
Duval County, FL, takes steps that align with new Every Student Succeeds Act
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For details about Pitsco Math Solutions, 
visit www.pitsco.com/Curriculum/Math.

At Pitsco, our approach to math not only involves 
hands-on, project-based learning but also respects and 

promotes educator autonomy through teacher-led 
instruction. Developed to embrace the Common Core 

State Standards Initiative, components of Pitsco math 
solutions can be rotational or whole class, supplemental 
or full course, and teacher directed or student directed.

Connecting Math Practices with Math Content
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Tuned into Exponents

In Tuned into Exponents students learn how expressions with rational 

exponents can be used in the real world. Properties of Exponents are 

discussed, practiced and applied. Although different real world uses will 

be mentioned, the focus for this Expedition is the use of rational 

exponents to calculate frequency of musical notes. Students take an 

expedition into the lab of an instrument designer/inventor. The assistant 

works with the students to learn, practice and apply Properties of 

Exponents using a basic musical instrument.
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Straw RocketsThese fun rockets are easy to make and launch but are loaded with educational 
potential! With just a few simple materials and a launcher, students can begin to 

understand forces, energy, aerodynamics, and projectile motion.

Please read and follow all teacher tips and safety information provided with this product.

 STRAW ROCKETS – GETTING STARTED PACKAGEA Pitsco Exclusive
Building and flying these simple rockets made from straws, clay, 

and card stock is the low-stress way to introduce students to rocketry. 
And they can start to understand the concept of variables and testing 
in the process.

This Getting Started package includes materials for 30 students 
to build four rockets each. Plus, the Straw Rocket Launcher and the Straw Rocket video are included.• PR35784 Straw Rocket 30-Pack• PR20426 Straw Rocket Launcher• PR59993 Straw Rocket VideoPR35783 Straw Rockets – Getting Started Package—$199IRequires scissors, ruler, and transparent tape, not included.

View a short video about this product online.Go to www.pitsco.com/Straw_Rocket_Launcherand click Watch Video.

 STRAW ROCKET ELEMENTARY STEM ACTIVITY GUIDE 
A Pitsco Exclusive

Straw rockets are a great activity for elementary students to complete. This elementary guide is written for Grades 3-5. With these fun activities, students grasp a variety of subjects including Newton’s laws, gravity, mass, and more.The Straw Rocket Elementary STEM Activity Guide contains teacher and student instructions for math, science, and engineering activities; assessment questions; resource pages; and student pages. This guide contains two guided inquiry lessons and a culminating engineering challenge for students to apply concepts learned through inquiry lessons. Paperback.PR41525—$4.95

“It’s one thing to learn about rockets and see pictures in a book, but if you’re actually going to make them and change things to see if your design will work better, it’s amazing and fun and you’re playing. And while you’re playing, you’re learning.”
Teacher JP Mathot, Irvine, CA

Use promo code STRAWAG to get the activity guide FREE with the purchase of the Straw Rockets – Getting Started Package.

3 
Order Online: www.pitsco.com

Order Toll-Free: 800-835-0686    Email Order: orders@pitsco.com     Online Support: Pitsco.com/help

Examples of
built kit

Data-collection 
activities
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Every few years, change sweeps through education. New bullet points, new slogans, new 
policies. Every approach has its supporters and its detractors. This national – actually 
international – debate fuels new thoughts, and sooner or later the country is rethinking things 
again. There is nothing wrong with this. Many of the revolutions in education have proven to 
have brilliant insights at their cores.

But the question remains: Why is it so difficult to just look at the evidence, get on the same 
page, and settle on a vision for education? Let’s face it: Educating a diverse population of 
millions is an incredibly difficult challenge. And no sooner do we make headway than the 
situation changes, and we’re back to the drawing board. But this isn’t a problem. It is a reason 
to rally. We’ll always be experimenting, discovering, improving.

Yet, if there is one thing the stories in this issue of The Pitsco Network illustrate, it is that a great 
education will always be a balance between timely and timeless virtues. So much changes that 
it is easy to lose sight of how much stays the same. Passionate teachers, community support, 
and engaging experiences for learners are still at the heart of student success. 

• Read how Duval County’s science and STEM solutions from Pitsco already give them a 
leg up on the aims of the Every Student Succeeds Act. (page 14)

• Keeping a classroom tech-current is a challenge. You could do worse than emulate 
teacher Mark Patula. (page 8)

• In northeast Florida, STEM2 Hub is bringing together business and education with the 
aim of best preparing the future workforce for careers in STEM fields. (page 18)

• A community comes together around a powerful question posed by Jackson (South 
Carolina) Middle School. (page 27)

• Alden Balmer has a legacy among teachers: he is the creator of the Doc Fizzix product 
line. But he has another legacy among his students: he is a passionate teacher whose 
enthusiasm for his subject matter is infectious. (page 6)

• Two writers imagine the connection between Pitsco MATH Expeditions and a road trip, 
and both draw similar conclusions: the real magic happens on the journey. (pages 4-5)

• In 40 years of teaching, Joel Kaplan has been around the educational block. He shares 
his thoughts on the timelessness of STEM. (page 21)

Read about all of these and more in this issue of The Pitsco Network. And while you are at it, 
give your students some brain food as well with the robot roundup in this issue of SySTEM 

Alert! (centerspread pullout) 

     Matt Frankenbery
 Vice President, Education & Executive Editor
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Always experimenting, 
discovering, improving

From the Executive Editor



Doing science with Pitsco AP Bottle 
Racers at the NSTA convention

N
ational science conventions are unique. Themes 
vary from year to year, and they provide renewed 
emphasis that pervades the halls of the convention, 
swaying with the times. From inquiry-based science to 
differentiated instruction to STEM curriculum initiatives, 

the focus is on changes in the pedagogy of science educators and how 

they can affect the learning taking place in their classrooms.

For a number of years, I have been a presenter at National Science 

Teachers Association conventions, showcasing new curriculum 

initiatives that motivate and engage students to learn science. This 

year, at the national convention in Chicago, I was given the opportunity 

to exemplify the basic element of doing science by bringing to 

workshop participants the challenge of scientific investigation through 

engineering problem solving using the Pitsco AP Bottle Racers.

I knew that to create a special moment for my workshop 

participants, I needed the teachers and guests to be engaged in 

inquiry at a level that is expected in the science classroom. To emulate 

the process of doing real science, it is essential for teachers to find 

themselves immersed in the fundamental process of testing new ideas, 

thinking critically, and assessing outcomes related to performance.

With a sense of curiosity and resilience, teachers and students 

at the workshop began the challenge of designing and creating fast 

air-powered cars. Prototype models were tested and their performance 

assessed, but real engagement is felt when unique designs are 

engineered in an effort to significantly improve performance.

Using 20-ounce bottles, plastic floorboards, and plastic spoked 

wheels, science teachers and a few students ventured off into the 

convention room to solve problems related to performance. During 

testing, the high-pressure launcher propels the air car down a drag strip 

and through a high-speed timer gate. 

As with any challenge presented to students in the classroom, the 

workshop participants discussed the launcher mechanics, scoured a 

wealth of available supplies to build their own car, and thought through 

an engineering process where success is measured by one’s ability to 

create something new that is worthy of the effort put forth to produce it. 

The two grade-school kids in the room, with their science teacher 

dad, became very focused on the task to make a fast car. They were 

full of energetic ideas, and they saw this as a really fun and exciting 

challenge. First-year science teachers, veteran teachers, male and 

female teachers, like the kids, became very much involved in this effort 

to express their ideas and abilities through an engineering process.

With great excitement, one of the grade-school kids blurted out, 

“What store can I go to buy this?” Wide-eyed enthusiasm and sheer 

emotion were evident as his car was loaded into the launcher and 

readied for testing. Emotions ran high as the car blasted out of the 

launcher, accelerated to amazingly high speeds, and streaked through 

the timer gate, yielding results to the nearest thousandth of a second! 

Science has always been about doing. Focus, emotional attachment, 

engagement, and critical thought are driving forces that can move the 

curriculum and learning process forward. The air-powered car workshop 

opened the door for many new and veteran teachers to experience the 

emotion associated with hands-on classroom STEM activities. 

Change is the new norm for science education. Teachers who work 

with engineering challenges such as the air-powered car will begin 

to reach for Next Generation Science Standards and the rigor and 

relevance they profess for all our students. 

Wide-eyed 
enthusiasm 
– of teachers

Greg Reiva
Pitsco Education TAG Member 
Streamwood High School, Streamwood, IL

With great excitement, one of the 
grade-school kids blurted out,  
“What store can I go to buy this?”
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Engaging adventures 

ROBOTICSBlogBlog

in mathematics
Pitsco MATH Expeditions help develop 
robust mathematical thinkers

Editor’s Note: The following originally appeared as an Education 

Highlights blog post on the Pitsco Education site. See more Pitsco blog posts 

at community.pitsco.com/educationhighlights.

Before our recent trip to Mexico, my husband taught himself 

to speak Spanish. He bought a few books and some Rosetta Stone 

software and learned the basics quickly – vocabulary, sentence 

structure, pronunciation. It wasn’t until we embarked on our journey 

south, however, that he began to mature as a speaker of the language. 

Each stop we made in our travels was an opportunity to practice 

and develop his skills, associating what he’d previously learned with 

the culture, customs, and environment. He was a learner profoundly 

engaged in the subject.

Call it a stretch, but I feel that Pitsco’s MATH Expeditions afford 

young math students a notably similar experience. Don’t misunderstand 

– I’m not comparing our trip to a Pitsco Expedition. I believe experiential 

learning is vital to deeper understanding, and because math teachers 

can’t take students on lavish field trips each time a new, challenging 

concept is introduced, MATH Expeditions are the perfect means to 

developing robust mathematical thinkers.

Each of Pitsco’s MATH Expeditions 
was developed with the Common 
Core State Standards Initiative and offers a 
captivating cloud-based platform designed to connect 
mathematical practices to mathematical content. Before setting 
sail on each journey, students are presented with an Essential 
Question intended to foster critical thinking as well as set the 
stage for further questioning as they explore.

Each Expedition is composed of five Destinations where key 
math concepts are reinforced through various tasks and activities. 
Expeditions blend teacher-led instruction with student-directed 
activities, perfect for small-group learning – because who likes to 
travel alone?

Much like my husband honed his ability to speak Spanish 
through various social experiences in Mexico, immersion in 
mathematical application ensures that students will develop 
mathematical expertise that will benefit them in college and 
beyond. Each of Pitsco’s 20 MATH Expeditions addresses a different 
set of mathematical standards. Check them out at www.pitsco.
com/Curriculum/Math/Math_Expeditions/Grades_6-8.

