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Standards questions?
We have the answers.

Browse 
by Getting 

Started 
Guides

Browse by 
Standards

Browse by 
Activities

Visit www.pitsco.com/StandardsNavigator to learn 
how Pitsco Education activities and standards align. 

Do you have a Pitsco Education lab and would like a report with standards  
aligned to your curriculum titles? Please contact us at 800-828-5787. 

Standards are for Grades 6-12. Not all Pitsco Education activities are correlated. Not all state standards are aligned. Check for availability.
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In this issue of The Pitsco Network, Senior Customer Service Representative Joel Howard 
offers a few good tips about how not to run your lab (page 24). I guess I should issue a 
spoiler alert here because I’m going to tell you what every one of Joel’s guidelines for 
success have in common: they are based on the understanding that the products and 
educational philosophy that we export to the world – what we might call the Pitsco way – 
work. Understand that, and you are halfway to success in a Pitsco classroom.

Florida’s Volusia County school district, our feature story in this issue (page 14), is a 
powerful example. With every public middle school in the county running a Pitsco STEM lab, 
the district is a great test kitchen for the efficacy of the curriculum. And they didn’t let that 
opportunity go to waste. 

The district conducted an analysis of five years of standardized test scores in Volusia 
County and found that students who enrolled in the Pitsco lab performed better on average 
than the general population of students. This held true for science, math, and reading scores. 
Not only that, but the more exposure students had to their school’s lab (as measured by the 
number of semesters they enrolled in it), the higher their test scores were.

The Pitsco way works. Want more proof?

• Talk to robotics summer camp coordinator Kimberlee Andrews-Bingham. After 
incorporating TETRIX® into the already successful camp, she found that students 
began to look at robots in an even deeper way and really used their imaginations to 
come up with creative, efficient, and effective machines. (page 10)

• Talk to university student Kjersti Chippindale who reflects on how her time working 
with robotics (including TETRIX in FTC® in high school) led to an unexpected 
positive result: an improved work ethic. (page 8)

• Talk to teacher and guest columnist Kim Forbes. She quotes Alexandra K. Trenfor, 
who said, “The best teachers are those that show you where to look, but don’t tell 
you what to see.” Forbes shows how this motto works in her classroom. (page 11)

• Talk to any of the teachers featured in this issue’s installment of The Social Network. This 
time we look at Pitsco teachers’ online efforts to spread the STEM gospel. (page 13)

It’s more than just a philosophy. It’s the Pitsco way! 

     Matt Frankenbery
 Vice President, Education & Executive Editor
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As adults, we constantly do things and act certain ways because 

“that’s the way it has always been done.” If you think about your day, 

I would venture to guess that you have already done dozens of things 

because they are part of your routine: the way we get ready in the 

morning, the order in which we do things, the route we take to work, 

and so forth.

Why do we do this? Because routine is comfortable and requires 

less energy. Let’s face it: the average person uses about one-third of the 

energy in their body each day just for their brain to operate. So, anything 

we can do to reduce effort, we tend to want to do. Our students are 

no different. They look for patterns and try to reduce their stress and 

workload by applying strategies they have learned to reduce their load. 

Where this can cause problems in science is when they try to apply 

patterns they have developed in regular math class to the real-world 

math they do in hands-on science. Because math classes are usually 

concerned with teaching the mechanics and processes of math, 

students tend to want to use numbers that are very “clean,” meaning 

they avoid combinations that result in long decimal answers or unusual 

fractional amounts. 

Not many math classes have a series of problems for students 

to do that have 18 places after the decimal point or fractions such 

as seventy-three two hundred and fifty-sevenths (73/257). So when 

students encounter these types of math problems in the course of 

their investigations in the science classroom, they tend to doubt their 

answers. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve had a student ask me, 

“Is this right?” And then when I ask them why they doubt it, they say 

something like, “It just doesn’t look right.” What they mean is it doesn’t 

look like an answer they get in math class. 

TRY THESE STRATEGIES
During my years in the classroom, I developed a few strategies to 

make students more comfortable with the messy math they encounter 

in science.

First, acknowledge from the very beginning that science numbers 

are messy. I used actual numbers from famous experiments and 

calculations that scientists had done and that students were familiar 

with or that we were discussing at that moment in class. These 

numbers are never neat, so I would tell my students, “If you want to be 

as smart as Albert Einstein, your answers to the math portion of your 

investigations will need to look as messy as these numbers.” What kid 

doesn’t want to be compared to Albert Einstein by their teacher? 

Another approach I used was to have the students develop the 

strategy for the math before plugging in any numbers. That always 

drew a moan in the beginning and someone would immediately make 

the comparison, “This looks like algebra.” To which I would respond, 

“So, now you don’t have to ask your math teacher where you will use 

these algebra skills.” But the advantage to this is when the students are 

not confident in the numbers, you can help them become confident by 

reviewing the strategy they developed for solving the problem and how 

they applied that strategy. If both are sound, they can have confidence 

in the numbers.

One final method I will share with you is to let groups do the math 

together. If they generate the data together as a group and agree on 

a strategy for solving the problems together, then why not let them 

do the math together? If you are concerned that one person will do all 

the work and everyone else will just get the answer, my observation 

has been that everyone wants to do the math themselves because 

they don’t trust the other guy’s messy answer. If a group of three or 

four students arrive at the same messy number independently, you will 

rarely, if ever, get a question about that number.

These are a few of the methods I used as a routine part of my 

teaching. As math instruction moves toward real-world application and 

as science becomes more about the experience of investigation, students 

will regularly encounter messy numbers. Just like their teachers, they will 

need strategies that make them more comfortable with these numbers. 

We can make it so they can gain confidence in their processes and 

strategies that they apply, or we can just say yes when they ask, “Is this 

right?” I think we all know which method is better. 

What kid doesn’t want to be compared 
to Albert Einstein by their teacher?

David Meador
Curriculum Specialist | dmeador@pitsco.com

Dave the Science G uy

Messy numbers in science 
don’t have to intimidate
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Editor’s Note: Following is the fourth installment in a five-part series looking 

at the past, present, and future of Pitsco Education. This article focuses on the 

integration of Synergistic Systems into Pitsco, our current curriculum solutions, 

and Pitsco’s commitment to students and educators. Articles 1-3 can be found 

in the magazine archive at www.pitsco.com/Network Archive.

W
ith the birth of Synergistic Systems and 
its subsequent integration into the parent 
company, Pitsco Education moved from a 
strictly Career and Technical Education (CTE) 
focus to a comprehensive STEM (science, 

technology, engineering, and math) education company. However, since 

STEM had not yet come to the forefront of education, in typical Pitsco 

fashion we learned to forge our own path. Long before STEM became a 

popular acronym, Pitsco was connecting STEM concepts to real-world 

contexts, regardless of the subject matter.

MEETING STUDENT NEEDS
Pitsco CEO Harvey Dean believed the new Synergistic Systems 

(Modules) had a distinct purpose: “to involve the student in his or her 

own learning; to stimulate curiosity; awaken a desire to learn; supply the 

environment, conditions, and materials with which students could learn; 

and guide the learning process so the student could succeed. . . . It  

was to guarantee success for every student and every teacher” 

(Changing Education, 164). 

We maintain that belief to this day – the belief that every student 

and every teacher deserves success. To continue facilitating that 

success, we have listened to teachers and students and created 

curriculum based on their needs. So while the core purpose of Pitsco 

curriculum has remained the same, our solutions have evolved to adapt 

to the various needs of learners. 

In addition to the Modules, Pitsco now offers a wide variety of 

hands-on, real-world STEM solutions, including:

ELEMENTARY
•  Elementary STEM (Missions): A project-based, collaborative 

curriculum for Grades 3-6 that integrates science, technology, 

engineering, math, and language arts

SECONDARY/HIGH SCHOOL
•  Secondary Science: Teacher-led, small-group, collaborative 

learning that introduces students in Grades 6-10 to the scientific 

method. Our secondary science solutions include Earth, life, 

physical, and health science.

•  GreenSTEM Units: Two nine-week courses – Basic Sustainable 

Energy and Applications of Sustainable Energy – filled with a 

variety of hands-on, STEM-infused lessons for Grades 6-8

•  STEM Units: A flexible, three-, six-, or nine-week whole-class, 

hands-on curriculum that provides middle-level learners with 

real-world applications of STEM concepts

MATH SOLUTIONS:
•  MATH Connections: Teacher-directed, small-group, team-

based activities for Grades 6-9

From Synergistic Systems 

Curriculum History
By Patty Cooke, Communications Assistant • pcooke@pitsco.com

“[The] greatest danger in education is the 
danger of doing nothing.”

– Harvey Dean, Changing Education

to a system of solutions

STEM Grades 6-10Hands-on, Project-based STEM Curriculum one
the power of

One Powerful Mission • One Proven Resource

ELEMENTARY
Hands-On, Project-Based 

STEM Curriculum
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•  MATH Expeditions: Cloud-based, open-navigation curriculum 

for Grades 6-12 that connects mathematical practices to content 

through exploration

•  Math Modules: Student-directed, cloud-based curriculum that teaches 

a hands-on, real-world approach to algebra readiness and algebra

•  Individualized Prescriptive Lessons: One-to-one computer-based, 

diagnostic assessments and individualized math lessons for Grades 6-9

•  Engineering Courses: A great opportunity for high school 

students to apply science, technology, math, and communication 

skills while learning pre-engineering and engineering concepts

Additionally, in 2005, recognizing that overage eighth graders 

are at an increased risk for dropping out of school, Pitsco created the 

Star Academy Program. A combination of individualized instruction, 

cooperative-pair learning, and small-group learning, the Star Academy is 

a supportive environment in which many students experience academic 

success for the first time in their lives (see related story on page 21).

COMMITMENT TO EXCELLENCE
Our curriculum has evolved and will continue to do so, but our 

commitment to students and teachers will always remain the same. 

Inherent in that commitment – ‘to lead educational change that positively 

affects learners’ – is a promise to be more than just a business. As a leader 

in education, we pledge to deliver what students need, not by following 

trends or theories, but by working with teachers and students, in and out 

of the classroom, to find the right solutions, whatever they might be.

