to fostering the 
personal touch that impassioned teachers 
enjoy bringing to their classes?

Years of feedback from veteran Pitsco 
teachers have proven our classrooms to be 
powerful tools for promoting and enhancing 
just those intrinsic components that make 
the educational process meaningful for both 
educators and learners.

The hands-on difference

Teacher Nikki Nalley has come to a 
conclusion after three years facilitating 

her lab at Pike Central Middle School in 
Petersburg, Indiana. 

“Teachers have to be proactive in this 
type of class,” she states. “I am not afraid 
of being replaced or becoming obsolete 
in a classroom like this. There are many 
opportunities to provide instruction, connect 
with students, and be emotionally rewarded 
for being a teacher in a Synergistics lab.”

The descriptor “hands on” is often 
used in conjunction with Pitsco’s curricula. 
But that term could also refer to the one 
ingredient that truly makes the difference 
between a lackluster lab and a brilliant 
one – an active, engaged teacher. Pitsco 
learning systems are tools. Like other good 
tools, they serve to amplify the work of the 
users that wield them – which means that 
what you get out of them is a product of 
what you put into them.

“I feel my role is to be active,” explains 
Nalley. “If my students are up moving around 
getting supplies or discussing issues with 
their partners, then I need to be a part of 
that as much as possible.”

Launchpad

Considering the account given by  
teacher Antonio Bernabe of his experience 
facilitating his Modules lab in Miller 
Intermediate School in Pasadena, Texas, 
another way to view the lab is as an ideal 
launching point for the unleashing of 
educational potential.

“It’s our opportunity to afford students 
real depth in learning. . . . We get to really 
know our kids because we find more 
‘teachable moments’ with them. Core 

subject teachers can’t stop a day’s lesson 
to explore those topics.”

This is accomplished when the 
resources of the lab are considered as 
a leg up on learning rather than a final 
destination. Bernabe lays out just how this 
works in the classroom: 

“If you have a teacher in place who 
is familiar with the content of all of their 
Modules, then you have an expert who 
can elaborate on the details the Modules 
don’t cover. In my Chemical Math Module, 
students are expected to define, or explain, 
the law of conservation of mass. Most of my 
students can define it . . . verbatim. However, 
it isn’t until I explain that they can take a 
sledgehammer and shatter their desk into 
a million pieces and find that the combined 
mass of those particles will still be equal to 
the mass of the desk in its initial form that 
they truly understand the law.”

This underscores one of the most freeing 
aspects of the student-directed approach 
that Pitsco curricula fosters. Individual 
attention for students is no longer something 
that is squeezed in when there is time. It is 
the true focus of the teacher’s day. 

Nalley wholeheartedly agrees. 
“In my lab, there are so many 

opportunities to interact with the students 
and to take advantage of teachable 
moments. . . . On most days, I feel that 
there is not enough of me to go around and 
help everyone as much as I would like.” 

Partners in education

The question for teachers, then, is how to 
make the most out of the powerful teaching 

By Cody White, Communications	Assistant	•	cwhite@pitsco.com
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resource at their disposal. It might be useful 
to borrow a metaphor from a growing 
classroom trend: cooperative teaching. 
Two teachers could never think of leading a 
class together without first getting to know 
one another, learning mutual strengths 
and approaches, and planning how to best 
synchronize their efforts. 

It is no stretch to think of the 
relationship between a Pitsco facilitator 
and their lab as a partnership. So it is of 
paramount importance that these two 
become familiar with one another before 
trying to work together.

This means learning not just the 
management system but the content 
itself. Time and time again, those teachers 
who report the most effective, fulfilling 
experiences with their labs are those who 
have taken the time to learn the system and 
the content of the titles their students are 
going through.

“After you get to know the material,” says 
Nalley, “it is easy to interact with the students 
because you can predict what questions 
they will have (and not want to ask me about) 
or what concepts will be harder for them 
to understand. When you get that kind of 
understanding of your curriculum, then I think 
it is easier to interact with the students and 
help them learn and make connections.” 

By teachers, for teachers

Most teachers don’t come to their line 
of work seeking fame and fortune. Tangible 
success, too, can often be hard to come by. 
Test scores aside, when a student walks out 
of your classroom at year’s end, you might 

never know for sure the positive ways you 
have affected his or her life.