About Courtney McNally: I coordinate marketing efforts 

surrounding Pitsco math and science solutions. In addition, 

I am responsible for oversight of 

curriculum and promotional video 

production. I love Pitsco. I believe 

in our mission and I’m proud to 

support it. 

Courtney McNally
Core Marketing Specialist | cmcnally@pitsco.com
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Tuned into Exponents

In Tuned into Exponents students learn how expressions with rational 

exponents can be used in the real world. Properties of Exponents are 

discussed, practiced and applied. Although different real world uses will 

be mentioned, the focus for this Expedition is the use of rational 

exponents to calculate frequency of musical notes. Students take an 

expedition into the lab of an instrument designer/inventor. The assistant 

works with the students to learn, practice and apply Properties of 

Exponents using a basic musical instrument.
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Before my wife and I broke down and bought a GPS, we used to plan 

our routes for vacations using a road atlas. We would devise a route that 

would let us arrive, in the shortest time possible, at all the destinations we 

wanted to visit during our trip. We had numerous options because of the 

network of highways that cross the continental US. One year, on a trip to 

New Orleans, LA, we chose not to take the shortest route but rather to plan 

our trip through Memphis, TN. I say we, but it was mostly my campaigning 

for some Memphis-style barbecue that swayed the decision. 

When we reflect on that trip, one of the things always mentioned 

is the barbecue. The moral is that the destination drives the trip, but we 

cannot forget the importance of the route we take to get there, as it leaves 

a lasting impression. Our goal as teachers, what we might consider our 

destination, is to create out of our adolescent student a well-rounded, 

functioning member of society. What we can’t forget is that the 

journey will leave an impression on both the student and the teacher. 

Consider that most of us wouldn’t think of leaving on a road 

trip without a set of directions, a map, or a GPS to guide us on our 

journey. Each of these might contain multiple options for getting us 

to our destination, but we will settle on one that suits our purposes 

best. Standards can be considered in this same way. 

The purpose behind each of the sets 

of standards that we come across 

is to create that well-rounded, 

functioning member of society. 

However, each offers a slightly different route that can provide a 

memorable experience for all involved in the trip. So, the route to education 

could be Next Generation Science Standards, Common Core State 

Standards, individual state standards, or a host of other standards that are 

out there – each providing a unique trip for the student and the teacher. 

The first thing we do when planning is to decide on a destination –  

in this case, a well-rounded, functioning member of society. Then, we find 

out what everybody would like to do that is remotely in the direction of 

the destination, realizing that not all of it will be possible. Then, we can 

plan our route to make the trip as enjoyable and memorable as possible 

for all of us, at the same time choosing the standards that will take us 

to the destination. Don’t forget, we can make a return trip and take a 

different route. Perhaps the term remediation rings a bell. 

Fortunately, as a Pitsco facilitator, you have an opportunity with the 

new Expeditions to have all those routes mapped to the curriculum we 

are creating. We are integrating correlations to many of the different 

standards sets to provide you with the route markers you need to plan 

your trip to creating those well-rounded, functioning members of society. 

We provide connections to many skills and talents that students 

possess and enable them to exercise those talents to enjoy the 

trip through the standards and make it a positive and memorable 

experience for both them and you. Expeditions can be the GPS 

that guides you and your students through 

the standards and enables you to plan a trip 

that students will remember 

for a long time. 

Make it an 

David Meador
Curriculum Specialist | dmeador@pitsco.com

Dave the Science G uy

Expedition to remember
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Tuned into Exponents

In Tuned into Exponents students learn how expressions with rational 

exponents can be used in the real world. Properties of Exponents are 

discussed, practiced and applied. Although different real world uses will 

be mentioned, the focus for this Expedition is the use of rational 

exponents to calculate frequency of musical notes. Students take an 

expedition into the lab of an instrument designer/inventor. The assistant 

works with the students to learn, practice and apply Properties of 

Exponents using a basic musical instrument.
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What does a former physics teacher do when he’s established a 
successful business around physics products and lessons – a venture 
that keeps him busy most of his waking hours? He returns to the 
classroom, of course.

Well, maybe it wasn’t quite that simple for Alden J. Balmer, founder 
of Doc Fizzix Products, but as with most teachers, the lure of the 
classroom was too strong to resist.

Balmer created Doc Fizzix in 1995, when he was still teaching AP 
and honors physics classes at McNeil High School in Round Rock (TX) 
ISD. In 2003, he left teaching so he could work full time as president and 
CEO of Doc Fizzix.

THE CLASSROOM CALLS
But as Balmer can attest, true teachers never really stop teaching. 

Even while running his company, Balmer still finds time to do 
workshops and presentations, helping other educators discover new 
ways to bring excitement to their science classes.

Then, in 2012, Round Rock ISD called and asked if he would be 
interested in returning to McNeil High School to teach physics. For 
Balmer, the answer was a definite yes. “I really missed being in the 
classroom and working with the kids,” he said.

Returning to McNeil brought challenges, 
but nothing Balmer couldn’t handle. 
“They brought me back because they were 
requiring all students in the state to take 
physics,” he explained. With a different set 
of circumstances from when physics was an 
elective now, Balmer had to find a way to reach 
students who weren’t necessarily thrilled to be 
taking the class.

BORROWING FROM THE PAST
To reengage his students, Balmer pulled out all 

the stops. First, he sat down with administrators and 
reworked the curriculum. “Physics had kind of gone back 
to a primary math-level course,” he said. “And I pulled it 
away from that math-level course and really brought it back to the 
conceptual level, but with very, very engaging activities.” 

Balmer knows from experience that demonstrations and hands-on 
activities are the best way to make a difficult subject such as physics 
real and relevant to students. It’s what worked for him back in the '90s 
and what helped launch Doc Fizzix. 

The lure of the classroom, 
the passion of a teacher

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

Every day is an adventure in the physics classes of Al Balmer (aka 
Doc Fizzix), above. His unique demonstrations include the scud 
missile, left, a bottle filled with a special solution that creates a 
fireball. Balmer uses the missile to help explain Newton’s laws.
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But an equally integral part of Balmer’s teaching style stems from 
what excited him as a child. “I grew up during Mr. Wizard,” he said. 
Watch Mr. Wizard, a Saturday-morning show in the '50s and '60s, 
featured hands-on science experiments. “He was very engaging,” 
recalled Balmer. “That’s kind of how I fell in love with science – all the 
cool things he was doing.”

Balmer was also strongly influenced by stories from his elders.  
“I always remember when I was younger, 
my father and grandfather, they’d sit 
around and tell these stories about when 
they were growing up and their youth 
and the crazy things they did. And that’s 
where I learned the most, just by listening 
to them tell these stories. And so I kind of 
teach my class that way. I tell these stories about growing up and the 
mistakes I made and how physics related to that. I really try to make my 
material relevant to my students’ lives.”

But mostly, what Balmer does is simply share what he loves. “I always 
feel like my job is easy,” he said. “I’ve got this love and passion for physics, 
so I can really share that with people.” 

And that, he says, is the key. “You’ve really got to love what you do,” 
he explained. “You’ve got to show up every day and share that passion 
with the students.”

Do that, and Balmer believes the students will respond. “Kids really 
do want to learn,” he said. “They don’t want to go to a classroom where 
they’re just going to sit there and listen to somebody who really isn’t 
sharing with them their love for the subject matter. They want to be 
inspired; they want to be drawn into the lesson.”

PROOF POSITIVE
Don’t just take Balmer’s word for it, however. Take a look at his 

results, and you’ll have all the proof you need. Within just two years, 
he was able to raise test scores in his classes. At the end of each of the 
2013-14 semesters, his students had the best scores in the district on 
the district-wide assessments.

For Balmer, even better proof is how excited his students are about 
physics. “They’re engaged,” he said. 
“They’re enjoying it. I hear over and over 
again that this is their favorite class and 
that they never thought they would end 
up liking physics, but they just love it.”

Those results were enough to make 
district officials notice. Now, Balmer is 

also doing professional development for other science teachers in the 
district. “I show them all the different varieties of demonstrations that 
you can do for the various concepts of physics,” he explained. “My 
goal is to share what I have and kind of help demonstrations become a 
bigger part of the lesson.”

And these new students – other teachers – are also responding 
positively. “I know that the teachers I’ve worked with are doing a lot 
more demonstrations,” said Balmer. “And they’re having a lot more fun 
themselves in the classroom, and they’re seeing test scores go up, so it’s 
definitely working.”

Balmer isn’t sure how long he will continue teaching, but for now, he’s 
just enjoying the ride. “I thought it would only be a couple years before I 
would have to get back to Doc Fizzix,” he said, “but we’ve been able to make 
it work all this time, and I’m going to try to keep going as long as I can.”

Whether he’s in the classroom or creating new activities for Doc 
Fizzix, one thing’s for sure – Alden J. Balmer will always be teaching. 

Looking for some Doc Fizzix magic in your classroom? The Pitsco 2016 Big Book catalog carries several Doc Fizzix products including a variety of 
mousetrap vehicle (MTV) kits, a Hover-Craft I kit, the Sling Shot rubber band racer, and more.

And new to this year’s catalog are the Show Off, the Branding Iron, the Gunslinger, and the Trail Blazer MTV kits as well as an Essential Project 
Pack and 10-packs of the Essential Frame and Axle Set, the Basic Mousetrap Vehicle Kit II, and the Zephyr Rubber Band-Powered Racer.

Visit www.pitsco.com/CatalogRequest to request a catalog today. 

“You’ve really got to love what 
you do . . . You’ve got to show 
up every day and share that 
passion with the students.”

Get your Doc Fizzix fix through Pitsco

THE SHOW OFF
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Chicago-area teacher integrates several 
tech tools into his Pitsco lab

FOREST PARK, IL – For nearly 20 years, Pitsco Education Modules 
have tapped into the power of the computer to deliver engaging 
content. At the beginning, this innovative approach was unparalleled in 
education, particularly in the Career and Technology Education realm, 
but as the years have passed, other educational subjects and products 
have climbed aboard the technology train.

Today, in a world paved with tablets, smartphones, iPads, wireless 
connections, Google searches, and a vast cloud, employing advanced 
technology is the only way to capture students’ attention. Anything not 
made of pixels or complex code is automatically labeled boring.

That’s one reason Pitsco Lab Facilitator Mark Patula has chosen to 
utilize the full power of Synergy ITC, the Chromebooks his students are 
issued, and cloud-based activities conducted jointly across the globe. 

“Pitsco gives you a great foundation, but you’ve got to build on that 
foundation,” he says. “If I have the technology available, I’m going to use it.”

SYNERGY ITC
Because Pitsco’s Learning Management System, Synergy ITC, is now 

available in the cloud, Patula reminds students they can access Module 

content and review tools such as Robo-Review and Critter Cross anytime 
and anywhere they can log on to the Internet. “They can use these tools 
to prepare for the test while at home,” he says.