At Pitsco, change 

is a given. Constant 

communication with 

teachers and students 

in the classroom 

environment 

provides us with a 

wealth of feedback 

you just can’t get 

from surveys and 

theoretical studies 

and research. Listening 

and adapting to the ever-changing needs within a 

classroom not only keeps us at the front of the STEM curve, it also keeps us 

focused on our mission to improve education for the success of all. For this 

to happen, change must be a constant:

Educational change . . . is not an option. It is a necessity, and our choice 

comes down to doing the right thing or not doing it. We can talk all we like 

about technology and the future, we can bemoan education’s failures and 

hope against hope for its successes, sympathize with teachers or blame them, 

and count present pennies and forget about future dollars all we like. But in 

the end, we have to decide. Will we do it, or not? (Changing Education, 182).

Editor’s Note: The fifth installment of this five-part series, coming in our April-

May 2015 issue, will focus on curriculum solutions in the works and Pitsco’s 

continued search for success in the classroom.  

STEM Grades 6-10Hands-on, Project-based STEM Curriculum one
the power of

One Powerful Mission • One Proven Resource

ELEMENTARY
Hands-On, Project-Based 

STEM Curriculum

Hands-on Curriculum Solutions for Math

MATH
Pitsco

Integrated Math • Algebra Readiness • Algebra I
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COLUMBIA, SC – As the crisp autumn air woke my lungs to my 

first day back to school in a long time, I was anticipating what I would 

experience in my first on-site visit to two Pitsco labs. The drive down I-26 

allowed me time to form questions and visions about what I would see. 

Allowing Pitsco curriculum specialists like myself to visit our labs 

is a great way for us to gather feedback on the content we create for 

students. Although the curriculum writers have many years of classroom 

experience, it is always great to see how well everything works for the 

teachers and, most importantly, for the students. Before I knew it, I was 

pulling into the parking lot and watching the bustle of preteens and 

teachers making their way for a day of learning.

Entering the office, I was introduced to Richard Schedler, who is 

the Magnet Schools Assistance Program (MSAP) grant site coordinator 

for Irmo Middle School. He graciously gave me a tour of the facilities 

and introduced me to other staff members along the way. Wearing 

our matching Pitsco Education blue shirts, we must have looked like a 

winning team because everyone who had a Pitsco shirt was wearing it 

that day. It felt like an official Pitsco day at the school! Having worked 

with a MSAP grant, Schedler and I were able to compare notes and have 

some meaningful discussions. Knowing that other Pitsco representatives 

had been working with this receptive staff put me at ease.

The first lab I visited was Pitsco STEM being facilitated by Johnny 

Cooley. Although he had been teaching quite a few years, it was his 

first year in a Pitsco lab. The students were seamlessly working at their 

stations, and Cooley was offering the occasional word of advice. 

Speaking to Cooley, I was reminded of my first year as a technology 

engineering teacher and the overwhelming amount of learning 

required to make a lab run as smoothly as his was. I told him how 

impressed I was with his classroom climate and his ability to be flexible. 

Speaking to the students, I was reassured that what we do here at Pitsco 

is important and appreciated. Many of the students told me how much 

better they enjoy this class than their standard subjects. There really is 

something to “Hands on, Minds on”!

My next stop was with Bryan Winfree in his Pitsco Mathematics lab. 

It was a Friday, and the students were doing makeup and enrichment 

activities. The students were very open and told me how much more 

they enjoyed math when they were actively involved in their learning. 

One of his classes was a remediation class that pulled students from 

their related arts classes to do more math. I had to think to myself that 

maybe the drill-and-kill programs they had been using were probably 

not very effective with this group. Winfree informed me that his district 

had mandated that a large project-based learning unit be implemented 

in his classroom. However, he was very excited about the possibilities of 

using Pitsco math solutions, especially the Expeditions. 

Winfree’s classroom was one of the first in the world to use the new 

FLEX furniture system designed by Pitsco. Seeing how easily the components 

Terry Carter
Curriculum Specialist 
tcarter@pitsco.com

School visit inspires  
Pitsco curriculum writer
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could be rearranged for both collaborative and individual seating, I thought 

how great it would have been to have this type of arrangement in my own 

classroom. The size of his classroom was about the same as the ones in which 

I had taught, but the flexibility of the seating would have given my students 

even more space for the many active days of learning! 

Throughout the rest of my visit, my discussions with both students 

and teachers reenergized me to return to Pittsburg, Kansas, and 

continue working with our great team of curriculum specialists to 

develop meaningful experiences with guided application for classrooms 

everywhere. Hopefully, the release of our MATH and STEM Expeditions 

will give the curriculum team more opportunities to interact with our 

customers so we can continue the Pitsco vision to lead educational change 

that positively affects learners.  I know that when I get another opportunity 

to see our products in action, I will be eager and ready to go! 

Prepare students to be productive citizens
Poster: “You get hired for the hard skills 
and fired for the lack of soft skills”

While conducting a workshop this past summer, I posed the 

following question to the group of teachers: “What is the endgame of 

educating students?” (Note: This wasn’t a random question, but one 

related to the attributes of teaching in a Pitsco lab.) I was very intrigued 

by the answers offered by the teachers. A few of them included: prepare 

students for college, expose students to different experiences so they 

can select a career, and help them pass the end-of-course exam. 

Then somebody said, “Prepare them to be productive citizens.” 

BINGO! In my opinion, this is truly the endgame for educating students. 

Maybe I feel this way because I’m a former industrial arts teacher and 

saw the value in teaching students a skill, or maybe because I’ve seen 

way too many students drifting through the school day not knowing 

why they are really there. 

The conversation then turned to the soft skills that inherently 

come along with the Pitsco lab. These include things such as students 

learning to:

• Work with others to accomplish a goal (cooperation and collaboration).

• Manage time.

• Be self-directed.

• Solve problems.

As I finished the workshop and boarded the plane for my next 

stop, I couldn’t stop thinking about the conversation I had with these 

teachers. I was reminded of a student who experienced the Rocket 

Science Module while at the Tiger Woods Learning Center and how 

that impacted him to the point that he wanted to be an engineer. He is 

currently going to a junior college part-time and working full-time at a 

solar energy company. His major is mechanical engineering. 

Later in the summer, I was having a conversation with some 

administrators, and the topic turned to preparing students for the 

workforce. One of them had recently heard a CEO speak about how 

companies can train workers to possess the skill set needed to perform 

the job, but they don’t have time to teach soft skills. He went on to say 

that the CEO defined the following as soft skills – the ability to:

• Show up for work on time.

• Do the task without having a supervisor standing over you.

• Work well with others.

• Learn new skills when required.

I found this interesting on several levels, but two for certain.  

1) Not once in the conversation did anyone mention the need to teach 

students a specific job skill set. 2) The similarity of what the CEO wants 

in a workforce and the soft skills that are natural to the Pitsco lab. 

It’s easy to get focused and spend an enormous amount of energy on 

preparing students to pass the end-of-course or state exam, and I certainly don’t 

want to devalue the importance of high-stakes testing. But is that really the 

endgame of education? What you are doing in your Pitsco lab gives me hope 

that these students will realize they are learning much more than any Module 

topic we can provide. These are life skills that will help them be productive 

citizens, and I encourage you to tout these every opportunity you have.  

One last thought: the host teacher at this workshop had a poster 

that read, “You get hired for the hard skills and fired for the lack of soft 

skills.” That resonated so much with me that I now try to share it at 

every workshop I conduct. 

Tim Cannell
Educational Relationships Manager 
tcannell@pitsco.com
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FTC® member hands down robotics 
lessons that have shaped her path

FOREST GROVE, OR – Asking Kjersti Chippindale to describe her 

experiences with robotics is a bit like walking under a cool waterfall on 

a hot summer day – the initial rush is overwhelming, but then you feel 

refreshed and invigorated.

“I have always been inquisitive and eager to learn,” she explains. “Because 

of this raw thirst for knowledge, I was interested in everything: sports, reading, 

writing, building, drawing, math, science, people, everything!”

Now a sophomore chemistry major at Pacific University in Forest 

Grove, OR, Kjersti (pronounced Shares-Tea) admits that her drive to 

learn about everything she encounters sometimes makes it difficult 

to delve deeper into subjects. “I like to . . . gain a basic understanding 

and elementary skill set of a lot of things but never go too in depth.” 

Robotics, she says, challenged that notion.

FORGING NEW PATHWAYS
When Kjersti was 14, she and her friend Emma joined a FIRST® 

LEGO® League (FLL®) team started by Emma’s father in Pacifica, CA.  

“I had never heard of 14-year-olds being able to build their own robots,” 

says Kjersti, “so if I could figure out how to do that, I thought it would 

be a pretty cool opportunity.”

With no robotics experience at all, Kjersti became the team 

programmer and learned to write and troubleshoot code. When that 

team disbanded after one year, Kjersti, Emma, and a mutual friend, 

Violet, formed a new team. As Team Antipodes, the girls competed 

in FLL for one more year and then moved on to FIRST Tech Challenge 

(FTC®) for their sophomore and junior years. As an FTC team, they made 

it to the World Championship both years and won the Design Award 

their junior year.

ACCEPTING NEW CHALLENGES
“There is no doubt that robotics is a challenging experience,” 

says Kjersti. “Not only must you build a robot that runs well and looks 

nice, but you’ve got to program it; maybe model it in CAD; and finally 

present your entire design, programming methods, and team dynamic 

to a group of judges, as well as be good sportsmen and get to know 

other teams you’re competing with and against.”

For a student who often skated by, just learning the basics, Kjersti 

encountered a new challenge in robotics: learning more deeply. “To 

succeed in competition,” she explains, “you have to be able to go in 

depth in each of those subjects.” Luckily, her love of learning spurred 

her on and she began to apply herself even more to her studies. 

“Getting the results I liked from hard work in robotics gave me the 

motivation for working hard in other areas of my life,” she says. “Having 

robotics helped my work ethic grow and become the best it could be.”

Passing the structural beam
By Patty Cooke, Communications Assistant • pcooke@pitsco.com

Inset: Team Antipodes, 2012 FTC® Robot 
Design World Champions, left to right, Violet 
Replicon, Kjersti Chippindale , Emma Filar, and 
Ken Filar (coach). At left, Kjersti Chippindale  
prepares a TETRIX® robot for FTC.
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A pair of Pacifica, CA, FIRST® Tech Challenge teams – Team Antipodes and Terra Nova 
Robotics – used the TETRIX® MAX Building System to create their robots. Indeed, the 
current Terra Nova Robotics team, the Basilisks, still build with TETRIX MAX. 

“TETRIX was fun in that it forced you to think outside of the box,” says former 
team member Kjersti Chippindale, “but it was also very helpful for teaching basics 
about engineering and construction. You can learn a lot about structural integrity 
from putting together a basic frame with a TETRIX kit. . . . Every year the TETRIX kit 
has improved, which is awesome.”