These truths underscore the importance 
of the intrinsic rewards of teaching, things 
like making connections with students and 
finding ways to bridge your world and theirs. 
Add to those the pride in knowing you are 
playing an indispensable role.

Pitsco has long identified Teacher 
Enablement as one of its four primary 
pillars. The company was founded 40 years 
ago by teachers and to this day employs 
exclusively teachers in its curriculum 
writing staff. Sharing the common goal 
of student success with educators 
everywhere, Pitsco understands the value 
of teacher commitment. Part of honoring 
that commitment is providing you and your 
students with the best tools and the richest 
possible experience. 

Lab	at	first	site

When facilitator Nikki Nalley was starting out, she admits there 

was a lot to get her brain around. 

“Just getting all my equipment, materials, etc. lined out with 

the curriculum was overwhelming for me at first because there are 

so many Modules in my lab.”

Similarly, Antonio Bernabe knew he had a lot of work ahead of 

him when he inherited his Modules lab. 

“I knew the type of teacher I wanted to be and the type of lab I 

wanted to run. Of course, I walked into a lab with broken computers, 

missing and/or broken equipment, and a bad reputation.”

Running a full-scale Pitsco lab is a daunting prospect at first. 

Even integrating some of our systemic solutions – whether Modules, 

whole-class curricula, Blended Science, or Suites – into a traditional 

classroom comes with a learning curve. But many teachers 

recognize right away the tremendous potential that can be unlocked 

with a little diligence – and a little learning.

Pitsco is here to help you every step of the way with a host of 

services well beyond curricula supply. People have come to expect 

inadequate, difficult-to-reach customer support, but with Pitsco 

you will find a team of highly trained experts available right when 

you call to help you with not only installation but management 

concerns, equipment questions, and getting the most out of your lab. 

They’ve picked up a lot of tips from teachers over the years, and they 

know your lab and your material backwards and forwards. It is very 

common for teachers and individual representatives to build long-

term service relationships.

Of course that is in addition to our extensive online support and 

teacher networking resources.

One of the most essential services we offer, however, is teacher 

training workshops.  

“Before school began for my first teaching year, I attended  

the Pitsco training in Kansas,” explains Bernabe. “I heard and 

listened intently to many of the veteran teachers who were there 

for a ‘refresher.’”

Teachers often find the process so helpful that they attend multiple 

workshops. Not only is the guided instruction confidence building, but 

the insight from other experienced teachers is invaluable. 

Bernabe also had another boon to his lab: “I had a principal that 

gave me the power to mold it into what it is today.”

Because of his decision to master the resources he’d inherited, 

Bernabe got the kind of top-flight lab he desired. Just as Nalley, 

initially overwhelmed, grew her knowledge of her lab and now has an 

efficient, well-oiled learning environment. A Pitsco lab can be dazzling 

to witness – love at first sight. But that level of engagement doesn’t 

happen overnight. Having the classroom you dream of is all about 

building relationships – with your students and with your lab. 

Tony Bernabe (left) and Nikki Nalley (right)
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Destination: Mars
An “eggcellent” way to transport your students to engineering

 While NASA scientists might have to work months or even 
years to create a vehicle to work on Mars, students using the 
Transportation Mission can try their ideas within just five days.

Students learn about the many ways in which people and goods 
can be moved from one place to another. Then, they design, build, 
and test a Martian Land Rover (MLR). With what materials do they 
experiment? LEGO® bricks, of course! Students stay engaged and 
can easily try several designs in a short period of time.

Students work with potential and kinetic energy. 
They start by rolling their MLR down a 

ramp multiple times and measuring the 
distance rolled. Then, they apply that 

knowledge to the assignment.
Students design and build a 

crumple cage to protect a raw 
egg from a rolling impact. The 
testing could be quite “yolky” 
if students didn’t complete 
the preparation activity first! 
(Please pardon the puns.) We 

provide plastic eggs for the 
test, so this rotation is 

not a mess. Students use Popsicle sticks, rubber bands, and other 
materials to create their eggcellent containers.

Some teachers really do a great job of tying things together for 
the students. These teachers explain that the rover would have to 
make it through space and the Martian landing and then roll down a 
ramp to the Martian surface. Sensitive equipment in the lander and 
the rover must be kept secure. Then, at the end of all rotations, the 
teacher sets up a real test with real eggs. 