Likewise, teachers can use Synergy ITC away from school to click 
through content, review specific activities or Modules, and check/report 
grades. Patula’s expertise is well known among his Pitsco peers in the 
region. During a recent Network meeting in the Chicago area, he gave 
an impromptu training session on Synergy ITC and explained how he 
and his students get the most out of it.

STUDY GUIDES ON CHROMEBOOKS
Another built-in technology edge is Forest Park Middle School’s 

one-to-one initiative through which each 
student is issued a Chromebook. Patula has 
added tools and documents that his students 
can access on their Chromebooks while they 
work through Module content. 

Adding the 
icing to Pitsco’s 
technology cake

Chicago, IL

FOREST PARK, IL – Every direction they turn in the Pitsco 

lab, students at Forest Park (IL) Middle School encounter relevant 

vocabulary words and definitions that serve as mortar for the building 

blocks of materials and equipment they handle every day. Facilitator 

Mark Patula recognized several years ago how important terminology 

is – especially in a hands-on setting – so he has chosen to emphasize 

vital vocabulary words in multiple ways.

Among the entry points for students to encounter and learn the 

terms that come up at a given workstation in the STEM lab:

• Module vocabulary worksheets (found in every Module)

• Word wall (student-written definitions) adjacent to the workstation

•  Exit tickets set up on Google Classroom (Note: FPMS is a one-to-one 
Chromebook school.)

While the first two are self-explanatory, an exit ticket is a special 
Patula creation that serves as a culminating vocabulary activity and is 
required/graded. “They must find three or four of the vocabulary words 
in the Module and show how to use them in a four- to five-sentence 
paragraph to show they actually know the meaning of the words,” 
Patula said. Students may complete the exit tickets online via their 
Chromebooks or handwrite them on a printed sheet. 

Covering vocabulary from A to Z

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com

Mark Patula, Facilitator

Chromebooks are ever-present at Forest Park (IL) Middle School, even in 
the Pitsco STEM lab.
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It isn’t unusual to see a student gaze back and forth between a 
workstation monitor and a Chromebook screen that displays a custom 
Module study guide Patula created and posted to his website. Most 
students fill out these study guides on their Chromebooks, saving them 
to their Google Classroom page, where Patula can quickly see how 
students are faring. 

Best of all, since he started requiring students to complete the study 
guides, their assessment scores have risen dramatically. “When  
I started five years ago, these test scores were in the 20s, 30s, and 40s, 
so I thought to myself, ‘Well, I’m obviously failing the students.’ So I 
started to make these (study guides), and it gave students something to 
take home as well. . . . Very rarely do I see a 30 or 40 now. My students 
who study are guaranteed a 70, 80, 90, 100.”

GLOBAL COLLABORATION DAY
Never one to shy away from a new opportunity, Patula joined with 

a coworker to enter Forest Park students in a Global Collaboration Day 

event in 2015. About 400 schools across the globe took part in the 

spaghetti and marshmallow engineering event conducted via webcams. 

He even tied the activity back to the Engineering Towers Module.

“Engineering Towers is similar except you use balsa wood and measure 

and cut angles,” Patula explained. “I try to make connections with 

Modules whenever possible to show how things are related and how 

learning can build a foundation for the real-world work that lies ahead.”

That real-world work likely will be rooted in technology too, giving 

Patula’s students a built-in advantage. 

Chicago, IL

No aide needed
Autistic and special-needs  
students thrive in Pitsco lab

FRANKFORT, IL – Mainstreaming autistic students helps them learn 
to interact with and adapt to their peers, but it often comes with a price. 
At most schools, a teacher’s aide is assigned to each autistic student to 
help him or her stay focused on work and complete assignments. 

It’s no different at Summit Hill Junior High School in Frankfort, IL. 
An aide recently accompanied Danny into the Pitsco Action (STEM) 
Lab facilitated by Jack Mecher. But instead of following Danny to 
the Engineering Towers Module workstation following Mecher’s brief 
message at the start of class, the aide remained at her desk to do 
paperwork. The high level of engagement and hands-on activities, as 
well as a partner at the two-student Module, ensured Danny did not 
need help as he measured, cut, and assembled pieces of his tower. He 
progressed through the activity independently at a normal pace and 
only at the end had to be reminded to wrap things up because he was 
too engrossed to notice that the class period was drawing to a close.

“He can close off the rest of the class so there aren’t distractions, 
which is one of the things for him specifically and for autistic students, 
it’s the distractions of the other classmates that keep them off task,” 
Mecher explained. “This class takes all of that away because of the 
headphones, so there are no sound distractions; there aren’t verbal 
distractions because they’re focused straight ahead.”

Danny is even more independent in the Action Lab because, as an eighth 
grader, he is in his second year of working through Modules and learning 
about various careers and associated skills. Mecher says he sees autistic and 
other special-needs students not only succeed in his lab but also thrive.

“It builds their confidence,” Mecher said. “It really helps them out to 

where they look forward to coming to this class every day because it is 

a break from their regular class, and they’re in an included class where 

they’re not separate.”

Initially, aides were concerned that autistic students would be distracted 

by all the activity and buzz emanating from the 12 workstations. But the 

opposite has occurred, much to the relief of not only the aides but also 

students’ parents. “I’ve received feedback from Danny’s mom,” Mecher said. “It 

was how much he looks forward to the class and how well he does in here.”

Most pleasing to Mecher, though, is how all students are successful in 

the lab because all learning styles – auditory, visual, physical, and textual 

– are covered. “All levels of students come in here, from the high honors 

– we call it the Summit Program – all the way through students who may 

be in interventions. But even the lower-level math or ELA, they’re still in 

this classroom working right along with the honors students.” 

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com

Danny, a student at Summit Hill Junior High School in Frankfort, IL, 
measures a piece for his structure at the Engineering Towers workstation.
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The Social Network

S
ocial media is almost a given in today’s classrooms. 
But who’s using what – and when – is anybody’s 
guess. So Pitsco aims to find out!

What types of social media do you use in your 
classroom? Are there social media channels you would 

like to know more about? What about social media your students 

use outside the classroom – should you integrate some of those 

into your lessons as well?

Gather your answers and head to www.research.net/r/

NetworkSurvey2016 to enter them into our survey. We will publish 

the results in the April-May issue of The Pitsco Network. 

SURVEY YOUR STUDENTS!
Don’t know what forms of social media your students are using 

outside the classroom? Use the questions below to find out. You can 

even set up your own survey using SurveyMonkey if you wish. 

Social media: 
What’s going on in your classroom?

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

How often do you use the following social media channels outside of school?

Daily Weekly Monthly Never

Facebook

Twitter

Instagram

Pinterest

YouTube

LinkedIn

Blogs

Do you use any other forms of social media outside of school?

Third time’s a charm – at least for these lucky winners! In December 

2015, Pitsco helped 12 people celebrate the holidays with its third 

annual 12HollyDays drawing. Participants who filled out a short 

survey were entered in the drawing to win one of 12 Pitsco prizes. The 

following participants won some awesome prizes just for playing!

• Day 1: Julie Riedel won two Toothpick Caddies.

• Day 2: Kay Lannen won a Torsion Catapult.

• Day 3: Richard Prince won a Magnetic Mousetrap Vehicle Kit.

• Day 4: Debbie Clawson won a Boxmaker Mini Kit.

• Day 5: Erik Neill won a C-Bot Crawler Bot.

• Day 6: Mike White won a Space Shuttle Kite.

• Day 7: Christine Robbins won a Coordinate Geometry Board.

• Day 8: Judi Haggerty won a Lil’ Termite Sander.

• Day 9: Ronald Strohm won a Prop Racer System.

•  Day 10: Alan Borhauer won a Roller Coaster Track and Roller 
Coaster Track Stands Package.

• Day 11: Paula Brakke won an EZ Start Raceway.

• Day 12: Stephanie Harvey won a TETRIX® MAX Starter Set.

Congratulations to all the winners and thank you to all who 
participated! 

Pitsco makes the season bright 
with 2015 12HollyDays giveaways
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TETRIX® PRIME Expansion 

At Pitsco, we are always trying to find new ways to make connections 

– among subjects and among neurons. We wanted new ways to connect 

TETRIX® parts, so we developed the new TETRIX PRIME Expansion Set. The 

expansion set from Pitsco was created to complement the TETRIX PRIME 

R/C Starter Set. It includes 21 new parts and a builder’s guide so students 

can explore the possibilities of TETRIX PRIME. 

Included in the expansion set are three major parts: aluminum 

linkages, aluminum plates, and aluminum gussets. The aluminum 

linkages enable builders to better manage force and movement and 

create builds such as a scissor lift with ease. The aluminum gussets 

provide additional joint strength while also connecting beams and 

structural components. Lastly, the aluminum plates facilitate the 

creation of custom gearboxes, stronger connections, and new ways to 

combine TETRIX components. 

According to Pitsco Education Robotics Application Specialist Tim 
Lankford, the expansion set came to life so that the student could “move 
beyond the starter set into more advanced models and builder skills.” 
The starter set enables students to quickly design and assemble robots, 
and the expansion set elements “bridge that gap and bring back the rigid 
structures but still allow for the rapid prototyping PRIME excels at.”

Builder’s guides for both the expansion and starter sets can be found 
at www.TETRIXrobotics.com/Classroom. Students can follow along with 
the builder’s guides to create three hero models and three expansion 
bots. They can also access additional resources by watching the videos in 
the RoboBench series at www.tetrixrobotics.com/RoboBenchVideos. 

The expansion set was created to do exactly what its name implies: 
“expand the PRIME user experience in all ways,” says Lankford, and 
“the guides and models were created to provide inspiration and help 
without stifling creative juices.” 

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

Set extends possibilities
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Pitsco’s elementary STEM products, activities, and curriculum encourage students to think, create, analyze, evaluate, and apply new 
knowledge. Students become responsible for their learning. Each student’s unique learning style is accommodated through experience in  
a variety of individual and team roles, kinesthetic activity, visual and audio aids, and reading practice

Elementary sample continuum

ACTIVITIES
Whether using products in a classroom environment, 
after school, in a summer camp, or at home, guidelines, 
inspiration, and activity resources for the use of Pitsco 
products are readily available in a variety of places – on 
the Pitsco website, in user guides, in teacher guides, in 
blogs, in articles, and more.

An individual activity from the Exploring Transportation 
Elementary STEM Unit, for example, can stand alone if 
necessary and be used to teach or support a specific 
standard about pathways or angles.