To learn more about TETRIX MAX and how you can use it to get a leg – or servo – up 
on the competition, visit www.tetrixrobotics.com. 

Teaming up with TETRIX®

LEARNING TO FAIL
One of the most valuable lessons any team – indeed, 

any person – can learn is what Kjersti calls the art of failing. 

“I think that the art of failing is . . . appreciating all aspects 

of an idea or solution and learning from that idea before 

moving on. Failing the right way forces one to think critically, 

which is a great skill to learn no matter what. If you can 

fail and recover in robotics, then you can fail in just about 

anything and know how to pick yourself back up and 

approach the situation from a different perspective.”

Kjersti experienced her first failure in robotics on that 

initial FLL team. “We didn’t know each other very well,” she says, “and therefore felt 

uncomfortable effectively critiquing ideas during brainstorming sessions.” Despite 

winning the Design Award in the only tournament the team entered, they also 

finished last in performance.

But in that failure, there were lessons to be learned. “When we started our 

new team,” Kjersti explains, “I knew I could draw from that experience to make us 

stronger.” The three team members worked on getting to know one another and 

bonding so they could critique and brainstorm without repercussion. “After this was 

established, failures in all other parts of robotics were easier to learn and recover 

from. We took full responsibility for what we put out because we knew that we had 

tried our hardest, and we were content with that if nothing else.”

HANDING DOWN THE LESSONS LEARNED
While Team Antipodes was an exciting, successful adventure for Kjersti and her 

teammates, toward the end of their junior year they felt a need to pass the torch. 

“Going into senior year, I began to recognize how much robotics had done for me, 

how much I had learned, and how much my work ethic had changed,” says Kjersti, 

“and I was immensely grateful for it.” 

Working with their coach, the girls recruited enough younger team members to 

eventually create two new teams. Both teams did well, and one even made it back to 

the World Championship. The teams have since condensed back down to one team: 

Terra Nova Robotics. “I am immensely proud of the students who competed and are still 

competing,” says Kjersti. “I visit the team as often as I can when I go back home.” 

Top: The Lemon Drops (2012-2014), one of two teams mentored by 
Kjersti and Violet. Middle: Team Antipodes’ success drew a lot of 
attention. Bottom: Creative designs such as this TETRIX creation 
helped Team Antipodes become 2012 FTC Design World Champs.
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Bruin Bots Youth Robotics 

Kellogg Community College (Battle Creek, MI)

Q&A with Coordinator Kimberlee Andrews-Bingham

Q: Why did you decide to offer a TETRIX® Robotics camp last summer?

A: We decided to offer a TETRIX-based summer camp to expand upon 

previous camps that incorporated more traditional LEGO® materials. 

Those camps were more basic, and students used NXT MINDSTORMS® 

kits to build things such as sumo-bots, race cars, or robots that could 

complete an obstacle course. We felt this camp was the next step in the 

progression of robotics education for the youth we serve.

Q: Durability and variety of structural options are TETRIX’ main 
attributes. Provide an example of how you or your students are 
discovering this firsthand.

A: Students have found there are multiple ways to build and design 

robots to accomplish a variety of tasks. We work with middle schoolers, 

so they are inclined to be in a hurry to get something designed and 

built so they can see it in action. What they are seeing with TETRIX, 

however, is if they really consider all the options the flexibility of this kit 

provides, they can come up with better robots that are more efficient 

and effective. They also like that they can make them look cooler! They 

have even gone so far as to come up with designs and prototypes of 

tools that can be beneficial when using the TETRIX kits. 

Q: What do parents want their children to get from this  
type of experience? 

A: We often have parents asking for camps for lower elementary students. 

They want them to be engaged in further STEM learning. Even though we 

focus on middle school students, we regularly enroll upper elementary 

students that are into LEGO robotics and have participated in FIRST® LEGO 

League. We also go to schools to work with younger students so we can get 

them excited about robotics and STEM with the hope they will find their 

way to our program or other local robotics opportunities in middle school.

Q: Who leads the camp and what are their qualifications/background?
A: Robb Cohoon, KCC Industrial Trades instructor, has been teaching 

robotics classes for more than 15 years. He has worked with high school 

students in a traditional classroom setting and taught workshops for LEGO 

Education. He now works exclusively with KCC to coach their FTC® team 

and an after-school robotics club as well as teach spring break and summer 

youth robotics camps. Most of this work is now at the middle school level, 

but Robb also goes into local elementary and middle schools to expose 

youth to robotics or mentor budding teams. During the past three years, he 

has also mentored two high school FRC teams in the area. 

Q: Do you offer robotics courses after school or on weekends 
during the school year?
A: During the school year, we have a fall FTC team that meets after 

school and competes across the state. In their first year, they went to 

the state tournament, and last year only missed qualifying by one slot. 

Even though our team has grown and matured, the number of FTC 

teams in our state is exploding, so the field is very competitive. During 

the spring off-season, we offer an after-school middle school robotics 

club to keep students engaged in further robotics learning.

Q: Provide specific details about the camp.
A: Each camp is a half day and runs Monday through Thursday. The cost 

is $125 per student. The number of participants per camp varies but 

usually average 10-20 students. In the past we have offered things such as 

TETRIX® robotics summer camp
Consider leading the charge to generate excitement about FTC®, other robotics

TETRIX is the building system of choice for the Bruin Bots Youth Robotics team of Battle Creek, Michigan.
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Practice the ‘gradual release of instruction’
It’s the best way to build students’ 
confidence through problem solving

Albert Einstein once said, “I never teach my pupils. I only attempt to provide 
the conditions in which they can learn.” I try to employ this philosophy daily in 
my classroom. I have been teaching middle school Technology Engineering 
Design for 10 years in the urban environment of High Point, NC. Many of my 
students have never had a class quite like mine. 

Anyone observing one of my classes at Ferndale Middle School would 
describe it as organized chaos. Students do not sit and listen to me lecture, 
and I never use book work if I can help it. I always use a hands-on approach 
to lessons, and students often work in teams to complete assigned projects. 
Students have the freedom to move about the classroom as they need. 

TAKE YOUR TIME
But it has taken time and practice to perfect my technique. Having 

students complete projects in which they work autonomously and without 
step-by-step instructions is not the classroom norm at my school. But I don’t 
immediately immerse my classes into this approach. I gradually build up to it. 

For example, when students come to my class for the first time in sixth 
grade, I begin with a team-building activity. I divide them into two groups 
and have each group line up side by side. I give each team PVC pipes and a 
marble. Each team’s task is to move the marble down the length of the hall 
without dropping the marble. The constraints are: they must use only the 
PVC pipe to move the marble, and if a team member is in possession of the 
marble, they cannot move his or her feet. If a team drops the marble, then 
they must start over. I like to begin with this activity because it gives me 
insight into each student. It shows me which ones are leaders, which are 
workers, and which like to stand back and watch.  

Building on this knowledge, I then assign a simple problem-solving 
activity that I call “Cut It Out.” I give each student a half sheet of printer 

paper, and I tell them that their challenge is to cut one continuous strip 

of paper. After they have cut it, we stretch it out and measure it. The 

longest strip wins a prize. I do not tell students how to do this, and I let 

them determine how to accomplish the task. 

The next project I assign is team based. Students are divided into teams 

of four with job assignments such as Design Manager, Finance Manager, 

Time Manager, and Resource Manager. Each team determines which 

member is assigned to which job, and each team has a budget. Within 

that budget and using the engineering design process, students are to 

build a structure that is 24 inches tall and will hold a Ping-Pong ball for at 

least three minutes. They purchase their materials from me, and the only 

materials available are spaghetti, miniature marshmallows, and tape. Again, 

I do not tell students how to accomplish this task. However, I do allow each 

team three teacher assists. The first is free, but the next two assists must be 

purchased. I have found that students are hesitant to use the assists when 

they know it will cost and are more apt to work independently.

CHALLENGES GROW IN COMPLEXITY
The final project for my sixth grade is the rocket unit. I first assign my 

students the Straw Rocket Challenge (using the Pitsco kit). Working in teams 

of two, students build the straw rockets. The challenge is that their rockets 

must hit a target. I end this unit with students building bottle rockets. This is 

one of the most enjoyable activities I do with my students. Again, working 

in teams and within a budget, students build rockets using a soda bottle. 

The culmination is taking the rockets outside and launching them. I like 

to participate with the classes and build a rocket as well. While students use 

water and air when launching their rockets, I use gelatin and air for mine. I like 

to challenge the students to predict how my rocket will perform versus theirs. 

I absolutely love seeing my students’ reaction when my rocket launches.

I find that starting slowly and building on students’ confidence is 

the best way to teach problem solving. I have found that when students 

begin to realize that they can explore and find answers to problems 

within themselves, they begin to enjoy learning and look forward to 

coming to class. As Alexandra K. Trenfor said, “The best teachers are 

those that show you where to look, but don’t tell you what to see.” 

Ultimately, that is my goal! 

Kim Forbes
Pitsco Education TAG Member 
kimforbes5@gmail.com

Introduction to Robotics, Robotic Programming, and even a camp specifically 

designed to expose girls to robotics. We provide all camp materials. 

Q: How many TETRIX sets do you have available and how many  
do you use in the class?

A: We have four sets available and utilize parts from all kits to create a 

robot design based on the challenge the camp is designed around. This 

summer’s camp will be designing a robot that could be used in search-

and-rescue missions.

Q: What specific robotics skills/knowledge are taught during the 
summer camp and why?
A: Topics for each camp vary, but overall we try to expose the students to fun, 
hands-on activities that challenge and inspire them. Some of the things we 
teach students in the camps are challenge-based robotic design, challenge-
based engineering, tool care and handling, electrical engineering, mapping 
and organization, part design and manufacturing, ROBOTC® programming, 
manufacturing environments, structural engineering, sensor development, 
robot movements, teamwork, and modular-based design teams. 
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Pitsco’s impressive professional 

development options prepare teachers and 

participants for life as a lab facilitator, whether it 

be Missions or Modules. Our Teacher Education 

team (Tim Cannell, Mark Maskell, Kristi Bettega, 

Suny McKaughan, Selma Claxton, Jake Lopez, 

Tammy Pankey, and formerly Ruthie Muller) 

works hard year round to provide training to 

Pitsco’s customers on our curriculum offerings.