One teacher I met really has fun with her class. She dresses up 
as a doctor to determine if the egg has survived the experience 
without cracking under the pressure. Her partner dresses up as a 
referee or as a policeman or as a scientist, depending on how they 
are using a theme at the end of the year. The “eggcited” students 
cheer for each contestant. Those who survive the first run can 
enter a higher (more potential energy) activity to see if their vehicle 
can withstand the crash. The crowd goes wild each time a vehicle 
crashes, no matter what the outcome.

So, if you are willing to create engineers from your students, I 
recommend transporting them to Mars and challenging them to be 
creative. Your little aliens may find an eggciting home with other 
scientists and engineers on one of our space neighbors, Mars. 

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

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

Giving Prism its due
I  recently found myself at a school 
in Miami, Florida, that had purchased 
both Missions and Modules from 

us. When I set up a new lab, I always try to 
spend some time with the facilitator to give 
them some instruction on the use of the 
management system and lab in general, even 
though they will receive formal training.

Well, I spent my usual amount of time 
on Synergy, the management component 
for Modules, but just glossed over the use 
of Prism, the management component for 
Missions, in about five minutes. Luckily, the 
school representative I was dealing with 
pressed me for more information. I then 
realized I was not giving Prism its due. 

Prism is a very useful scheduling and 
grading tool specifically designed for use 

with Missions. I think there is a tendency 
– as I proved – to overlook the importance 
and usefulness of this program. I am not 
going to go into all the ins and outs of Prism 
because it is a very simple and intuitive 
program to use. 

I would just like to point out that with 
this one simple tool you can schedule your 
students into Missions for the entire quarter, 
semester, block, and so forth in a matter 
of minutes; plus, you have a repository 
for their grades. So if you have been hand 
scheduling your students because you 
thought Prism might be too complicated 
to use or you just didn’t know how, I highly 
encourage you to give it a chance. As 
always, we are available to help. Just give 
us a call at 800-774-4552. 

Final step – blend
Finally, you blend these two ingredients together. There doesn’t 

seem to be any magical formula for the right combination of F2F and 
digital content. Rather, the right mix probably varies from class to 
class based on the needs and preferences of you and your students. 
The idea is to find a mix that is to your and your students’ liking. 
So grab yourself a bag of tortilla chips and a big bowl of salsa and 
consider how you might incorporate these elements into your own 
blend of instruction.

A tough teaching transition
Many instructors struggle with the move to blended instruction. 

In blended instruction the teacher takes more of a facilitator role in 
managing the classroom. Traditionally, it was the teacher’s responsibility 
to deliver the content and direct student learning. With blended 
instruction, most content is delivered via computer, leaving the teacher 

to mentor and guide students in their learning. This is not the role that 
most teachers had in mind earlier in their lives when they aspired to 
become a teacher. The transition can be tough, but if you’re a Missions, 
Modules, or Suites facilitator, you’ve probably already made it. 

Blended instruction – the recipe for a 
successful classroom (Continued from page 5)
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Discovery Day:  
‘Invention of the Millennium’
Editor’s Note: The following “Winning Suggestion” was submitted by 
Margaret Woods of Aiken, South Carolina. Woods will receive a $50 Pitsco 
Education gift certificate and a Teachers Rock T-shirt. Submit your winning 
suggestion to Editor Tom Farmer, tfarmer@pitsco.com, P.O. Box 1708, 
Pittsburg, KS 66762. 

What started as a simple Discovery Day activity turned into an 
adventure of exploration and innovation. Margaret Woods, an assistant 
in the Module lab at Busbee Corbett Elementary Middle School 
in Wagener, South Carolina, led a group of seventh-grade Module 
students on a field trip to the State Museum in Columbia in November.

“The students and I thoroughly enjoyed the trip, and it was clear 
that the trip made the lab and lessons richer,” Woods said.

Earlier in the semester, students spent Discovery Day time 
researching inventions and collaborating to design posters of 
inventors and their inventions. In addition to the trip to the State 
Museum, students also created their own inventions.

During the special field trip, students interacted with hands-on 
exhibits and explored the relationship among science, technology, 
engineering, and math (STEM) as the subjects pertained to some of 
the inventions on display.