PRODUCTS
The same products that have been featured in 
Pitsco Education’s Big Book for decades have been 
implemented by elementary teachers all over the globe. 
In 2014 Pitsco released the first Elementary STEM catalog 
containing a range of products specific to Grades K-5. 
This colorful catalog depicts the engagement and fun in 
hands-on learning and provides educators with a variety 
of products to choose from.

Straw RocketsThese fun rockets are easy to make and launch but are loaded with educational 

potential! With just a few simple materials and a launcher, students can begin to 

understand forces, energy, aerodynamics, and projectile motion.

Please read and follow all teacher tips and 
safety information provided with this product.

 STRAW ROCKETS – GETTING STARTED PACKAGE

A Pitsco Exclusive
Building and flying these simple rockets made from straws, clay, 

and card stock is the low-stress way to introduce students to rocketry. 

And they can start to understand the concept of variables and testing 

in the process.
This Getting Started package includes materials for 30 students 

to build four rockets each. Plus, the Straw Rocket Launcher and the 

Straw Rocket video are included.• PR35784 Straw Rocket 30-Pack• PR20426 Straw Rocket Launcher• PR59993 Straw Rocket Video
PR35783 Straw Rockets – Getting Started Package—$199I

Requires scissors, ruler, and transparent tape, not included.

View a short video about this product online.
Go to www.pitsco.com/Straw_Rocket_Launcherand click Watch Video.

 STRAW ROCKET ELEMENTARY STEM 
ACTIVITY GUIDE A Pitsco Exclusive

Straw rockets are a great activity for 
elementary students to complete. This elementary 
guide is written for Grades 3-5. With these fun 
activities, students grasp a variety of subjects 
including Newton’s laws, gravity, mass, and more.

The Straw Rocket Elementary STEM Activity 
Guide contains teacher and student instructions 
for math, science, and engineering activities; 
assessment questions; resource pages; and student 
pages. This guide contains two guided inquiry 
lessons and a culminating engineering challenge 
for students to apply concepts learned through 
inquiry lessons. Paperback.PR41525—$4.95

“It’s one thing to learn about rockets and see pictures in a book, but if 

you’re actually going to make them and change things to see if your 

design will work better, it’s amazing and fun and you’re playing. And 
while you’re playing, you’re learning.”Teacher JP Mathot, Irvine, CA

Use promo code STRAWAG to get the activity guide FREE with 

the purchase of the Straw Rockets – Getting Started Package.

3 

Order Online: www.pitsco.com

Order Toll-Free: 800-835-0686    Email Order: orders@pitsco.com     Online Support: Pitsco.com/help

Examples ofbuilt kit
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SOLUTIONS
At Pitsco Education we believe that the ultimate solution  
is engaged students excited about learning. We understand 
that our customers have different needs and initiatives. 
Whether you are looking for a core science program, a 
supplemental STEM program, a fun way to incorporate  
core content into elementary physical education classes,  
or professional learning opportunities through our 
customized STEM Professional Development programs, 
Pitsco Education is your STEM solution provider.

CURRICULUM
Elementary STEM Units offer a collection of teacher-directed, 
whole-class activities that span three to 18 weeks in length. 
Pitsco also offers hands-on, project-based curriculum that 
was developed to address rigorous educational standards 
while providing an exciting, motivating experience for 
learners in Grades 3-6. The curriculum introduces students 
to a variety of career connections with each new unit of 
instruction. Not only does the curriculum incorporate all of 
the necessary components of a strong elementary program 
– including reading, core science, and math integration 
– students also learn the valuable life skills of teamwork, 
collaboration, and problem solving.

BUG WORLD

SERIES
III

CM

28641

V5

A Hands-on
Science
Solution

BUG WORLD
MISSION

60150
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JACKSONVILLE, FL – Opportunity. Every student deserves it, and 
every teacher should be prepared and equipped to deliver it. That 
appears to have been the underlying philosophy when Duval County 
(FL) Public Schools selected nine of its low-performing middle schools 
to receive Pitsco Education science/STEM labs.

If the labs can make a difference in schools where test scores have 
been the poorest in the district, then perhaps the primary missing 
ingredient all along has been opportunity – the chance for all students 
to learn career-focused, hands-on content under the guidance of 
heavily vetted instructors who are not only highly qualified but also 
deeply passionate about their profession.

EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT
Taking a cue from his superintendent, Dr. Nikolai Vitti, Duval 

County Executive Director of Natural and Social Sciences Dwight Jones 
methodically planned how the Pitsco labs would be implemented and 
student performance tracked and evaluated during the first few years of 
the program.

Jones was not aware, however, how closely his detailed plan would 
parallel some of the major points in the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA). The act, signed into law by President Obama in December 2015 
after receiving strong bipartisan support in Congress, emphasizes 

key initiatives including several addressed with Duval County’s 

implementation of the Pitsco labs. Among the aims common to ESSA 

(source: White House news release) and Duval County:

1. Raising up low-performing schools and helping subgroups of 

students who struggle most.

2. Training excellent STEM teachers.

3. Adopting higher academic standards and more rigorous programs 

that put US schools on par with international competitors.

4. Putting children on track to graduate from high school ready for 

college and/or careers.

5. Establishing new resources to test promising practices and 

replicate proven strategies that create opportunity and better 

outcomes for America’s students.

Jackie Simmons, the principal at Highlands Middle School, one of 

the nine to receive a Pitsco lab, is reassured by the parallels with ESSA. 

“It really makes me feel good to see such a level of alignment on a 

national stage, looking beyond what the district is already trying to 

provide, particularly for our low socioeconomic students who typically 

don’t get an opportunity to experience instruction at this level with a 

focus on science and engineering and technology.”

Ensuring students succeed – 
in science and STEM

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com • Photos by Jodie Sutton, Graphic Artist • jsutton@pitsco.com
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Jacksonville, FL

1.  RAISE UP LOW-PERFORMING  
SCHOOLS/STUDENTS
Administrators anticipate the supplemental Pitsco science labs 

will help improve student performance on state testing, particularly 
because of their hands-on, engaging design. The labs are open only to 
sixth graders this year, and that same cohort of students will be allowed 
to take the course again – with different topics – as they advance 
through seventh and eighth grades. 

“We placed it in nine of our lower-performing middle schools 
in the district to expose kids to more hands-on opportunities to 
draw connections, tying what Pitsco had to offer to our current state 
standards,” Jones explained. “By the time they take the state assessment 
as eighth graders, they will have been exposed to more than they had 
ever been exposed to in a science class.”

Terrell Campbell, a Jacksonville native who entered the teaching 
field through Teach for America, is the Pitsco lab facilitator and science 
coach at Matthew Gilbert Middle School. He sees the lab as a tool for 
growth in multiple areas of students’ lives. “I believe the emphasis is to 
build up that confidence in them and also build their acumen for doing 
academic work and showing them that the small successes you have 
within these Modules will also build upon what you’re doing in your 
regular science class, your math class, even your ELA class.”

Going a step further, he says students will learn to think and act 
independently because of the student-centered curriculum. “Especially 
for our population of students we have at Gilbert and other high-
poverty and traditionally low-academic schools, a lot of the students 
want to cling and be held and guided. But what we need to do is model 
for them an appropriate way for them to be able to handle the work 
and do it on their own.”

Students’ confidence will grow as they explore the inner workings 
of careers in fields such as electricity, video production, and robotics, 
Campbell says, leading them to think about their future careers 
and giving them the belief that “I can build something. I can create 
something. I have the requisite skills to create my own company if I 
want to. I have the requisite skills to be a great employee. I have the 
requisite skills to do anything I need to.”

2. EXCELLENT TEACHERS
A hint of pride was detectable when Jones 

explained how important it was to hire the right 

teachers to head the Pitsco implementation. 

He wasn’t about to put just anyone in charge 

of these unique classes as he, principals, and 

other administrators sorted through numerous 

applicants for each school.

“I screened every last one of them,” Jones 

said. “One, we were looking for highly effective 

teachers based on the previous three years of 

teaching. Two, we were looking for teacher 

leaders who have served in the capacity of 

some type of instructional coach where they 

had already been supporting teachers to help 

improve teacher effectiveness. We were also 

looking for teachers who had been a part 

of curriculum writing and item writing for 

curriculum and assessment.” 

For example, Simmons knew Angie Heidinger was the correct 

selection for Highlands because of her well-roundedness academically 

and her passion for helping students. “She’s a science person at heart, 

but she also has that ability to translate that over to math, to translate 

over to technology,” Simmons said. “She knows her kids, and she’s 

gotten to the point as an instructor that she recognizes their strengths 

and weaknesses and builds on them.”

Like Heidinger and most of the other Pitsco facilitators, Campbell 

pulls double duty and serves as the science coach at his school, 

working with other science teachers to ensure best practices are being 

implemented and standards are being met.

3. CHALLENGING CONTENT
Simmons is in his second go-round with Pitsco Modules. He was 

principal 10 years ago at another middle school in the district that had two 

Pitsco labs, and he recalled that science scores were boosted following 

implementation of those labs. He expects nothing less this time around.

Duval County Public Schools 
Superintendent Dr. Nikolai 
Vitti, left, watches along with 
students as Facilitator Wanda 
Austin tests a structure in 
her Pitsco lab at Twin Lakes 
Middle School in Jacksonville, 
FL. (Courtesy of Duval County 
Public Schools)

Angie Heidinger, 
Facilitator

Jackie Simmons, 
Principal 
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Jacksonville, FL

“One measure is how those kids are performing academically in 
their science and math classes, ensuring that they’re going into those 
classes and are performing well. That’s what we want,” Simmons said. 
“That gives us another argument to move to scale or to add other 
sections or to do some different things to try to capture more students.”

Jones jumps at the chance to visit a lab and observe students fully 
engaged in his own personal science experiment. On this particular day, 
they work collaboratively, problem-solve, and discuss with their partners 
how to most efficiently build a rocket. “You walk into one of these Pitsco 
labs in our schools and you see the opportunity for kids, especially at the 
ages they are now, ªnd they get an opportunity to look at sustainable 
energies, aerospace, rocketry, aeronautics, and all the Modules.”

Simmons is optimistic that the challenging curriculum and the 
twenty-first-century skills students are developing will be one small step 
toward helping the US gain on other countries that have surpassed it in 
several subjects. “I think that we really have to focus our energies on our 
science and our technology and our engineering to keep pace with those 
countries that are really progressive relative to those areas,” he said. “So 
it’s a long time coming and I think this is the beginning of something that 
we can take to scale at multiple schools in the district.”

4. COLLEGE AND CAREER READINESS
Matthew Gilbert Middle School Principal Jamelle Goodwin was 

ecstatic last summer when enrollment was under way because the lab 
fit perfectly with the school’s magnet theme: careers.