With help from our curriculum specialists, 

the team gives facilitators who are new to the job 

and those who are veterans in the lab the tools 

they need to get the job done and shape the 

young minds in their care, whether the training is 

conducted on site or on Pitsco’s campus. 

Read what a few of these workshop 

participants had to say about Pitsco’s Teacher 

Education department in 2014. Congrats on a 

job well done!

“I feel that if I have any questions or concerns, 

they will be addressed. With some additional 

time, on my part, I will feel ready to teach these 

Missions. The training has increased my comfort 

level and my knowledge of how they are run. Tim 

was very helpful and personable. Tracy has been a 

huge help as well!!! Thanks!” 
– Patty Hastings, Western Hills

“I thoroughly enjoyed the session, and 

I’m excited to see the implementation in our 

classrooms. I would like to see more Modules/

Missions that have technology as a focus – 

creation of technology and technology-driven 

career fields, even at the early grades.”
– Katrina Simmons,  

Savannah Heights Intermediate

“The presenter adjusted to what we 

already knew about Missions and helped us 

move further.”
– Meredith Floyd, Leaphart Elementary School

“Logical process for introducing a new 

management system. All questions answered 

to my satisfaction. Very professional! Thank you, 

Ruthie and all Pitsco staff for a quality experience!”
– Stephen Tillinghast, Bear Valley Middle School

“The seminar was wonderful!!! Selma was 

an awesome presenter!!! I learned a lot and 

am ready to take the information from the 

seminar back to the classroom.”
– Ryan Hizey, Southeast Junior  

High School USD 247

“Mark is an excellent presenter and with 

such a positive and motivating demeanor. 

He made the information easy to understand 

and also tailored it on the fly for our unique 

situation. He was also very helpful in trying to 

connect us to our new salesperson and getting 

things figured out as best he could.”
– Anonymous

“Ruthie was great about customizing our 

training and answering all of our questions.”
– Anonymous

“I feel that this seminar was a great tool 

for being prepared in teaching the STEM 

Modules class for BESD. I really enjoyed the 

CNC Module. However, more supplies should 

be available to actually do the Module.”
– Abel Trujillo, Brawley Elementary School District

“It was a very well-delivered seminar. The 

anxiety level has diminished a lot. Thanks a lot!”
– Anonymous

“I feel that Mark was well versed and very 

friendly. He answered all our questions and 

made us feel at home.”
– Vickye Wade, Charity Middle School

“Very nice people that went beyond to 

make sure we understood the content.”
– Tom Davidson, New Caney Middle School

“Everyone was very helpful and went out 

of their way to help me. Thank you!”
– Kerry Dest, Seymour Middle School

“This is a GREAT seminar. As a math teacher, I 

am excited to see the benefits of this class will be 

amazing for our school. I am excited to see how 

the students will react and respond in the lab.”
– Lauren Harvey, E.B. Aycock Middle School

“The knowledge and general information 

was very helpful. I look forward to receiving 

more assistance from Pitsco as I learn and grow 

with the program and with the updates.”
– Astacia Zarling, El Camino Junior High School

“I was very impressed with the entire 

conference. Everything was well done from 

beginning to end. The contact from Ruthie 

prior to coming all the way through the end 

was excellent. Ruthie was very knowledgeable 

and moved things along. The tour was nice as 

well. The small side things like the map and 

food vouchers were added bonuses. This was 

a first-class operation. Thank you!!”
– Jack Mecher, Summit Hill Junior High

“Everything I was introduced to was great! 

I am not a computer guy, but I was able to 

understand the content easily.”
– Kevin A. Nieporte, Highlands Middle School

“Thank you, Teacher Ed!”
2014 workshop participants express their appreciation to Pitsco

Tim Cannell Mark Maskell Kristi Bettega Suny McKaughan Selma Claxton Jake Lopez Ruthie MullerTammy Pankey

By Angie Henderson, Editing Coordinator • ahenderson@pitsco.com
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The Social Network

www

We know that teachers are all too often the unsung heroes. 
With that in mind, we like to occasionally use this column to shine 
the spotlight on a few of you and showcase your home on the web 
so that others can benefit from the great things you share. 

At Fairless Middle School in Navarre, Ohio, Mr. Hrynko has a webpage 
for his sixth- and seventh-grade students. He has been a teacher for 14 
years, 13 of them with the Fairless School District. He created his webpage 
to help parents keep track of what their children are doing in class. On his 
main page, Mr. Hrynko has a collection of Blizzard Bag Assignments, which 
are coordinated to Pitsco Modules. He also showcases a newspaper article 
called “Schools of Promise” in which his students are featured using Pitsco 
products. If you click on Pitsco Photographs, you can see a gallery of what 
students are working on now. It is also helpful to click the “What is Pitsco?” 
link to see Mr. Hrynko’s section on how Pitsco works for his class. 

A great blog to check out is Raising Lifelong Learners. Colleen is a 
homeschool mother of four who blogs about their activities. She has 

written dozens of books, 
most recently Free 

Resources for Elementary 

Teachers, a compilation 
of more than 200 pages 
of links and addresses for 
things K-8 homeschoolers 

and classroom teachers can get to use in their classroom for free. On her 
blog, Colleen describes how she works with hands-on materials, including 
her experience using Pitsco’s Fluid Power Car kit with her sons. If you scroll 
through her numerous blog entries, you can pick up many great ideas on 
hands-on activities and STEM to incorporate into lessons. In addition to 
hands-on and STEM, Colleen writes about gifted students, raising kind kids, 
creativity, and kids in the kitchen. 

If you haven’t created a website or blog yet, now is a great time 
to do it. Browse through some of the great examples for inspiration 
to see what you might like to add. If you already have a blog or 
class website and would like to share it, email us the link and we 
may feature it here in a future edition.

ADDRESSES FOR SAMPLE  
PITSCO TEACHER WEBPAGES

www.falcon.stark.k12.oh.us/MrHrynko.aspx 
www.falcon.stark.k12.oh.us/pitscois.aspx 
 www.raisinglifelonglearners.com/
stem-fun-from-pitsco-education-fluid-power-car-2/

ON INSTAGRAM
Where is Pitsco popping up on Instagram? We love to see 

photos, so if you’re uploading any product builds to Instagram, 
make sure to tag them with #pitsco. Here are a few really cool 
projects that are already out there:

By Patty Cooke, Communications Assistant • pcooke@pitsco.com

Check out your peers’ websites and blogs

Account: mc2stemfablab
Caption: Pitsco Eco Wind 
Generator Kit! Made by 
@splash_bandicoot_ 
and the 3rd Graders 
Mound Elementary!! #eco 
#ecofriendly #mound #stem

Account: yzaal
Caption: Almost done 
with my car ^.^ #6th 
#period #racing #pitsco 
#engines #wood #car

Account: deepimpact403
Caption: Concepts of 
Engineering project: T-Bot® 
II, a hydraulic arm that 
maneuvers through the 
push/pull of colored water. 
This is usually one of the 
funnest projects since the 
students race each other 
while operating them and 
create their own games 
with them. #stem #tbot 
#hydraulics #pitscoAccount: supermudge

Caption:  ~Getting ready 
for state TSA competition. 
The experts of dangerous 
at our house are busy 
cutting parts of his TSA CO

2
 

PITSCO Metric Dragster 
#TSA #pitsco #dragsters 
#metricsdragsters 
#pitscodragsters. 
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Partnership

Nearly two decades ago, a new era 
for technology education dawned in 
the middle schools of Florida’s Volusia 
County school district. Now another 
era is beginning.

By Cody White, Communications 
Assistant • cwhite@pitsco.com 
Photos by Jodie Sutton,  
Graphic Artist • jsutton@pitsco.com
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Volusia County, FL

District-wide update brings 
Volusia County, FL, middle 
school labs up to date

VOLUSIA COUNTY, FL – “It was the future. I 

think that, like I did, the county saw it was inevitable. 

Things were changing in other districts, other parts of 

the country, and it was going to change here.”

Teacher Gary Blair is looking 

out over his bustling Pitsco STEM 

lab at Galaxy Middle School in 

Deltona, Florida. Blair, a 32-year 

teaching veteran with 17 years in 

a Pitsco Modules lab, is recalling 

the transition that took place in 

Florida’s School District of Volusia 

County in the late 1990s.

Back then, schools across the country were moving 

from old-school industrial arts programs (shop class) to 

technology programs that zeroed in on job skills and 

technological literacy. In the case of Volusia County, that 

meant state-of-the-art Pitsco Modules labs for Blair and 

several other middle school teachers. 

Nearly two decades have passed, and Blair’s words 

are suddenly new again. A new national movement 

has taken hold, and Volusia County is moving from 

the technology era into the STEM era. In large part 

because of this, Volusia County updated all 14 of their 

Pitsco middle school labs during the summer of 2014. 

This entailed new computers, a few additional Module 

titles, new equipment, and a management system 

upgrade. Though individual schools had received 

updates from time to time, this was the first total 

revamp since the labs came to the district. 

MODULES SPAN TWO ERAS
Every middle school in the School District of 

Volusia County has a Modules lab. Their legacy is in 

the technology program, and many of the classes are 

still officially titled Technology. But more and more, 

administrators, teachers, and students have been 

unofficially calling the classes “STEM.” 

The STEM program in Volusia County got 

underway half a decade ago with the creation of 

several high school academies – notably engineering 

and robotics academies. Since then it has grown 

through a partnership with nearby Bethune-Cookman 

University, STEM days (see sidebar), and robotics 

clubs. Though the Pitsco middle school labs preceded 

the high school academies in time, the district saw in 

the labs a great tool to channel interested students 

into STEM academies and eventual careers.

It might seem odd that an already-existing 

technology lab would form the core for the new 

STEM program at the middle school level. After all, 

technology is only one of the pillars of STEM. But the 

real meaning of STEM is integration, and it was clear 

to many in the district that all along, the Pitsco labs 

were about more than just technology.

Teacher David Van Slyke of Creekside Middle 

School is one such advocate. He keeps a sparkling, 

efficient lab with posters and support materials 

covering the room. He is clearly a man who wants to 

ensure every inch of his lab is working for his students. 

And he wants others to know that it is working. 

Gary Blair, Facilitator

The STEM era
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Volusia County, FL

“I slammed my correlation report down in front of my 

principal and superintendent and said, ‘Take a look at this. 

This is what we are doing. We are not a tech lab. We are not a 

shop. This is what we are doing.’ And they said, ‘Oh. Wow.’”

