
Shaping Engineers
STEM in Texarkana (Texas) ISD focuses on engineering and communication skills
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Texarkana ISD

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

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

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

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

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

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

By Tom Farmer, Editor • tfarmer@pitsco.com 

Photos by Melissa Karsten, Online Marketing Coordinator • mkarsten@pitsco.com

   Strong interest in 

STEM is not a bad problem 

to have, according to 

Texarkana educators from the 

superintendent to elementary 

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

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

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

Getting the STEM ball rolling
Jameson works tirelessly to ensure 

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

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

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

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

Engineering Design  
& Presentation

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

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

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

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

   Now STEM is 

getting to that point where 

students say, 'That's what I 

want to do.'   

~ Texas High School Principal Brad Bailey

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

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

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

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

Modules lay the groundwork
Helping prepare students for the high 

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

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

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

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

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

On top of their game
What helps Texarkana students reach 

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

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

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

Texarkana ISD Director of STEM 
Education Ronda Jameson

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

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

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

cultivation of natural curiosity with educational programs that 

deliver engaging content and boost confidence. At Texarkana 

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

display, and the positive results are undeniable.

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

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

Pitsco STEM labs that tackle technical terms and processes via 

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

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

have in math- and science-intensive courses. 

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

Design and Presentation course delivered in a similar manner 

through hands-on, team-focused engineering Suites from 

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

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

engineering, architecture, and design courses that prepare them 

for success in college.

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

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

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

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

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

them to reach that comfort level.”

A few young ladies have reached a comfort level in 

engineering/STEM that many of their male peers could only 

hope to achieve. Vernicia, a sophomore member of The 

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

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

eye-opener than she expected.

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

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

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

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

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

As for her desire to pursue an engineering degree – 

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

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

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

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

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

your heart and do it.”

Junior Gabriella is following her heart and using Suites lab 

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

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

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

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

anything that’s asked.”

Eighth grader Brooke is following fast in the footsteps of 

her high school counterparts, hoping that her experiences as a 

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

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

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

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

that into one.”

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

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

Administrators' Corner

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

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

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

TPN: The Pitsco Network
PN: Paul Norton

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

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

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

TPN: How many students experience the Suites  
Engineering course?

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

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

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

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

TPN: Are more females getting involved in STEM courses?
PN: I want to say that at Texas High School, 55 percent of 
the STEM kids are female. It ’s amazing how we’ve gone from 
starting off with probably 35-40 percent female to now they’re 
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the majority. That’s a neat trend to see because it means we’re 
getting the young ladies who can be successful in these fields 
as well as math and science. From there, they can get a solid 
education and have a great future.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

information: Stacy.Bius@txkisd.net. 

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

Creating a QR code for a 
Module summary poster

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

engineering degree at the University of Illinois): 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

T-BOTS team leaders include, from left, Jonathan, Logan, Caleb, Clay, and Krista.
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Toothpick bridges – ‘in-your-face for real’
Editor’s Note: Seventh-grade science teacher 
Donna Hunt of Texarkana, Texas, won a Balsa 
Wood MegaPack valued at $60 for her photo 
submission of her students and their toothpick 
bridge creations to the Pitsco Facebook page. 
Similar challenges and contests will be coming 
soon at www.facebook.com/pitscoeducation. 

I have been teaching for 29 years, and 
I’ve come to believe that the real-world 
problems for which students construct 
a solution, create an environment where 
learning content is relevant, and authentic 
learning takes place. 

To quote one of my students, “This 
project made engineering for earthquakes and 

disasters so in-your-face for real, Mrs. Hunt, I 
loved it!” I use the toothpick bridge engineering 
project as part of the catastrophic events unit. 
Some of the questions that guide the unit are:

• Are building codes for architects the 
same in Texas as California?

• Why are building codes even necessary?

• Is giving a company with the lowest bid 
on a job always the right thing to do? 

The students form a company, sign 
contracts, and are challenged to build a 
bridge within the budget. It must be at least 
a 14-inch span, completed within six class 

periods, and capable of supporting three full 
soda cans. I take six different grades on this 
project, and the students vote on several 
categories for winners. Anytime students 
can ask their own questions, form their own 
hypotheses, work with materials, and test 
their own ideas, the concepts that I as a 
teacher am trying to teach, connect with 
their world, and retention actually happens.

Our seventh-grade STEM program has 
an engineering component each six weeks, 
and the students really enjoy participating – 
sometimes competing for prizes with their 
engineering projects. 

Winning Suggestion: By Donna Hunt • Teacher • STEM Academy at Texas Middle School • Texarkana, Texas

Donna Hunt's students 
show off their prized 
toothpick bridge.
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Pitsco Education’s comprehensive professional development includes classroom 
resources, STEM content, and instructional methods designed exclusively to 

provide the most positive and productive learning experience possible.

professional development for Grades K-10
Providing meaningful STEM

T

M

STEM Professional Development

E

S

What does our professional  
development look like?

• Seminars can span either a half or full day.

• Teachers are grouped by grade ranges and/or subjects taught.

• Seminar sessions are specific to grade ranges.

• Seminar sessions are 60-90 minutes in length.

• Seminar sessions are interactive and include hands-on activities.

• Simultaneous tracks are available to increase capacity.

As a teacher, what do  

I take away from the seminar?
• A better understanding of STEM

• A personalized definition of STEM

• Methods for making relevant STEM connections  

to classroom activities

• Group discussion with other teachers

• Practical applications that transfer directly to the classroom

• Product that is ready to use with students

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