Every workstation in the lab has a career exploration unit, and the 
tasks students perform each day are modeled after those in real-world 
jobs. “I want it to become not a program but a way of life or a culture 
within our building,” Goodwin said. “I definitely want more companies 
and corporations to become involved to where they can mentor our 
students and our students can see the bigger picture even more. That’s 
my personal vision for this program.”

Between her vision and Campbell’s 

leadership in the classroom, Matthew Gilbert 

students are destined to have a leg up on their 

peers as they enter high school with extensive 

knowledge about numerous careers.

“I always ask the kids, especially if they get 

in trouble,” Goodwin said, “‘What do you want 

to do when you grow up? What’s your plan? 

How are you going to get there?’ This gets them 

thinking because a lot of the decisions they 

make today are going to impact them later on.”

5. PROMISING PRACTICES
With academic rigor and relevance 

established and pathways to college and careers 

embedded into the labs, it’s no surprise that 

principals want to see more sections of the Pitsco 

program added. If that isn’t possible, they want 

other teachers to model the Pitsco approach.

Highlands already has gone beyond the minimum of two sections 

(44 students) and doubled the Pitsco offerings (88 students). So the 

resourceful Simmons is doing the next best thing. “As principal, part of 

what I do is make sure that in their science and math classes that we 

really begin to bring this to scale. All students should start to see some 

similar strategies and experiments in their other classes.”

Likewise, Campbell hopes the growing momentum continues at his 

school. “These programs are growing, and I am sure more students will go 

through these programs as we expand. . . . I’ve had a couple of teachers come 

through, and say, ‘I wish we could roll something like this through ELA.’”

That sounds like another opportunity. 

Terrell Campbell, 
Facilitator

Jamelle Goodwin, 
Principal 

Discovery, exploration, cooperation, creativity, and engagement are on display every day in the Pitsco Education science labs recently implemented in 
nine Duval County, FL, middle schools.
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Jacksonville, FL

Once a science teacher, always a science teacher

Dwight Jones • Executive Director of Natural and 
Social Sciences, Duval County (FL) Public Schools

Administrators' Corner

INTRODUCTION: In his third year heading up K-12 science in Duval County 

(FL) Public Schools, Dwight Jones is overseeing a unique implementation of 

Pitsco Education Science Module labs in nine of the low-performing middle 

schools in the 20th-largest school district in the US. This experiment begins 

with at least two full-year sections of the Module lab for sixth graders this year 

and will be followed with similar courses during the seventh and eighth grade 

years for the designated cohort of students. If results indicate the supplemental 

lab helped this broad cross-section of students improve their performance in 

science, the program could be expanded to other middle schools in the district

NETWORK: How important is it to have support from your 
superintendent, Dr. Nikolai Vitti?
JONES: I think for any school district, especially one the size of Duval, 
you have to have a leader at the top with a vision. Being aligned with 
the strategic plan of the district and the superintendent’s vision, it 
makes it all worthwhile. So, I think from the superintendent’s level 
to my boss’s level – assistant superintendent – and then being the 
executive director of science, STEM, and social studies, there has to be 
buy-in at every level. I also believe in developing great teachers and 
leaders, which is a part of our vision and our strategic plan.

NETWORK: How were students selected to participate in this 
new supplemental science program?
JONES: We looked for kids who really wanted to be in these courses, 
whether it was low-level readers or our fluent readers. We wanted kids 
that had an interest, wanted to be in there, and knew why they were 
in there, to bring everything that they could imagine to life. . . . We had 
a parent night where middle schools could show off the programs at 
their schools. Parents would sign their kids up, and these kids were 
randomly selected to be a part of the Pitsco classes. We had many 
students sign up and it is obvious STEM instruction is in high demand in 
Duval County.

NETWORK: Explain how some of the schools ended up adding 
sections of the course to meet demand.
JONES: Some schools were able to add an additional 48 students. 
Some schools and their region superintendents found ways to expand it 
because the demand from so many students was there. They just did not 
want to turn away kids. If you have kids in some of these urban schools 
wanting to get into a class like this, you definitely don’t want to say, “No, 
you can’t do it because we don’t have space.” They went against district 
expectations, but in a good way, to affect kids in a positive manner.

NETWORK: How are you tracking results to determine the 
program’s effectiveness?
JONES: We will have our first tracking results at the end of this year 
because our kids take the baseline assessment and then they’re going 
to take a posttest at the end of the school year. For sixth grade and 
science, they only have testing the district provides. We don’t track 
them at a state level until eighth grade, but schools are probably doing 
progress monitoring on how those students are performing even in 
their regular science classes. . . . We’re interested in seeing what effect 
the exposure to this type of curriculum will have on a child.

NETWORK: How did you select specific Modules for each school 
based on that school’s theme?
JONES: We looked at what Pitsco offered, and your team at Pitsco did a 
great job of correlating what you offer and did the best they could with 
creating a crosswalk with our state standards. Once we got that, we 
reevaluated, and our middle school science team and I sat down and 
looked at what additional labs could we add to supplement the Pitsco 
lab that would transform it from a semester course and stretch it out 
and make it full year. 

ONLY ONLINE: Visit www.pitsco.com/Network  
to read more of the interview with Dwight Jones.
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Education and business meet in the middle under STEM2 Hub’s guidance

JACKSONVILLE, FL – Healthy competition is good. Certainly that’s 
long been the aim of scholastic sports at all levels. So why not replicate 
the model on the academic side where the future workforce is being 
developed and the economic future of our country is at stake?

That’s the line of thinking – and the action – taking place in 
northeast Florida where the STEM2 Hub (S2H) is working to accelerate 
the region’s STEM business base and workforce.

“Our nation is a leader in terms of preparing our kids to become the 
best in sports at a professional level,” says S2H Start-up Executive Director 
Wanyonyi Kendrick. “The stats show that if you go in a similar direction 
for STEM, you end up ensuring a few things: firstly, that students establish 
an interest and a passion for STEM, what we like to consider a safe place 
to fail and grow in STEM-related disciplines; secondly, more students 
graduate from high school with the right level of understanding in math 
and science related to STEM; and thirdly, more students successfully 
complete post-K-12 relevant STEM degrees and certifications.”

That winning combination isn’t just for those who come out on top 
in academic competitions, but for all participants. A win-win situation 
is exactly what Kendrick and the S2H board are trying to develop for 
businesses and educators in a seven-county region. According to a 
Brookings Institute report, “The Hidden STEM Economy,” Jacksonville 
ranks 80th out of 100 US metropolitan areas in STEM. S2H is a business-
driven nonprofit whose mission is to improve that ranking.

“Our singular focus is STEMM with two Ms: science, technology, 
engineering, mathematics, and medicine,” Kendrick says. “Our goal is 
to increase the number of STEMM workers in our region by about one 
percent, which will move us up that economic curve from being in the 
last quartile to the first quartile.”

S2H is the brainchild of businessman and philanthropist Gary 
Chartrand, a native of northeast Florida. “Jobs in the STEMM fields are 
growing three times faster than all other jobs, and they pay better,” he 
says. “It is also clear that regions with a high percentage of STEMM jobs 
perform better on almost every indicator. I want our community to 
grow and prosper by participating in the new STEMM economy.”

Chartrand is now in his second term as the chairman of the Florida 
Board of Education, where one of his major initiatives has been to 
establish a K-12 computer science curriculum that will be available 
across the state starting this fall.

There’s no reason Jacksonville, Tampa, and 
Miami have to remain on the outside looking in, according to Chartrand, 
who envisions efforts such as S2H transforming relationships between 
business and education. “The best example of education and business 
working together is Silicon Valley. An outstanding research university in 
Stanford is at the epicenter of the technological revolution. Other cities 
like Austin, Texas, have prospered in the STEM economy too.”

Northeast Florida has all the makings for the next STEM revolution – 
major national and international businesses, multiple institutions of higher 
education such as the University of North Florida, and a group of school 
districts ready to work together to help shape the future STEM workforce.

ACADEMIC COMPETITION
Attempting to generate more student interest in STEM, S2H has 

chosen to target the after-school time slot through the formation of 
STEM clubs, replete with coaches who are paid a stipend like their 
athletics-coaching peers receive. 

“We believe that teachers do a great job coaching sports clubs because 
they get a stipend and their supplies are paid for, and so our goal is to ensure 
those two essential missing elements are in place for after-school STEMM 
clubs as well,” Kendrick said. “Our goal is to have at least one STEMM club in 
every school in our region. There are 450 schools, and our goal is to ensure 
that they are sustainable by initially providing matching funds.”

In the first year, about 120 STEM clubs have been established, and their 
focus is on FIRST® Robotics (FLL® and FTC®), MATHCOUNTS, code.org, or 
Science Olympiad. The clubs provide a venue where students may safely fail 
in their academic experimentation, not worrying about their grades being 
affected if they aren’t successful on a first try. Plus, the competitions are 
more about collaborating and learning than winning at all costs.

FIRST Robotics is a prime example of a single activity that embodies 
all aspects of STEMM and flourishes in the after-school club setting. 
“It crosses over in four of the five disciplines – science, technology, 
engineering, math – and I think that’s probably what makes it the 
perfect after-school program,” Kendrick said. “We already have some 
successful programs in our region that we can leverage.”

EDUCATION BUY-IN
Bringing the seven school districts and multiple colleges and 

universities to the table, along with representatives from leading area 

Wanyonyi Kendrick, 
Executive Director, 
STEM2 Hub 

‘The sweet spot’
STEM2 Hub of northeast Florida
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businesses and industries, is a chore unto itself, but the eagerness of all 
participants has been a pleasant surprise, according to Kendrick.

For example, Duval County is the largest school district among the 
seven involved, and three of its leaders have taken active roles in S2H, 
following the lead of their superintendent, Dr. Nikolai Vitti. “Kelly Coker-
Daniel, Dwight Jones, and Shakeatha Butler – they are so passionate for 
making a difference in our region, for making a difference to the kids, and 
they’re willing to put in whatever time, effort, and energy are needed to 
ensure that kids are getting a great STEM education,” Kendrick said.

Butler said the S2H initiative came along at just the right time, 
shortly after Duval had begun working on its own STEM push, which 
was somewhat limited in its reach and scope. “To have an outside 
entity work it, that’s really what we wanted. We didn’t want it to be 
the science department’s voice or the math department’s voice. We 
really needed it more community oriented because we wanted them to 
advise us. We didn’t want to assume that we know everything.”

BUSINESS BUY-IN
Likewise, it’s important for business and industry to recognize their 

vital role in helping to improve STEM education and to recognize that 
school budgets and resources are inherently limited.

“Business sometimes discounts the role of education and the 

complexity of moving things forward, and we really, rather than 

discounting education, should partner with them and provide 

complementary skill sets that we can support, moving our regional 

students forward,” Kendrick said. “I think as we evolve our trusting 

relationships, we both realize that we actually can teach each other a 

lot. And I think that’s where you end up with the sweet spot in terms of 

relationships, when you realize that both sides have something to give, 

both sides have something to take, and both sides have opportunities 

to really learn from the other.”