With more than 68% of the seventh- and eighth-

grade math standards and more than 70% of the science 

standards covered by his lab, Van Slyke has the numbers to 

back him up. His principal, John Cash, has been impressed.

“The standards correlation has been phenomenal,” 

Cash says. “You want this to have real-world application 

and for the students to see this again. The fact that we 

know the kids will be tested on those standards that are 

incorporated into the Modules is wonderful.”

The Modules might have always been a step ahead, 

but with the update, there is no doubt for Cash that the 

school has a very modern, high-functioning STEM lab. “We 

are there. We are current,” he says. 

FUTURE’S PRESENT
Gary Blair is still looking out over his busy Modules lab at 

Galaxy Middle School, but he is no longer thinking about the 

past. He pushed for the lab nearly two decades ago, and he is 

happy he did. But now his lab is part of a new picture, an even 

broader vision. He is thinking about the present and the future.

“The lab has really come a long way. It makes my life 

and my job much easier. . . . I love it. I have taught 32 years 

and could retire if I wanted to. I like coming to work every 

day. It is never boring. The kids are always getting turned 

on to something new that they didn’t know before.”

The changes over the decades in Volusia County mirror 

changes in the nation as a whole. As the district has come to 

recognize, the future, once again, is transitioning. Thanks to a 

diverse lab that reaches deeply into and across the curriculum, 

the tools to carry the school there are already at hand. 

STEM touches every student

T
hroughout high school and college, Michael Clark 
worked for Teledyne, an oil and gas company testing 
underwater electrical and fiber optics communication 
systems. “It was super cool,” he said. “It was basically 
a giant science project every day.” The experience 

deeply impressed Clark, and it is easy to see that as a middle school 

teacher at Southwestern Middle School in DeLand, FL, he loves to pass 

on his enthusiasm for the STEM world to his students.

Clark came to teaching at the right time 

in Volusia County, right when the county 

was sharpening its STEM focus. The district is 

eager to channel interested students into the 

engineering and robotics academies it has 

created at the high school level. STEM classes 

and activities at the middle level are important 

for recruitment.

Pitsco labs like the one that Clark facilitates 

sit at the core of the middle school STEM experience, which branches 

out from there. Middle schools across the district have begun 

incorporating STEM days into the yearly plan. On a STEM day, every 

single student in the school experiences hands-on projects. Science 

and math classes are obliged to participate, but some schools – such as 

Southwestern – take it even further. This year, every single class in the 

school will do a hands-on project during a STEM day. 

For some teachers this can be intimidating, 
so as a hands-on guru for his school, Clark 
worked with another teacher to develop lesson 
plans for a wide variety of classes. Southwestern 
also promoted the day with a T-shirt design 
contest. Last year the winning design practically went viral. 

Principal Mamie Oatis has been a big supporter of the Pitsco lab 
at Southwestern and the other STEM offerings, such as the school’s 
robotics club (she goes to the competitions) and the STEM days. “Here, 
everybody participates in STEM. . . . You want everyone to get excited 
about technology.” 

David Van Slyke, 
Facilitator

John Cash, Principal

Michael Clark, Facilitator

Mamie Oatis, Principal

The Pitsco Modules in the lab at Southwestern Middle School are at the 
core of an expansive STEM campaign that touches every class in the school. 

16         The Pitsco Network



Study reveals marked increase on FCAT correlates to lab exposure

Commitment to STEM or not, a district-wide update is a serious 

investment. In a climate still recovering from the economic recession, 

the School District of Volusia County recently spent about half a million 

dollars to bring all of its Pitsco labs back up to tip-top shape and refit 

them with new curriculum and hands-on equipment. 

Fortunately, district curriculum specialist Dr. Daniel Cox, a strong 

supporter of the Pitsco labs, had a powerful piece of evidence indicating 

the labs’ effectiveness at boosting test scores in core subject areas. 

Cox worked with Dr. Kristin Pierce to analyze five years of accumulated 

data, which they reported in a manuscript titled, “How Does Participation 

in Middle School Technology Education and STEM-Related Career and 

Technical Education (CTE) Courses Impact Student Achievement in Science, 

Mathematics, and Reading?” The title is a mouthful, but the study came to 

clear conclusions after analyzing the relationship between enrollment in the 

14 middle schools’ CTE and STEM offerings and student performance on 

the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT). 

The first conclusion was that students who enrolled in CTE courses, 

which could include but are not limited to those with Pitsco labs, scored 

better on math and science than students who took no CTE courses. 

But when the study looked specifically at students who enrolled in 

the Technology/STEM elective that included Pitsco labs, an additional 

bump in scores was identified. What is more, the results show that math 

and science scores go up with each additional semester of STEM in 

which students enroll. (Volusia students may take this elective up  

to three times.)

For example, compare the five-year mean science FCAT score of 

313.98 for the general student population to the mean score of 315.92 for 

students who took any two CTE courses. Students who took CTE courses 

did on average about 2 points better. Now, look at students who took 

STEM courses with the Pitsco labs. Their mean score was 320.12, almost 

7 points higher. And that increased with each semester taken. At two 

semesters of STEM, the mean science score is more than 325, and at three 

semesters, the mean science score is more than 345! A similar pattern can 

be seen in math scores. (See chart for additional information.) 

Improvements were also found for reading scores. Students who 

enrolled in just one semester of STEM, for example, performed more 

than five points higher in reading scores on the FCAT compared to 

students who did not take the STEM course (313.94 vs 308.79). 

Though Cox points out that the study can’t prove a causal 

relationship definitively, the numbers certainly tell a compelling story. 

Statistically speaking, taking STEM courses in Volusia County schools 

is a predictor of higher achievement on the FCAT. That was powerful 

evidence when it came to Cox persuading district officials to update the 

Pitsco labs in 2014.

Improved test scores make  
the case for more STEM 

Science

Math

Reading

FCAT scores relative to semesters of STEM

300

310

320

330

340

350

313.98

Increased exposure to Pitsco STEM correlates with improved 
standardized test scores in Volusia County , Florida.

No STEM 1 Semester 
of STEM

2 Semesters 
of STEM

3 Semesters 
of STEM

319.22

308.79

320.12

322.82

313.94

329.79

326.32

317.11

349.93

336.77

328.26

* STEM incorporates Pitsco Modules. The analysis reviewed FCAT scores over a five-year span from the 2008-09 school 
year to the 2012-13 school year. ** Sample indicates mean of all students for whom math and science FCAT scores were 
available. The sample size was 14,203 students.

Dr. Daniel Cox
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This is their lab
Shaylee was sure she wanted to be an office aide at Creekside 

Middle School in Port Orange, Florida. But when a schedule changeup 

landed her in the school’s STEM lab, she knew right away she wanted to 

take a full turn here instead.

“A lot of people had told me this was a fun class,” says Shaylee. “I love 

this class! It is awesome! It is never boring. You are always doing something 

different every day. . . . You don’t get to do that in other classes.”

All Pitsco labs in Volusia County were recently updated with new 

equipment and new curriculum. But generating buzz for the STEM lab 

at Creekside has not been a problem for teacher David van Slyke. The 

colorfully decorated 16-Module lab sells itself for those students who 

crave hands-on engagement.

“The students who are really into this come in four or five times a day. 

We have an influx of students in the morning because I come an hour and a 

half early, and I have kids that will come in and do Module work and projects 

and stuff. And then they’ll come during lunch, and they’ll come during Pause 

[similar to study hall], and then they’ll be in here for their period.”

STUDENT OWNERSHIP
Mike Peterson, a veteran teacher of 27 years, knows this story well. 

“Word of mouth helps with the program,” he says. Since the update, his lab 

at New Smyrna Beach Middle School is more attractive than ever, with the 

new Module topics bringing even more hands-on opportunities. 

At New Smyrna Beach, a yearlong advanced version of the normally 

semester-long lab course has been rolled out. For Peterson, the term 

advanced doesn’t mean just academically high achieving.

“A lot of times when you have an advanced class, the opinion is that it is just 

the A students,” he explains. “Well, I get to pick the students that I want, and I 

don’t look at their grades. It is just for eighth grade, so I look at the students who 

really enjoyed it. A lot of the students who are in here other teachers come in 

and say, ‘You have that kid in your advanced class?!’ I get some of the troubled 

kids and those that do really poorly in their other courses. Here in my advanced 

class they do fantastic. They love what they are doing.”

Every student can find a place in the lab. Take Allen, for example. 

Serving two consecutive stints as a lab manager, Allen feels this class in 

particular suits him well. “I love being here. You get to do fun things and 

learn a lot. You get to make things.” This ties directly to Allen’s interest in 
mechanics, a hobby that he shares with his father. Peterson says that Allen 
has taken ownership as a lab manager and has done an excellent job.

LAB MANAGERS GET IT DONE
Back at Creekside, van Slyke has also had wonderful results trusting 

his lab managers with big responsibilities. He has promoted the 
importance of the lab manager position to other teachers in the district.

“The student is an expert in the Modules but also is a great 
assistant in getting out materials and assisting students on math-based 
questions. Once they know the exact role they take in the class, it gives 
them a sense of pride and responsibility and involvement in the lab.”

Lab managers Abdullah and Katerra practically beam when asked 
about the class and their responsibilities.

“As a lab manager I help clean up the Modules, I help people when 
they need me to, and I supervise,” explains Katerra, who is taking the 
class for a second time and is campaigning for a third semester as 
well. She likes the class because of the variety it offers. She gets, in her 
words, “a little test of each branch.”

Abdullah began the class at his mother’s suggestion, and he hasn’t 
looked back. He frequently comes in early to work on his projects, and 
he relishes helping others with their projects. He recently had a big 
success. He took first place at the bridge-building competition at the 
Volusia County Fair. His bridge even held more weight than the bridges 
of the high school students, which Katerra says excited the whole class.

So, Abdullah, what is the secret to bridge making?
“There is no secret to making a good bridge. I just listened to what 

my Module told me – make Xs and arches to make it sturdier. I did that 
and it helped me win.” 

Mike Peterson, Facilitator Abdullah, StudentAllen, StudentShaylee, Student Katerra, Student

Students in Volusia County do more than experience the Pitsco STEM labs. 
They play an active part in its operation and upkeep as well, leading to 
additional soft skills learning beyond the standards.
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Volusia County, FL

The bottom line: We have to  
make education more exciting!
Volusia County (FL) Deputy Superintendent for Instructional Services explains district’s vision

James Tager • Deputy Superintendent for 
Instructional Services • Volusia County, Florida

Administrators' Corner

INTRODUCTION: As Deputy Superintendent for Instructional Services, 

James Tager holds a broad spectrum of responsibilities for Florida’s Volusia 

County School District. This includes overseeing the curriculum of the K-12 

district, the professional development program, the Title I programs, and 

online learning and alternative education (which encompasses athletics). 