Students had such a great time that the special inventions 
activity likely will be repeated in the future. “I would like to do it 
every year,” Woods said. 

Winning Suggestion: by Margaret Woods	•	Assistant	•	Busbee	Corbett	Elementary	Middle	School	•	Wagener,	SC

Teacher Margaret Woods, center, and her Modules lab students on a visit to 
the State Museum in Columbia, SC.

   What started as a simple Discovery 

Day activity turned into an adventure of 

exploration and innovation.   
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Answers to those burning Synergy questions
By this point in the school year, 
you should be feeling pretty 
comfortable with the basics of 

Synergy. Even if you are feeling good 
about your Synergy skills, there 
are probably still a few things 
you don’t understand or you find 
challenging. Here are answers to 
a few of the common questions 
we get this time of the year.

Q: My student’s next rotation 
is not showing up at the Student 
Portal or it is listed under the 
Incomplete section.
A: This is likely due to the date of the 
assignment not coinciding with the current 
date. Assignment dates can easily get off 
track because of in-service days, holidays, 
and so forth. So it is quite possible the 
date of the assignment has already passed. 
This can be easily remedied by going to the 
Assignment Manager screen and editing 
the dates of that assignment/rotation. Note 
that you will likely need to edit the dates of 
subsequent assignments/rotations as well.

Q: All of my classes from last year/
semester still show up in my drop-down 
menus. Is there a way for them to no 
longer show without deleting them?
A: This is the exact purpose of the Archive 
feature. When a class is archived, it is still 
in the database and all data associated 
with that class is still available. However, 
the class will not show up on any of the 
menus unless you remove the archive tag 
from it. To archive a class, go to the Class 

Management screen, which will list all of 
your classes. Highlight the class you wish 
to archive and click Edit. At the following 
screen, check the Archive option and save 
changes. To remove the archive tag, simply 
reverse the procedure.

Q: I know all of my students are doing 
well, but the Grade Book shows a much 

lower grade than I was expecting. 
This doesn’t seem to affect all my 

students, just some. What gives?
A: By default, the Grade Book 

reports grades based on 

assignments that the students 

have completed. In other words, 

if they were assigned all seven 

sessions of a Module but had only 

completed five of the seven, the 

Grade Book would base their grade on 

the five sessions they had completed and 

not consider the other two. The Completed 

grading method is indicated by a C in 

the lower-right corner of the grade cell. 

If there is an A in that cell instead, that 

indicates that the Assigned method of 

grading is being used. This change could 

be made for an individual student, a single 

assignment, an entire rotation, or an entire 

class. The Assigned method considers 

everything a student was assigned, 

regardless of whether they have completed 

the assignment or not. So the Assigned 

method is likely to report lower grades due 

to absences, missed assignments, and so 

forth. Completed is the more commonly 

used method, but you can easily toggle 

between the two by choosing the Grade 

Method option on the Grade Book screen.

If you have any questions or need any 

help with Synergy, please contact Customer 

Service at 800-774-4552 or by e-mail at 

Systems_Support@pitsco.com. 

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

   Even if you are 

feeling good about your 

Synergy skills, there are 

probably still a few things 

you don’t understand or 

you find challenging. Here 

are answers to a few of the 

common questions we get 

this time of the year.   
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T he inaugural STEM Summit 
hosted by LEGO® Education 
and National Instruments 
attracted more than 150 
industry leaders and academic 

professionals to St. Louis, Missouri, in 
November. They spent the day discussing 
a shared vision using science, technology, 
engineering, and math education to shape the 
next generation of creative problem solvers.

Through keynote presentations, 
interactive panel discussions, and open-talk 
opportunities, Summit attendees collaborated 
to gather knowledge, share case studies, 
discuss personal experiences, and generate 
ideas on the direction of STEM education in 
America. Much of the focus was on the tools 
necessary to make the vision a reality. 

The day began with a welcome by LEGO 
Education President Stephan Turnipseed. In 
his presentation, Turnipseed stressed the 
importance of using hands-on methods to 
inspire students and explore STEM concepts. 
He also invited attendees to lead the charge 
by supporting and implementing creative 
learning in today’s classrooms.