In addition to the after-school STEM clubs, S2H is helping to 

establish more early college high schools, which are school-within-a-

school setups that enable a small number of students to concentrate on 

specific STEM areas such as engineering and IT. VISTAKON, Florida Blue, 

and Deutsche Bank are among the businesses lending full support and 

resources in the form of internships and mentoring to early college high 

school students.

“We have a five-year goal,” Kendrick says. “Our board is committed 

to five years. At the end of that five years, if STEM2 Hub is no longer 

needed, then that to us is what success looks like.” 

Serious about elementary science
Duval County conducting Pitsco science 
experiment in six elementary schools

No more. The days of “if you can’t get to science today, don’t worry about 

it” are quickly fading in elementary schools. Once viewed as merely nice to 

have at the elementary level, science is growing in importance, thanks in part 

to the STEM momentum generated through the Next Generation Science 

Standards, Common Core, and the new Every Student Succeeds Act.

Administrators such as Shakeatha Butler, the elementary science director 

for Duval County, Florida, have taken note of these root changes and begun 

implementing formal science and STEM programs for K-5 students.

“You don’t have to wait until they get to the intermediate grades to start 

teaching science because they’re very capable, science is very engaging, and 

it’s high interest for the little ones. It’s fun, and they can do it!” Butler says. 

“From K to fifth grade, we have the master schedule requirements where 

teachers are teaching an hour of science most days each week.”

As a step toward that requirement, Missions and other science 

solutions from Pitsco will be implemented next semester at six of the 

district’s 105 elementary schools on a trial basis. If all goes well, the 

program could be expanded to additional schools.

The participating schools were selected because they feed into 

middle schools that use Pitsco science Modules, creating a continuum 

of consistent hands-on science and STEM instruction, and specific 

Mission topics were chosen to align with each 
school’s theme. 

“We want our students to be able to compete 
globally, so the earlier we can get them interested in 
science, the better,” Butler said. “Getting them hooked 
isn’t the issue. It’s making sure that we nurture that 
and give them the proper tools and resources to keep 
feeding the natural instinct they’re born with.”

Even though Florida opted not to adopt the Common Core State 
Standards and instead created the Florida Standards Assessments, Butler 
recognized years ago that the Common Core heavily focused on STEM, so “it 
made sense to me that we needed to shift to STEM.”

Four of the six schools are adding Missions for Grades 3-5, one is 
going with a K-2 Pitsco science solution, and the other is getting both 
programs, K-2 and 3-5.

“When I looked at the lessons for most of the Missions, they connect 
really nicely into our curriculum, into the Florida standards. So, what I want 
to do once we’re ready to roll out in the K-5 grades is to help the teachers 
create a pacing that mirrors the pacing the district has so it wouldn’t feel 
like an overload,” said Butler, a former high school biology teacher.

She added that the change in attitude about the importance of 
science at the elementary level will fuel student interest in the subject. 
“I think students only start to dislike science when we as adults don’t 
encourage them to like it.” 

Shakeatha Butler, 
Elementary Science 
Director
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Content might be old hat to you, 
but it’s new to your students

After decades of teaching, one might feel as if they’ve 
seen it all and fall into a dreary routine, robotically teaching 
the same thing over and over. But that malaise has never 
struck Wanda Austin, a 35-year teaching veteran who sees 
every day as a new opportunity – for her students!

“Because the students are different each year, the curriculum is new and exciting 
to them. I try to see it from their point of view,” Austin explained. “It would be easy to 
get a little jaded when you see the same thing over and over again. I keep in mind that 
it’s exciting and new for them, so somehow I’m able to tap into that excitement and 
it’s new for me again too.”

During the past 18 years, Austin has facilitated a Pitsco Modules lab at Twin Lakes 
Middle School in Jacksonville, FL. She switched over from industrial arts at a time when 
traditional shop classes were falling out of favor and was excited that the Pitsco lab 
introduced her students to more topics and careers over the course of a single year. 

Still, she needed to keep things interesting for herself in order to inspire her 
students. “I asked myself, ‘What can I do that adds to the class, that’s a little bit 
different than it was before?’”

Keep things fresh!

Wanda Austin, Facilitator

Among the Modules in Wanda Austin’s lab are Energy, 
Power & Mechanics (top), Research & Design (middle), 
and BioEngineering (bottom).
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Teacher Joel Kaplan reflects on  
STEM and the rewards of teaching 

Nearly half a century is long enough to witness a great deal of 
change in any profession. Teacher Joel Kaplan has seen, and even 
helped along, the shift in his trade from industrial arts to technology to, 
most recently, STEM. But when you’re listening to him talk about these 
transitions, what really stands out is not the field’s changes but rather 
his perspective on its timeless aspects.

Kaplan’s junior high industrial arts teacher inspired him to become 
a teacher. “He showed me different things I could do with my hands, 
with my mind – experiences I’d never had anywhere else,” said Kaplan. 
Though the times and the schools have changed, it’s still that essential 
experience of the hands on that compels him and that he has strived to 
pass on to younger generations.

A RICH CAREER
Since 1968, Kaplan has been a classroom teacher for a total of about 

40 years, first in New York and currently at Brookside Middle School in 
Sarasota, Florida, with a break in between during which he served his 
field in a different way – working for Pitsco for about seven years. He 
traveled around the country leading workshops, showing teachers how 
to get the most out of Pitsco products. 

In time he ended up back in a classroom of his own. But in one way 
or another throughout his career, Kaplan has kept a close relationship 
with Pitsco. He cites the quality of the products and top-notch 
customer service as the great draws. 

Now in his fourth year facilitating the Modules lab in Sarasota, Kaplan 
stays busy. “I’ve been making a lot of changes to the lab,” he said. “I’ve 
upgraded to several new Modules. I’m in the process of upgrading and 
adding a couple additional new Modules to keep the lab current and 

relevant to what is happening in the world of STEM. Recently, we’ve just 

moved to the cloud (with Synergy ITC).” 

Kaplan also plans to add an original curriculum relating to TSA 

competitions. He is active in TSA, sponsoring teams that have had 

regional, state, and national success.

STEM OF THE AGES
Though keeping current with STEM is a priority, Kaplan doesn’t see 

the philosophy of STEM as new. The names in the field might change, 

he says, but the core is the same. 

“Everything I’ve done, whether it was called STEM or not, even back 

when it was called industrial arts, everything was science, technology, 

engineering, and math. Everything that you do in a Modules lab, in the 

hands-on lab, it all counts together as STEM. There is nothing we do that 

isn’t related to science, related to engineering. Math is always involved.”

STEM is famed for its ability to reach across the curriculum. And it was 

doing this long before it was called STEM. When Kaplan taught in Long Island, 

he led a large rocketry program, taking 250-300 students at a time to outings 

in the park to launch rockets. But he also invited along a math teacher to 

consult on altitude calculation, a science teacher to explain Newton’s laws, and 

a language arts teacher to discuss writing about the event for the school paper.

“We’ve been doing it forever. They just put a label on it. And it all 

fits in well with the Modules lab. Everything we do here is STEM related, 

whether we are doing bridge building, working with robots, electronics, 

alternative energy, or flight. They are all related to STEM.” 

What stays the same

By Cody White, Communications Assistant • cwhite@pitsco.com

As most lifelong teachers will tell you, it’s the feeling of making a 
difference in the lives of students that makes it all worth it. Kaplan has 
seen his students go to excellent schools and make careers in fields from 
aeronautical engineering to mechanical engineering to construction. 

“When you have a student from 10 or 12 years back come and tell 
you what they are doing now, it is amazing. . . . When you see students 
you’ve had and you know that things you’ve done with them have led 
to a career, it makes the job worthwhile.”

And then there are those smaller everyday affirmations of the 
teaching life. Things such as coming in to work an hour early every day 

and finding students already waiting at his door, eager to work on their 
projects. Or hearing from a father who is amazed at the change in his 
daughter, now unafraid to delve into the toolbox and get her hands 
dirty around the house. 

Though it hasn’t always been the case, Kaplan says that at last he 
has an administration that fully believes in his program and its benefit 
to students. “They stand behind the program 200 percent. The fact that 
I have students who want to learn and an administration that allows me 
to run my program the way I believe makes it as enjoyable as possible 
to come to work.” 

What it’s all about – the students

Watching students explore and discover STEM concepts has been a joy 
for Joel Kaplan, above, for more than 40 years in the classroom.
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STEM PD and Pitsco/NI miniSystems, 
Action Packs open a world of possibilities

STEM might be a natural fit for advanced math and science classes, 

but that doesn’t mean integrating it into the curriculum is always 

intuitive. Having the right tools only gets you halfway there. The other 

part is know-how – and a little bit of inspiration never hurt, of course. 

Recently, five schools in Texas received a helping hand on this front.  

As part of a teacher-development grant, the schools purchased 

activities from Pitsco Education and National Instruments, and along with 

that came two days of professional development to get the ball rolling. 

Some schools opted for traditional STEM professional development for 

classic products such as dragsters and the Pitsco T-Bot® II. Two schools, 

however, Mercedes High School and San Diego High School, went with 

newer options, Pitsco miniSystems and Action Packs, which are similar to 

the original miniSystems but with math and science at a more advanced 

level and featuring National Instruments curriculum. 

While both are simple to use, the miniSystems and Action Packs 

by design have a technical depth that is opened up with a bit of expert 

guidance. Both use the National Instruments myDAQ, a data-acquisition 

device, to perform data collection during controlled experiments. Professional 

development for the products was led by Pitsco Education Program Designer 

Aubrey Vance and National Instruments Applications Engineer Travis Escoffery.

The beautiful thing about these data-collection activities is their 

versatility. While the math and science aspects of the Action Packs are 

proper for high school, the data-collection and manipulation concepts are 

accessible for younger students, and the miniSystems make for perfect 

middle school activities. Vance, a former elementary teacher, noted that 

the data charts are so straightforward that even third graders could grasp 

them. At the same time, the myDAQ is an industry-level device used in 

electrical engineering that some students might use again in college. 

On the first day of training, teachers were led through measurements 

and potential activities. Newer teachers felt a little intimidated at first by the 

technical aspects, but after they started in with the activities – building and 

shake-testing towers – they quickly began to see applications and potential 

learning experiences for their students. Seasoned teachers right away 

saw possibilities for linkages across subjects – such as the San Diego High 

School physics teacher who made a comment to the school’s Algebra II 

teacher that the math in the activities could bolster physics understanding.