He also oversees accountability for the district. Fortunately, Tager has a 

history in education to match: 33 years in the field, most spent as a teacher. 

Tager taught special education and elementary education, coached 

basketball and running, served as a principal for nine years, and previously 

was the district’s director of K-12 curriculum. 

NETWORK: Explain your STEM initiative.
TAGER: There are several parts to that. We have several high schools 

that have STEM academies, with engineering being a key piece. There 

are a lot of jobs in that particular field right now. We also have our first 

magnet school, which is Campbell Middle School, and that is tied to a 

STEM theme as well. We are working with a partnership with Bethune-

Cookman University. Their professors are working with our teachers in 

the areas of science, math, and engineering.

NETWORK: How long has the STEM initiative been underway?
TAGER: We’ve had our high school engineering academies for five or 

six years, and we’re hoping that these middle school STEM labs will 

interest students to go into an engineering academy when they go 

into ninth grade. We also have robotics academies we are hoping to 

interest students in. This is a feeder program for our academies. STEM 

has become the word we’re all using now, so we’ve had more and more 

growth in those areas. Most people are referring to them as STEM labs 

now, but some of the courses are still coded as Technology. 

NETWORK: What experience have you personally had with the 
Pitsco labs in Volusia County?
TAGER: When I was a principal at New Smyrna Middle School we had 

the lab. As happened with a lot of places during the recession, we didn’t 

have the budget to repair things when they broke. Prior to that time, 

we always did for all of our career and technical education programs. 

But we ran out of funding and the schools had to pay for things on their 

own at the school level. They only have so much money. So some of 

our equipment and software became broken or outdated. . . . We were 

happy with your products, so we decided we would go all in again. It 

fits well with our STEM initiative. We decided to spend the money on 

the update because it really fit well.

NETWORK: What else, besides the STEM initiative, fed into the 
decision to update the labs?
TAGER: Curriculum Specialist Dan Cox recently got his doctorate degree. 

He recently did a study for us to see how students would do if they were 

in the STEM lab for a semester during one year, two years, or even three 

years in the middle school. We were able to show pretty convincingly 

that the FCAT scores for students in the lab were progressively higher 

depending on the amount of time they were in there. So even if they 

were in there for one semester, their scores on average were higher than 

for a student who was not in there at all. And the more time they spent in 

there, the higher their scores went up. That was our selling point. We are 

trying to really push our seventh graders into the lab. And we have some 

students who will take it for three years. It just depends on how big the 

schools are and how much room we have.

Student engagement was priority number one for Volusia County when 
the district updated the Pitsco labs in every one of its middle schools. 
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NETWORK: How do you promote the labs for students? 
TAGER: One of the things we’ve done is to work with the curriculum 
person at each school and show them the data that we’re going to 
get better test scores if students are experiencing that lab. I think our 
next step is to take the science and math teachers and see if they can 
coordinate some of their lessons to go along with what students are 
doing in the lab to get even more bang for their buck.

NETWORK: What is the importance of providing STEM 
education for students?
TAGER: I think the bottom line is that a lot of kids across the country are pretty 
bored being in school. We need to make learning more exciting. And any time 
you can have a hands-on environment you will get better results. I’ve been in a 
lot of our schools to see it, and the kids are actually excited to be there. You go 
into somebody’s math or science class and they might not be as engaged.

NETWORK: Students in a Module lab get excited because every 
day is a new experience.
TAGER: That is one of the things we like about the updated labs. It 
forces them to work with other kids too, which is a good skill. In other 
classes, students are in isolation, even though there are 30 kids in class. 
In the Pitsco lab, you are forced to work with a partner. It is a pretty 
good skill to have when students prepare to go into a career or college. 
To be able to work with people is as important as being intelligent.

NETWORK: When you do a major update such as this, there 
must be some soul-searching involved. You must ask yourself 
what you want to achieve.

TAGER: Number one, we looked at student engagement. Number two, 

differentiate the learning. Number three, there was data that showed 

this was an effective practice for kids. And I think the other part is that 

you want school to be a place where kids want to be. That lab offers 

students a place they can learn and grow. 

NETWORK: Florida has a unique structure in terms of the 
funding of the school districts in each county.

TAGER: There is a cost differential factor. In theory, every district should 

get the same amount of money, but that is not exactly what happens. 

For example, since Volusia County is near the ocean, it is seen as a 

desirable place to live, so there would be a lot of interest in working 

within our district. So we get a little less money than some of our 

surrounding districts. We are funded below the surrounding counties 

here, and I think what is interesting is that we are 48% free-and-

reduced lunch across the district. The majority of our schools qualify for 

Title I, so they are more than 70% free-and-reduced lunch.

NETWORK: Generally, it is felt that with a situation like that 
comes a greater at-risk student population. Could you speak to 
the effectiveness of the labs for that population?

TAGER: I think that some of our brighter kids might have naturally gravitated 

toward the lab. They might have known at some point they wanted to go 

to the engineering or robotics academy. But by pushing all seventh graders 

toward this class, we are seeing that all students are benefiting. It seems to 

be beneficial for every student. Our students that are in the highest at-risk 

situations need to be the most engaged to learn. I think the lab offers that. 

Volusia County, FL

Pitsco STEM labs provide students with a diverse set of experiences in a short time, broadening their understanding of the world and exposing  
them to career paths they previously knew nothing about. 
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By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com

LUCEDALE, MS – When Stewart Hurley preaches about instilling hope 

in his students, he isn’t merely reiterating what he learned in an education 

class. He knows firsthand the significance of hope and its healing powers. 

Last spring, Hurley was involved in a motorcycle 

accident that left him barely clinging to life and 

then facing a long road of rehabilitation. Hope – for 

strength and courage and healing – helped carry him 

through those tough times, from a wheelchair to a 

walker to a cane to his normal walking gait within a 

few months, well ahead of the doctors’ timeline.

Perhaps that painful and difficult setback prepared 

Hurley well for the challenge he received just a few weeks before the 2014-15 

school year began – implement a Pitsco Star Academy program at George 

County (MS) Middle School where he is in his fourth year as principal.

Star Academy is a second chance for eighth graders who are behind 

their age peers at least one year for various reasons. They have the 

opportunity to complete two academic years in one school year so that 

they can advance to 10th grade.

Much like his physical setback following the accident, Hurley views 

the plight of Star Academy students as a battle to get back on track that 

is fueled by hope.

“I absolutely believe there’s something about the self-esteem, 

something about how you feel about yourself when you see yourself 

being left behind,” Hurley said. “When kids get behind, it kind of builds 

on itself and they start getting left behind. Then they lose hope. And 

when they lose hope, you’ve pretty much lost them.”

Hurley will help the Star students feel right at home in the new program, 

which is set up as a school within a school, by ensuring they are blended 

in with the overall school population as much as possible. “All 700 that get 

off the bus are mine,” he says. “Everybody wants to be a part of something 

bigger than themselves. We expect the kids to be high performing and to do 

well. We don’t want any kids to be separated, whether it’s our special needs 

kids or our Star kids or our advanced placement kids.” 

Though they had only a few weeks to implement the Star Academy, 

Hurley and GCSD Director of Curriculum and Student Assessment 

Crystal Bates put together a plan to identify and select students for the 

program and pick teachers who would excel in the rigorous program.

“We pulled kids based on age and had to see why they were 

behind,” Hurley said. “We don’t want to set kids up to fail, so we were 

looking for kids who had enough of a foundation to where they could 

be successful in a program as intense as this.”

Expecting to fall well short of filling the 80-student program, Hurley and 

Bates began with a surprising list of more than 90 candidates based on the 

criteria they established. Eventually, that number was whittled down to 75.

Next, teacher selection was critical. Hurley called a meeting for all 

GCMS teachers who were certified to teach freshman-level courses and 

stipulated that they needed to want to be part of the Star Academy.

“The teachers volunteered to do this. According to contract, we 

could place them wherever we want them to be, but these teachers 

asked to be a part of this,” Hurley said.

The resulting foursome is a diverse group of teachers: Brayden Dykes in 

math, a first-year teacher; Sid Taylor in English, the most requested teacher in 

the school; Gina Yarborough in social studies, the head of the school’s history 

department; and Marty Tucker in science, a veteran educator who from the 

beginning expressed perhaps the most interest in working in the program.

That left just one hurdle – parents – and any resistance on that front 

was short-lived. “We called the parents and some were very grateful 

immediately and some were apprehensive,” Hurley said. “You had to 

sell them on this being something to help their child. They wanted to 

make sure their kids weren’t being placed in a program for low kids. As 

they’ve come to learn more about it, they’re more and more excited.”

A key to success for the Star Academy is that it is implemented at 

the eighth-grade level before students move on to high school and 

its incumbent challenges. Hurley verified this fact by stating, “They’re 

young enough to where they still take direction well, they still want to 

please you, and they still enjoy school.”

And, most importantly, they still have a healthy dose of hope. 

‘When they lose hope,  
you’ve pretty much lost them’
Star Academy program aims to instill hope at crucial point in education

Principal  
Stewart Hurley

Teachers do more than relate facts. They play a part in how students 
see themselves and their potential. George County Middle School Star 
Academy teachers pictured here, from left, Sid Taylor, Gina Yarborough, 
Marty Tucker, Brayden Dykes.
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L
ewis Thomas stated in jest, “The cloning of humans 
is on most of the lists of things to worry about from 
Science, along with behaviour control, genetic 
engineering, transplanted heads, computer poetry 
and the unrestrained growth of plastic flowers.” Carl 

Sagan adds, “We live in a society exquisitely dependent on science 

and technology, in which hardly anyone knows anything about 

science and technology.”

This humorous approach belies the reality that science 

knowledge has been growing at an ever-increasing rate. This 

is chiefly because every increase in scientific knowledge or the 

sophistication of scientific techniques opens up new areas of 

science. The banker asks “how much?” while the scientist asks  

“how come?”

Because yesterday’s dreams are today’s science, nine-tenths of 

modern science is the product of those who were thought to be 

dreamers who “walked into a well while looking at the stars,” as 

the Hindu proverb stated. There is also the story of three scientists 

who traveled to the Grand Canyon and approached the grandeur 

of the Canyon with scientific eyes. The geologist queried, “I wonder 

how old it is.” The mathematician said, “I wonder how many inches 

it erodes each year.” The meteorologist wondered, “How hot is it 

down there?”