NASA’s Leland Melvin
After a morning filled with various breakout 

sessions featuring topics such as Preparing 
Today’s Student for Tomorrow’s Career, Using 

Robotics as a STEM Instructional Tool, and 
Getting Kids Excited about STEM, attendees 
gathered to listen to Leland Melvin, NASA 
Associate Administrator for Education.

Melvin is responsible for the 
development and implementation of NASA’s 
education programs, strengthening student 
involvement and public awareness about the 
agency’s scientific goals and missions. He 
inspires interest in STEM through NASA’s 
unique mission, workforce, facilities, 
research, and innovation.

Building upon the Summit’s theme, 
Melvin shared life experiences with science, 
engineering, and math as a child that led him 
to become a chemist and later an astronaut. 
Melvin ended his keynote by discussing what 
NASA is doing to drive STEM education in 
today’s classroom, providing attendees with 
a list of online resources and educational 
opportunities offered by NASA. 

Following the keynote, attendees 
were invited to attend additional breakout 
sessions covering topics such as Working as 
a 21st-Century Educator, How Competitive 
Events Contribute to Hands-On Learning, 
Creating Creative Problem Solvers, and 
Districts Leading the Change. 

The event ended with an hour-long social, 
offering attendees a chance to expand 
their network with like-minded education 
professionals and industry leaders. 

For more information about the 2011 
STEM Summit, including detailed descriptions 
of the panel discussions, bios of panel 
presenters, and a video of Melvin’s keynote 
address, please visit www.LEGOeducation 
.us/STEMsummit.

Note: Plans for the 2012 STEM Summit are 
under way and will be announced soon on the 
Summit Web page. 

Upcoming Events

 Pitsco’s family of companies will be represented at 

education shows and conferences across the country in 

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

stop by the Pitsco booth. Our representatives look 

forward to meeting you!

March
 22-24 National Association of Elementary 

School Principals, Seattle, Washington

April
 16-20  National Head Start Association, 

Nashville, Tennessee

 20-21 Homeschool Show,  
Kansas City, Missouri

 25-28  FIRST World Championships,  
St. Louis, Missouri

 25-28  National Council of Teachers of Math, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

May
 17-19 STEM Forum, Atlantic City, New Jersey

 20-21 Homeschool Show, Nashville, Tennessee

STEM Summit generates 
ideas for the future

By LEGO Education Staff, LEGOeducation@legoeducation.us

   . . . gather knowledge, 

share case studies, discuss 

personal experiences, 

and generate ideas on the 

direction of STEM education 

in America.   

A full house was on hand at the STEM 
Summit to hear guest speakers.
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Lead the Way to 
Engineering Success
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EXPLORING ENGINEERING

In Exploring Engineering, students explore basic 

concepts and detailed applications of engineering. 

Students experience the planning and design, 

physics, and analysis and testing aspects of 

engineering while creating and working with 

prototypes. Students gain insight to real-world 

careers in engineering while preparing for more 

advanced science and engineering courses 

they will encounter later in high school.

ELEMENTS TO ENGINEERING

Elements to Engineering is an elementary solution 

to introduce STEM to elementary learners, with 

an emphasis on engineering. Everyday STEM is a 

series of professional development units designed 

for elementary educators.

EXPLORING BIOMEDICAL SCIENCES

In Exploring Biomedical Sciences, students 

investigate topics related to biomedical sciences, 

including body systems, fitness, nutrition, 

forensic science, anatomy, cells, and classification 

systems. Through hands-on lab experiences, 

students gain the necessary skills for success 

in advanced laboratory and science courses.

SIGNATURE MATH

Signature Math is a blended learning model of 

one-to-one computing and teacher-led instruction 

that combines 35 small-group, hands-on learning 

activities and 180 computer-based lessons. 

Students build mastery of critical math concepts 

and experience real-world learning applications 

that make algebra meaningful and relevant.
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Pitsco is the STEM company!

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

The Pitsco

To learn more about our CTE-STEM education 
solutions, contact a Pitsco Education 
consultant today at 800-828-5758.

Then visit www.pitsco.com 
/CTE-STEM to complete a brief 
survey to be eligible to win a 
$1,000 gift certificate!

How are you 
de•fin•ing STEM?

Many Pitsco Education CTE labs offer 
significant content in math and science 

and are the perfect foundation on which to 
build a learning center for STEM education.

www.pitsco.com/curriculum
www.network.pitsco.com
www.pitsco.com
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