A second day of professional development is scheduled later in the 

spring for some of the schools, but those that have experienced it already 

received training in LabVIEW™, a graphical software capable of interpreting 

the information from the myDAQ and displaying it in charts. LabVIEW has 

an intuitive drag-and-drop programming aspect as well. Teachers learned 

basic coding their students can use to tailor their experiments.

Is your school planning to venture into new STEM territory with the 

purchase of a Pitsco product? Consider adding professional development 

to the mix to improve teacher confidence right out of the gate and 

supercharge the experience for students. 

Data-collection 
activities

By Cody White, Communications Assistant • cwhite@pitsco.com

Data-collection activities are popular among STEM teachers because 
their educational value lies in real-world scenarios, suitability for graphing and 
analysis, and an open-ended nature. The miniSystems (middle school to high 
school level) and Action Packs (high school) are perfect entry points.

•  myQuake miniSystem – Test student-made structures for earthquake 
resistance; the product is ideal for teaching about resonant frequencies.

•  myTemp miniSystem – Students can explore concepts such as heat 
transfer, conduction, convection, and temperature process control.

•  Discover Heat Transfer Action Pack – Students learn about 

thermal conduction and insulation as they measure heat moving 
through various materials.

•  Explore Power & Energy Action Pack – Have students design 
a solution to a custom energy challenge to learn about power 
consumption and the electric grid.

•  Understand Structures & Earthquakes Action Pack – What is 
the difference between a live load and a dead load? What are the 
design principles that make a structure earthquake resistant? Your 
students will find out. 

Learn about data-collection tools

Teachers build a structure as part of a recent Pitsco STEM professional 
development workshop in Texas.
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Complementary curriculum
Supplement Missions content with other hands-on STEM solutions

Pitsco has a variety of offerings to complement a Missions 

lab. These can be used to expand students’ experience in 

STEM. Students can learn STEM concepts from kindergarten 

throughout elementary school. There is a variety of options for STEM 

explorations to engage students in activities and projects that help 

them develop 21st-century skills, critical thinking, and problem solving.

ELEMENTARY STEM UNITS: GRADES K-2
These units are whole-class activities that provide a variety of 

hands-on, engaging STEM and problem-solving activities focused on 

a particular theme. The Elementary STEM Units include cross-curricular 

activities and experiments that teach concepts in math, science, 

technology, and language arts. The Structures theme introduces 

students to various elements and uses of structures. The Air theme 

introduces students to the importance of air and how it is used by 

living and nonliving things.

Structures theme 
• Exploring Structures for Animals 

• Exploring Transportation 

• Exploring Packages 

• Exploring Structures in Literature

Air theme 
• Exploring Air 

• Exploring Flight 

• Exploring Heated Air

PHONICS: ANIMALS  
IN MOTION: GRADES K-2

Phonics: Animals in Motion is an engaging way to 

teach students phonics and letter blends while providing 

applications to math, language arts, social studies, and 

science. Phonics: Animals in Motion is available in two different 

packages. The Gym Phonics Package is designed for physical 

education teachers to incorporate phonics and core subjects 

into the gym. The Class Phonics Package is similar to Gym 

Phonics but provides lessons and resources to incorporate 

animal phonics into each core area. 

STEM IN THE GYM™: GRADES K-5
STEM in the Gym™ engages students with the physical 

operation and action of simple machines. The lesson plans 

provide strategies and activities for introducing elementary students to 

simple machines concepts kinesthetically. Students experience simple 

machines through motion, making essential STEM connections in a 

manner and environment different from the traditional classroom. The 

lesson plans cover simple machines such as the wedge, lever, wheel 

and axle, inclined plane, screw, pulleys, and gears. 

EVERYDAY STEM: GRADES K-5
Everyday STEM is a series of professional development units 

that demonstrate methodologies based on classroom experience. 

Everyday STEM integrates STEM into all aspects of classroom learning. 

This program teaches teachers how to leverage what they already do 

every day to apply STEM concepts. The series provides the tools and 

content for a teacher to learn how to implement STEM in an integrative 

approach. Each professional development unit is designed as a 

90-minute workshop. Topics include:

• Highlighting the T&E in STEM

• Using the Design Process

• Structures Found in Everyday Lessons

• Tools: Making Connections with Everyday Lessons 

• Materials: Making Connections with Everyday Lessons

There are many opportunities for teachers to enhance their 

students’ STEM experiences and make connections to core subjects. 

Curriculum and professional development provide additional avenues 

that inspire, challenge, and empower students and teachers. 

By Tammy Pankey, Elementary Curriculum Specialist • tpankey@pitsco.com
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Not Bud, Amy, or Ulysses

Funding Opportunities

We are focusing on other, financially fulfilling grants

Bud is a Hall of Fame football coach, Amy is an American singer-

songwriter, and Ulysses served as US general and commander 

of the Union armies. They are all Grants but not the grant focus 

of this article. We at Pitsco have for many years researched and 

provided information to, if necessary, encourage customers to seek 

assistance from the variety of grants floating through the education 

stratosphere. You may access this information on the Pitsco site 

(www. pitsco.com/GrantOps).

Education is one of the principal funding objectives of 

government, private, and corporate granting agencies. We live in 

times when, thanks to the complications of modern life and the basic 

generosity of the human spirit, the number of worthy educational 

causes seeking assistance grows daily. This is particularly true in these 

days of great emphasis toward technological competency. Teachers 

are embracing classroom technology possibly because of the coming 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), with its state block grants 

for technology and other educational needs. For teachers, the ESSA 

helps them help students succeed because they can obtain the STEM 

curricula being made available.

Today, several types of government grants are available. In order 

to find out about federal grant opportunities, visit www.grants.

gov/web/grants/search-grants.html. This source houses a variety 

of grants that are supplemental to the funding handed down to 

all states to be doled out, such as Title I or School Improvement 

Grants. Federal offerings also include formula grants for adult and 

secondary education and English as a second language. 

Pass-through grants, as opposed to the larger direct grants 

that teachers can receive directly from the federal government, are 

federal monies that pass through states to their schools. Additional 

information regarding these grants may be accessed by visiting a 

state’s official website.

On the opposite end of the grant spectrum is DonorsChoose.org 

for a variety of projects that are more single-classroom centric. Rena 

Mincks, who teaches at Jefferson Elementary School in Pullman, WA, 

reports that she has purchased 

with grant funding a variety of 

“STEM products from Pitsco 

such as Toolbox Racers, the 

KaZoon Kite Kit, straw rocket 

kits and launchers, the Making 

Your Own Ruler Pack, and 

Engineering Is Elementary 

Kits, just to name a few.” She 

recommends DonorsChoose.

org as a great starting point 

(www.donorschoose.org). 

The grant wheel turned 

when teacher John Greif in 

North Bend, OR, found himself in need of a letter from a community 

member to support an update to his lab and the purchase of 

consumable materials. His assistance arrived in the form of support 

from a former student. The student’s explanation of how the Pitsco 

lab affected his decision to pursue an engineering degree in college 

was persuasive enough to help Greif and his fellow lab facilitator, 

Casey McCord, win a $5,000 grant, which they applied toward a 

Synergy ITC update to their Modules lab.

OTHER GRANT OPPORTUNITIES
Among other grant opportunities to be approached are:

• Corporate foundations funded by businesses.

•  Independent foundations, nonprofits that often one 

philanthropist, family, or business backs.

•  Community foundations with wider donor pools that 

support communities or regions.

We are eager to help in your search and will lend assistance in the 

preparation of your letter of request; however, the local emphasis is 

usually more heartfelt. It is not football, music, or warfare, but a strong 

desire to excel must be present if a grant is to be acquired.

DOS AND DON’TS
Attend conferences and know specifically the needs you are 

trying to articulate. How will your project cause you to stand out 

among your peers? Be able to define your realistic outcomes and 

the measures you will use to gauge results.  

Pat Forbes
Education Liaison | patforbes@pitsco.com

24         The Pitsco Network



March
 S M T W T F S 

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

April
 S M T W T F S 

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

May
 S M T W T F S 

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

March
1  Target Local Store Grants

The grants support programs that foster 
a love of reading and encourage young 
children, preschool through third grade,  
to read together with their families.
corporate.target.com/
corporate-responsibility/grants

1  Pentair Foundation
Pentair funds educational programs that 
target disadvantaged youth and career 
transition and readiness.
www.pentair.com/en/about-us/
corporate-social-responsibility

6  RGK Foundation
The foundation’s primary interests focus on 
formal K-12 education.
www.rgkfoundation.org/public/grants

15 Lemelson Foundation
Lemelson seeks to inspire and enable the 
next generation of inventors and invention-
based enterprises.
www.lemelson.org

17 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

30  Northrop Grumman Foundation Tech Funding
Their priority is to provide assistance to 
national-level STEM programs spanning  
precollege through collegiate levels.
www.northropgrumman.com/Corporate 
Responsibility/CorporateCitizenship/
Philanthropy/Pages/default.aspx

31 Ezra Jack Keats Foundation
Keats seeks creative, innovative, and 
fun collaborative projects with parents, 
educators, or other groups.
www.ezra-jack-keats.org/section/
ezra-jack-keats-mini-grant-program-for-
public-libraries-public-schools

31 Build-A-Bear Foundation 
Provides support in summer reading, early 
childhood education, and literacy programs 
for children with special needs.
www.buildabear.com/shopping/contents/
content.jsp?catId=400002&id=700013 

April
15 Gloria Barron Prize for Young Heroes

This group annually honors 25 young leaders ages 
eight to 18 who have positively affected people, 
their communities, and the environment.
barronprize.org/about-us 

30 Northrop Grumman Foundation
The foundation provides funding to national-
level STEM programming.
www.northropgrumman.com/Corporate 
Responsibility/CorporateCitizenship/
Philanthropy/Pages/Contribution 
Guidelines.aspx

May
1  American Honda Foundation

American Honda makes grants that support STEM.
www.charterschoolcenter.org/grant/
american-honda-foundation-grants- 
education 

2  Build-A-Bear Foundation
The foundation is committed to improving 
communities and affecting lives through a 
grant program that helps children’s health 
and wellness, literacy, and education.
www.buildabear.com/shopping/workshop/
Charitable%20Donations/3100023/10500018

31 Dollar General Literacy Foundation
This program provides funding to schools, 
public libraries, and nonprofit organizations 
to help students who are below grade level 
or experiencing difficulty reading.
www.grantsoffice.com/GrantDetails.
aspx?gid=26496

Grant Application Deadlines

TODAY

7
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By Joel Howard, Senior Key Account Representative • jhoward@pitsco.com

We hope that by this point in the school year things are running 

smoothly in your lab, but if you are like me, you still need some 

help from time to time. For instance, if I have an issue with my 

iPhone, I have to consult my 11-year-old. 