Each observation was viewed, with ongoing instincts, to delve 

further into the plethora of questions that abound in the scientific 

world. Pitsco has striven mightily to assist in the answering of many 

questions in the world of scientific educational curriculum. Pitsco’s 

Modules are filled with interactive multimedia science activities. 

The hands-on curriculum includes activities that enable students to 

explore and apply newly learned concepts. 

The exploration of biotechnology, microbiology, aquaculture, 

forensic science, or genetics encourages the exploration of much 

in the realm of scientific investigation. Students thereby become 

involved in the working of the natural law and organized knowledge. 

ALFRED P. SLOAN FOUNDATION
Our nation has a tremendous investment in science with a belief 

that today’s students will acquire a grasp of information and abilities 

that even Galileo would have envied. There are funding sources that 

encourage the acquisition of science curriculum, and the Alfred P. 

Sloan Foundation is one to be considered. This foundation supports 

public education and outreach projects, institution building, 

and science-themed media production while crafting a better 

understanding of the built environment in which we live. 

Sloan has become a repository of information about careers in 

more than 150 scientific and technical fields. There are guidelines for 

making requests from the foundation as they urge the avoidance of 

rhetoric and hyperbole. You should be specific about outputs and 

outcomes and be clear about management. 

Include a schedule of events over time, indicating when certain 

things should be accomplished or happen. Keep your proposal 

compact in terms of total megabytes. The position is that a 

scientifically literate person understands and is able to apply core 

ideas in each of the major science disciplines. The Sloan Foundation 

also has a grant in the Civic Initiatives program and has founded 

awards to recognize exceptional public service and reward effective 

teaching of science and mathematics. 

The Alfred P. Sloan Foundation makes grants year-round.  

Learn more at www.sloan.org.  

Another source of science funding is Delta Airlines 
Foundation, which has a focus on keeping young people 

Science down the backstretch

Pat Forbes
Education Liaison | patforbes@pitsco.com

Funding Opportunities
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March
1 Target Local Store Grants

Target supports students, teachers, and 
schools through education programs, 
partnerships, and donations.
http://scholarshipupdates.org/tags/
target-education-grants-application.html 

1 Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation
Grant making is toward the precollegiate 
education focus area.
www.zsr.org

1  Pentair Foundation
Pentair supports organizations involved with 
arts, culture, education, and health.
www.pentair.com/en/about-us/
corporate-social-responsibility

5 RGK Foundation
Interest is in grants that focus primarily 
on math, science, and reading; teacher 
development; and literacy.
www.rgkfoundation.org/public/guidelines

15 Ezra Jack Keats Foundation
Art and literacy programs in public 
institutions would be the best conduit 
through which children could be given 
support for their talents.
www.ezra-jack-keats.org 

April
4 Hilton Hotels Foundation

Hilton supports K-12 education and leans 
toward science. Most charitable giving 
interests are focused in areas involving K-12 
education programs and youth programs.
www.flaghouse.com/hiltonSupport.html

30 Northrop Grumman Foundation
Foundation initiatives address education-
related programs that promote the 
advancement of science, technology, 
engineering, and math on a national level.
www.northropgrumman.com

May
1 American Honda

Honda offers unique approaches to teaching 
and developing youth in minority and 
underserved communities.
http://corporate.honda.com/america 

6 Build-A-Bear Foundation
The foundation provides direct support for 
children in literacy and education programs 
such as summer reading, early childhood 
education, and children with special needs.
www.buildabear.com/shopping/contents/
contents.jsp?catId=400002&id=700010

29 Dollar General
Supports literacy programs directed at 
libraries in cities where they are located. 
www.dollargeneral.com

interested in math and science and helping them develop leadership 
skills and positive self-esteem. Learn more at www.delta.com.

Another to consider is Northrop Grumman Foundation, whose 
priority is to provide assistance to national-level science, technology, 
engineering, and math (STEM) programs spanning precollege through 
collegiate level. Learn more at www.northropgrumman.com. 

Districts are attempting to become engaged in the challenging 
modification of their science instructions to meet the standards on the 
immediate horizon, so whatever you do, don’t be tardy.

DOS AND DON’TS
The Needs Problem in a request is the section that describes 

the issues to be funded. It may entail ethnicity, poverty levels, or the 

context of the city in total. There needs be a description of the major 

effects envisioned with the acquisition of the grant.

The Letter of Inquiry is a letter seeking the possibility of a grant 

for a perceived future program. It can be utilized to give a vivid picture 

of the envisioned results and what the venture will cost.  

Grant Application Deadlines

TODAY

7
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By Joel Howard, Senior Customer Service Representative • jhoward@pitsco.com

How not to run your lab
In the December-January issue, I wrote about the attributes I had 
personally observed in successful Pitsco facilitators across the 
country. At the same time, I have also observed attributes that 

are counterproductive to success in a Pitsco environment. The following 
are some examples:

•  Don’t be a control freak! One of the best aspects of a Pitsco lab 
is that students are given the opportunity to explore and learn 
in their own way and, to some extent, at their own pace. Avoid 
having to be in control of every little aspect of the program. Give 
students the chance to prove themselves. You can always step in 
when they really need you. 

•  Don’t fear technology! Love it or hate it, the reality is technology 
is here to stay, so you might as well embrace it. You don’t have to 
be a techie, but a basic understanding of current technology is 
necessary these days. As we all know, it is likely that the students 
know more than we do, so don’t be afraid to let them teach you. 
Kids love that.

•  Don’t stray too far from the system! At least initially. Pitsco has 
been doing this for a long time, and we have a good idea of what 

works best. So, however your program was designed, run it that way 

until you feel comfortable enough to add your own personal touches. 

•  Don’t try to please everyone! You may be tempted to try to 

accommodate every student request, whether it is about Modules 

or partners or whatever, but this will only complicate your class. 

Eventually, you can be more flexible, but in the beginning just 

keep it simple.

•  Don’t always take your student’s word for it! I am certainly 

not saying Pitsco is immune from making mistakes from time to 

time, but our instructions and curriculum are pretty complete. So 

if a student tells you, “We weren’t told how to do it,” or they have 

finished an entire Session in 10 minutes and say they have done 

everything, then you should question them further. 

Last but not least . . .

•  Don’t hesitate to contact us! We are here to ensure the success 

of you and your students. We can handle the vast majority of your 

issues and concerns, and if we can’t, we will connect you with 

someone who can. We are only successful if you are successfull. 
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Editor’s Note: Sales Representative Gail O’Quinn retired from Pitsco 

in December, so we gave a few of her valued customers the opportunity 

to share their farewell comments. You’ll see that Gail leaves some big 

shoes to fill because of her unwavering commitment to the customer 

long after the sale and her desire to improve education every day she 

represented Pitsco in the great state of Texas.

Gail, congratulations on your retirement…well deserved!! You have 

been a real asset to NISD. In speaking for my district, we really appreciate 

your professionalism and your patience as you walked us through 

the “Pitsco” experience. You are a true people person, and I will miss 

seeing your friendly face at the conferences. Enjoy your retirement and 

everything it has to offer. I will join you soon!

My very best,

CTE Director Tony Neely, Northwest ISD 

Gail, I want to wish you all the happiness and joy you can stand as you 

transition to retirement. I am happy for you and sad for me. I appreciate 

you for always providing me with timely, accurate information when it 

involved business and the wise counsel of a friend outside of business. 

I will miss you,

CTE Director Craig Wright, Arlington ISD

Dear Gail,

Thank you so much for all of your support over the years. You have 

been an incredible mentor and friend, and I appreciate all you have 

done to help support my classroom. You have helped me grow as an 

educator, as well as given me countless opportunities to represent 

Pitsco at trainings and events. I will be forever grateful for your service! 

Congratulations on your retirement!

Love from Texas (I’ll see you around!),

Lab Facilitator Natalie Mathew, Terrell ISD

Congratulations, Gail, on your retirement! Now you can spend time 

with your family and friends and not ever have to worry about a Monday 

morning again. Every day will be a weekend for you! I was certainly touched 

by your knowledge, expertise, kindness, intuitiveness, but most importantly, 

the friendship I developed with you while implementing our Pitsco labs in 

the Lubbock Independent School District. May you be blessed with a stress-

free life, knowing that you made a remarkable contribution in the education 

field in immeasurable ways. We will miss you!

Thanks so much!

 Coordinator of Career and Technical Education  

Lisa Dudding, Lubbock ISD

I was so excited to work with Gail when we decided to install Pitsco 

labs at our middle schools. Gail made it all easy and worked tirelessly 

to get our classrooms set up and our teachers trained. She continued 

to work with us to get everything up and running, and we have had 

great success with our students in these labs. I have enjoyed working 

with Gail and hate to see her go but am very happy that she is ready for 

retirement. I wish you all the best, Gail.

Director of Career and Technical Education Jill Berset, Lubbock ISD

How do you condense an 11-year relationship into a brief statement? 

Impossible! You have established a professional legacy that will be 

difficult, if not impossible, to duplicate. You’re always smiling, soft 

spoken but stern, steady, smart, supportive, always seeking the best 

solutions. In my world, Pitsco was Gail, and Gail was Pitsco. If you must 

go, I’ll understand, but my STEM world and that of so many others will 

never be the same without you, nor will Pitsco’s. Time allowed our 

professional relationship to forge into a respected friendship anchored 

by many common interests. It is an 

honor to call you friend, and you 

will be greatly missed.

Your Friend,

Concepts of Engineering 

and Technology Teacher 

Charles Richardson 

Lancaster High School, 

Lancaster ISD

Thanks, Gail, for 21 years of 
dedication and professionalism!
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By Tammy Pankey, Elementary Curriculum Specialist • tpankey@pitsco.com 

Most schools with the elementary Missions program have had 
great success implementing it as designed – rotationally. A few 
schools, though, have opted to implement whole-class Missions 

with great success. This is now an option for teachers and schools at 
new and existing sites. 

When I have visited with Mission teachers, some have found managing 
several different Mission titles at once to be a challenge, especially during 
the beginning of the Mission program experience. Some teachers have 
decided to run their initial Mission in a whole-class implementation to 
ensure that students understand the structure of the Missions and grasp 
the new concepts. Some teachers are just more comfortable teaching one 
topic at a time and find classroom management to be easier. Likewise, this 
provides a way for teachers to provide their own supplemental activities 
and instruction related to the topic of the Mission.

So how does it work? The students still experience the Mission 
exactly how it was designed and intended to be used. They work 
through the student-directed curriculum in their notebook in four-
student teams. The only difference in the classroom is that each 
workstation has the same copy of the Mission title. 

For example, if a school was implementing the Motion Mission for 
a class of 24 students, there would be six copies of this Mission, one at 

each workstation. This ensures that every student still has a hands-on 

experience with the materials, whereas the teacher has to manage 

only one concept at a time. Also placed at each workstation are the 

common items including books, tape, rulers, and so forth. Note that this 

implementation does require more storage space for materials.

Brookwood School in Thomasville, GA, has implemented whole-

class Missions and rotational Missions. In fourth grade, students 

experience Waves, Forces, and Skyscrapers as a whole class. Next, the 

class explores Earth Rocks and Extreme Earth as a theme. Finally, they 

learn about space science through the following Missions: Earth and 

Space, Solar System, and Space Exploration. 

Jackson Academy in Jackson, MS, implemented all of its Missions 

in a whole-class manner. Cliff Powers, the STEM teacher in their Lower 

School STEM lab, also utilizes a SMART Board to enhance Mission topics 

with his own lessons. He keeps an exploration table in the center of 

his lab for students to visit. On this table he places items that relate to 

the theme of the Mission topic. For example, while his students are 

completing the My Body and Me Mission, he has a model of the human 

body and different body parts on the table. Across the classroom, he 

has displayed posters showing each of the body systems.

Whole-class Missions now available
If rotational implementation is not your first choice, consider the switch
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‘Leadership through service’
YLA charter earns perfect score while motivating students to reach potential

PICKENS, SC – We can become so fixated 
on scores that we lose sight of how best to go 
about achieving our desired results. Principal 
Patsy Smith has learned to avoid this pitfall, 
and for the second year in a row, her Youth 
Leadership Academy (YLA) charter school has 
earned a perfect score of 100 from the South 
Carolina Department of Education.

Sure, students have to work hard, teachers 
must demand excellence, and parents must 
be supportive every step of the way to achieve 
such a stellar mark in the first two years of a 
school’s existence. But it’s a less evident yet vitally 
important ingredient that has helped YLA students 
in Grades 6-8 produce the best results across the 
Palmetto State – motivation.

Smith insists proper motivation is built not by 
encouraging students to strive for personal gain, but 
by service to others that naturally leads students to 
desire improvement in their personal performance.

“We stress character education and recognizing 
the needs of those around us,” Smith said. “We 
believe that this culture of leadership through 
service helps adolescents look beyond their own 
needs and, as a result, see more clearly they need to 
reach their potential in every area of their lives.”

Charter schools don’t have the market 
cornered on this approach, but their flexible and 
innovative programs allow students to have ample 

opportunities to see and hear from others about 
service. “Involving teachers, parents, partners, and 
community in this effort provides the opportunity 
for students to hear it from many different people 
in different situations, which greatly improves the 
chance they will listen,” Smith says.

Apparently, students have listened well 
enough that officials with the YLA charter 
school located in Pickens County can feel 
confident in the hands-on, STEM-based 
foundation they are building for students. 
Pitsco Education Module labs for math and 
science compose a large chunk of the school’s 
core curriculum and empower students to take 
responsibility for their learning in student-
centered cooperative learning environments.

“Companies tell us that too many of their 
employees come to them expecting to be 
spoon-fed – too many students never develop 
the character traits of responsibility, cooperative 
work, etc.,” says Smith. “We believe that 
students who develop those traits in middle 
school will have a great advantage.”

Clemson University’s Youth Learning 
Institute (YLI) has helped to establish the charter 
school and get it off to a great start. YLI and YLA 
officials are now working with several groups 
across the state of South Carolina to replicate 
this highly successful model. 

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com

YLA charter school students gain valuable 
practical experience through the hands-on 
activities they perform daily in Pitsco STEM labs.

Hands-on learning can sometimes be a hair-raising experience, as evidenced by a 
Jackson Academy student (facing page). Jackson Academy Teacher Cliff Powers 
(inset, facing page) supplements students’ STEM Mission activities (above) with items 
he places on the exploration table in the center of his lab.

The Missions program allows for flexibility of 
implementation. Teachers can implement their program with 
whole-class Missions only in the beginning, as a complete 
program, or only with rotational Missions. This adaptability 
enables teachers to decide which instructional method 
works best for their school and students.

As another option, Pitsco has found that many schools 
have purchased multiple copies of a Mission to allow for fewer 
titles that the teacher has to manage at one time. Both of 
these methods are a great way to allow for teacher flexibility in 
instruction while still maintaining the all-important hands-on 
Mission experience for the students. 
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UPCOMING EVENTS

TODAY

7

Quick Contact Reference
Customer Service
• Phone: 800-828-5787, 800-774-4552

• Fax: 620-231-2466

• Email: support@pitsco.com

• Contact us online: www.pitsco.com/support 

Websites
• Home page: www.pitsco.com

• Shop online: www.pitsco.com

• Curriculum: www.pitsco.com/curriculum 

• Network magazine (current issue and archive): 
www.pitsco.com/Network

• SySTEM Alert! for students (current issue and 
archive): www.pitsco.com/SySTEMalert 

• TETRIX Robotics: www.tetrixrobotics.com

Sales and Professional Development
• Main phone lines: 800-828-5787

• Web: www.pitsco.com/curriculum 

• Professional Development: 
workshops.pitsco.com

• Contact us online: http://tinyurl.com/kffpnrj

t Tube

Visit us on

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

February
19-20  Children’s Engineering Convention, 

Williamsburg, Virginia

26-28  National Conference on Education AASA,  
San Diego, California

March
12-15  National Science Teachers Association, Chicago, Illinois

18-19  Ace Spring Convention & Exhibits, Las Vegas, Nevada

18-20  Northwest Council for Computer Education, 
Portland, Oregon

19-20  North Carolina Association of School 
Administrators, Raleigh, North Carolina

21-23  Association for Supervision & Curriculum 
Development, Houston, Texas

23-25 North Carolina TSA, Greensboro, North Carolina

26-28  International Technology & Engineering 
Educators Association, Milwaukee, Wisconsin

April
15-18  National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics, Boston, Massachusetts

For the second year in a row, 

Pitsco celebrated the holidays with its 

12HollyDays drawing. Participants who 

filled out a short survey were entered 

in the drawing in hopes of winning 

one of 12 Pitsco prizes. The following 

lucky entrants received some great 

products – free, just by playing!

•  Day 1: Sabrina Multer won  

12 days  
of winning

All I want for Christmas . . .
STEM Lab Facilitator Joy Howard at BF 

Grady Elementary School in Albertson, NC, 
fielded an unusual request for information 
from a parent as the 2014 fall semester came 
to a close. Howard mentioned the request 
to Pitsco Teacher Education Specialist Mark 
Maskell, who was at the school to conduct 
professional development. 

One of Howard’s female students was 
working at the Engines Module, and her 
mother came in and asked Howard where she 
got the engine for the Module. Howard replied, 
“From Pitsco.” The mother said her daughter 
loved working on the engine so much that she 
requested one for Christmas! 

a 10-Cell KaZoon Kite.

•  Day 2: Erik Neill won a Giant Super Clip Kit.

• Day 3: Rae Irvine won a Trebuchet Kit.

•  Day 4: Dave Carlson won a Wind Gen Kit.

•  Day 5: Marcia McCalmon won a 

Mousetrap-Powered Boat Kit.

•  Day 6: Keith Jeske won a BFF Balsa Foam 

Flyer with an Electric Rubber Band Winder.

•  Day 7: Pam Black won a Mini Straw 

Rocket Launcher.

•  Day 8: Stephanie Bird won a Sun Ray Car Kit.

•  Day 9: Bryan Wright won a T-Bot® II  

with Challenge Set.

•  Day 10: Sandee Nagayama won a  

Can Crusher.

•  Day 11: James Cornett won a Bottle 

Rocket Starter Set.

•  Day 12: Mark Sheldon won a TETRIX® 

PRIME Starter Set.

Congratulations to all the winners,  

and thank you to all who participated! 

By Patty Cooke, Communications Assistant • pcooke@pitsco.com
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CONVENTION DATE LOCATION
Project Lead the Way (PLTW) February 13 Columbia, MO

Children’s Engineering Convention (CEC) February 19-20 Williamsburg, VA

National Conference on Education AASA (NCE) February 26-28 San Diego, CA

National Science Teachers Association (NSTA National) March 12-15 Chicago, IL

Ace Spring Convention & Exhibits (ACE) March 18-19 Las Vegas, NV

Northwest Council for Computer Education (NCCE) March 18-20 Portland, OR

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD) March 21-23 Houston, TX

International Technology & Engineering Educators Association (ITEEA) March 26-28 Milwaukee, WI

National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) April 15-18 Boston, MA

NSTA STEM Forum & Expo (NSTA STEM) May 20-23 Minneapolis, MN

American Society for Engineering Education (ASEE) June 14-17 Seattle, WA

National Charter Schools Conference (NCS) June 21-24 New Orleans, LA

SkillsUSA (SKILLS) June 23-25 Louisville, KY

International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) June 28-July 1 Philadelphia, PA

Technology Student Association (TSA) June 28-July 2 Grapevine, TX

 Oklahoma ACTE (OK ACTE) August 3-4 Tulsa, OK

Ace Fall Convention & Exhibits (ACE) TBA TBA

Greenbush Technology Conference (GTC) TBA Greenbush and Eudora, KS

International STEM Education Association (ISEA) October 11-13 Branson, MO

Association for Middle Level Education (AMLE) October 15-17 Columbus, OH

NSTA Eastern (NSTA Regional) November 12-14 Philadelphia, PA

Conference for the Advancement of Science Teaching (CAST) November 12-14 Fort Worth, TX

CareerTech VISION (formerly ACTE) November 19-22 New Orleans, LA

NSTA Midwest (NSTA Regional) December 3-5 Kansas City, MO

Visit Pitsco at any of
these exciting events in 2015.
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CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

Pitsco is the STEM company!
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MATH Expeditions
Connecting Math Practices with Math Content

Blending teacher-led instruction with student-directed, collaborative activities,  
Expeditions provide hands-on discovery and problem-solving activities through a variety 

of resources to reach the overall goal of creating robust mathematical thinkers.

Contact a Pitsco Education consultant for more information: 800-828-5787. 

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