If you find yourself in need of some assistance with the lab, 

remember that you have at your disposal an experienced customer 

service team and numerous ways to reach us. If you have dealt with 

Pitsco Customer Service in the past, you have likely noticed that the 

names, faces, and voices seldom change. We have many long-tenured 

team members who can adeptly handle any situation that arises. Plus, 

we are able to develop a relationship with you, which gives us the 

insight to better understand your unique situation. 

So, what are the best ways to contact Pitsco Customer Service?

 Telephone – I am old school, so this is my personal favorite 

method of communication. I just feel like it’s easier to 

develop a relationship and to solve a problem when you 

can actually speak with someone. We can be reached at 

800-774-4552 from 7 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. CST, Monday through 

Friday. Old habits are hard to break, but some of you are 

used to calling 800-828-5787. This number will eventually get 

you to our team, but it is actually the direct number for the 

sales team. So, if you want to connect directly to a customer 

service rep, call 800-774-4552.

 Email – Even with my old-school ways, I understand 

that email is often a more convenient method of 

communication. It’s not always possible to interrupt your 

teaching day to make a phone call, and it can be more 

convenient to take a minute to send an email. For the most 

part, this is a great way to communicate, but more complex 

problems are more easily solved via conversation. Each of 
us has a unique email address, but if you have a general 
issue and don’t care who resolves it, send your emails to 
support@pitsco.com. We all share this email address to 
ensure that someone responds in a timely manner. 

 Website – If you find yourself cruising one of the Pitsco 
websites, you can click the Contact Us link and send a 
question to the help desk. Depending on the nature of your 
question, it will be forwarded to the appropriate person to 
handle your situation most efficiently. 

 Chat – If you have some basic inquiries, such as checking on 
an order or pricing information, then chat is a great service to 
use. If you go onto any of the Pitsco websites, you will find a 
chat option. Assuming there’s an agent available at the time, 
you will be directly connected to one of our team members. 
Much like email, complex problems are often difficult to 
solve via chat, but it can be a good place to start. 

 GoToAssist – This might be the best utility we have ever 
added to our services. If you’ve been with us for some time, 
you have likely used this service. It enables us to remotely 
access your computer, giving us the ability to troubleshoot 
and solve problems much more efficiently. It does require you 
to give us access to your computer through a website, but it’s 
very simple and quick. This one tool has completely changed 
our ability to support customers for the last several years.

So, as you can see, there are many ways to contact customer service. 
Please don’t ever hesitate to reach out to us. This is why we exist. No 
matter what the issue, we will do our best to help. We look forward to 
hearing from you! 

Phone, email, 
web, chat, GoToAssist 
– we are here
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By Patty Cooke, Communications Assistant • pcooke@pitsco.com

Jackson (SC) Middle School takes a page from Pitsco’s playbook to create STEM school

JACKSON, SC – When Jason Holt came to Jackson (SC) Middle 
School as a new principal three years ago, the Pitsco STEM lab for seventh 
and eighth graders was already a fixture in the school. And while he was 
impressed with the lab and the hands-on learning the Modules provided, 
he did not know then just how prominently the Pitsco way of learning 
would factor into the school’s new STEM initiative. 

The whole thing started with just one simple question: “What does 
a child who leaves us on their last day of eighth grade look like?” That’s 
the question Holt posed to his teachers three years ago. He wanted to 
know what skills their students took with them, what the high school 
could expect of incoming freshmen from JMS. The answer to that 
question began a journey that has inspired an entire community.

During the process of determining what their students should look 
like, Holt says they “started small . . . with a pilot and one grade level. 
And it turned out better than we could’ve expected.”

The pilot was simple, involving sixth graders as the test subjects 
and seventh and eighth graders as the control group. The school took 
attitude surveys of the students at the beginning and end of the year 
and they discovered that, once exposed to STEM, students couldn’t get 
enough of it. “The sixth-grade students who were involved in the pilot 
overwhelmingly wanted to have more engaging activities,” said Holt. 
“They wanted to be challenged more.”

COMMUNICATION, COLLABORATION,  
AND CAREERS

That pilot year (2014-15), sixth graders were immersed in that 
level’s particular STEM focus: communication. To integrate this, 
however, the teachers had to model it for the students. And while 
it was an adjustment, the benefits more than paid off. “Once they 
became comfortable sharing with each other,” said Holt, “they became 
comfortable with ensuring the kids were sharing with each other.”

But these teachers were sharing more than just ideas and concerns. The 
result of collaborating on the best way to teach their students was a cross-
curricular integration of STEM that pervades every grade, every classroom, 
and every lesson. English teachers previously uncomfortable with science 

began using energy lessons in their informational text. Math teachers not 

used to technology were incorporating digital literacy into their word 

problems. During a recent history lesson on indigo farms, the teacher used 

a geometry activity to further expand the learning. “And he got that from 

the math teacher,” explained Holt. “We no longer work on islands. . . . You 

can’t hide from the content; it’s going to be everywhere.” 

MODELING MODULES
The model at JMS is the Pitsco Modules in the seventh- and eighth-

grade STEM lab. From collaboration to cross-curricular activities and 

career connections, the Modules were seen as a good example of how 

students learn. “It’d be safe to say that we took Pitsco’s model of learning, 

where students were engaged and in the driver’s seat, and kind of 

modeled that in what we were doing in the other classes,” said Holt.

The Modules also play an integral part in the overall curriculum 

itself. Used by both seventh- and eighth-grade students as well as 

in the after-school program, the lab gets quite a workout. Even sixth 

graders get a taste when, at the end of the year, they go through the 

Orientation Module to prepare them for seventh grade.

COMMUNITY SUPPORT
One of the most exciting parts of the new STEM program at Jackson 

Middle School is how it has filtered down into the entire community. 

Parents, other community members, and even students are invited to 

be on the STEM Advisory Council. These members observe classes and 

“walk around and basically tell us what we need to do better,” said Holt.

Likewise, the new Buddy Engineers Program has stirred up an equal 

amount of excitement. Local experts from various engineering careers 

visit the classrooms and engage the students in the engineering process. 

“When the kids have a project that they’re working on,” explained Holt, “the 

engineers come in . . . for half a day or so and go around to the projects and 

say, ‘Hey, have you thought about this? Have you tried to do this?’” 

From a pilot to a positive influence within the school and beyond, 

it’s safe to say that Jackson Middle School’s new STEM program is on its 

way to epic success. 

From Modules 
to modeling 

STEM
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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 line: 800-828-5787

• Web: www.pitsco.com/curriculum 

• Professional Development: workshops.pitsco.com

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

Visit us on:

UPCOMING EVENTS

TODAY

7
Pitsco’s family of companies will be represented at education 
shows and conferences across the country in the coming months. 
If you attend any of these events, stop by the Pitsco booth. Our 
representatives look forward to meeting you!

March
1-3 Global Educational Supplies and Solutions, Dubai
3-4  West Georgia RESA STEM Conference, 

Peachtree City, Georgia
3-5 ITEEA, Washington, D.C.
10-13  American Montessori Society Conference, 

Chicago, Illinois
29-31  National Catholic Educational Association, 

San Diego, California
31-April 3   National Science Teachers Association, 

Nashville, Tennessee

April
2-4  Association for Supervision and Curriculum 

Development, Atlanta, Georgia

13-15  NCASA Conference on Educational 
Leadership, Wilmington, North Carolina

13-16  National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, 
San Francisco, California

14-16  North Carolina TSA, Greensboro, North Carolina

27-30 US FIRST Robotics, St. Louis, Missouri

May
11-13 FASFEPA Spring Conference, Orlando, Florida
26-28  FPEA Homeschool Convention, Orlando, Florida

Keep things fresh! (continued from page 20) 

TSA CHAPTER
The first step came about 10 years ago with the creation of a Technology Student 

Association (TSA) chapter to extend her students’ interest in various Module topics to 
competitions at the local, state, and – if they were talented enough – national levels.

“I’m only financed to take about 10 students to competition,” Austin said, adding that 
all her lab students are invited to be part of the TSA club that meets after school to work on 
projects in categories such as environmental engineering, structural engineering, dragster 
design, medical technology, web design, and solar sprint.

Whenever possible, Austin schedules her students to take Pitsco STEM Modules that 
correspond to their TSA topic of choice. “If a student is going to participate in structural 
engineering, I make sure they do the Engineering Towers Module because they’re getting a lot of 
information that ties into that.” Likewise, if they participate in the TSA flight competition, she sets 
them up in the Flight Technology Module. “There’s a connection, and it helps them,” she said.

EXIT INTERVIEWS
Always looking for ways to spice things up, this school term Austin tapped into another 

vein when her brother talked about his exit interview with his employer when he decided to 
change jobs. Her first thought was to conduct exit interviews with students after each rotation. 

Austin created a form that student partners fill out together at the conclusion of a Module. 
It asks about their expectations going into the Module, what they learned, what they found 
challenging, and so forth. Then, students take turns going in front of the class and sharing their 
responses. This serves both as a sneak peek for students who will take the Module in the future 
and as a chance for Austin to learn more from the students’ perspective.

“I did not know after all these years that in Rocketry & Space students had an issue cutting 
out the parachute – until the exit interview,” Austin said. “They all said the same thing from 
class period to class period. I was like, ‘No one has ever said that in all these years.’”

Students also share what they most enjoy about the Modules, generating excitement 
among classmates who are scheduled to experience the topics in the near future. And that’s 
what it’s all about to Austin and Twin Lakes Principal Tamara Tuschhoff.

Tuschhoff says she would add a second Pitsco lab if she could because there’s enough 
student demand for the elective. “If I could put every student in my school through this class, I 
would. . . . If you don’t get out and explore other careers, you don’t know what you don’t know.”

In the meantime, rest assured that Austin is keeping things fresh, brainstorming ideas for 
the next school term. 

Duval County Public Schools 
Superintendent Dr. Nikolai 
Vitti, center, and Facilitator 
Wanda Austin, right, observe 
a student launching his CO

2 

dragster during a trial run at 
Twin Lakes Middle School. 
(Courtesy of Duval County 
Public Schools) 
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See related story 
on page 22.

APPLYING STEM
Applications Through Data Analysis

Any class. Any subject. Incorporate miniSystems and build up to multidisciplinary 
programs in which the students connect the subjects to find the right solution.

Visit www.pitsco.com/miniSystems to learn more.
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CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

Pitsco is the STEM company!
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View back issues of The Pitsco Network at www.pitsco.com/network.

Get your Big Book
catalog today!

The Big Book is the most comprehensive resource for your hands-on  
classroom needs. In this edition, we’ve focused on products that lend  
themselves to science, technology, engineering, and math integration.

Request your catalog by contacting us at 800-835-0686  
or visit us online at www.pitsco.com.


