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Do our STEM programs actually provide better information for Post-Secondary education 

than traditional math and science classes? If not, how could their curriculum be adjusted 

to have the effect we are looking for in our increasingly technologically-inclined 

generation? 

 
      STEM in our Schools: Popsicle Sticks to Profession 

Odds are good that if you have found yourself in a school in the past decade, you’ve 

encountered the smart devices and laptops slowly being ruined by the booger-endowed hands of 

eager-minded grade schoolers. No one likes a sticky iPad, but these tools do in fact effectively 

facilitate educator’s growing integration of curriculum and technology, an ever important step in 

our ‘digital age’ which burdens students and teachers alike with the requirements of the 

growingly science and math based, world-wide job market. In response to this, both charter and 

public schools have evolved past this simple use of touchscreen devices and involved programs 

under the catch-all acronym ‘STEM’ (Science Technology Engineering and Mathematics.) Such 

programs often track interested students from grade school to high school, where presumably 

they should eventually acquire fairly specific and valuable skills for a career in some sort of 

technological field. But with along with the advent of this ‘advancement’ in teaching, as with all 

localized education efforts, not all STEMs are made the same. The major pitfall of such 

programs stems from a lack of practical curriculum, failing to mingle with other “core” science 

and math classes, which is particularly important for students in high school who ought to apply 

 



such principles to better understand their future fields of work. STEM has a tendency to create 

for itself a misnomer, commonly being defined by its use of LEGO robots, popsicle stick 

bridges, and other activities which belong to elementary and middle school science labs. And it 

is with this failure to take the next step, to actively pursue coursework based on technological 

degree requirements, on knowledge which employers look for in such students, and on 

synthesizing hands-on activities with science and math fundamentals, which STEM programs 

struggle most. In order to give inspired and creative middle school students an edge towards 

becoming valuable and employable professionals, high school teachers must bridge the gap, not 

just with popsicle sticks, but with an application of core math and science principles and a 

foundation in specific post-secondary study.  

Perry High School has been placing more and more of a focus on STEM programs for 

several years, currently toting two separate robotics clubs, robotics and AP computer science 

coding classes, several 3D printers, and even a STEM class. And alongside these programs, the 

school serves as host for several Advanced Placement science and math courses, as well as a 

flourishing College Credit Plus program which allows students to take post-secondary science 

and  math courses through Differential Equations. But even as these opportunities remain 

plentiful, it seems as though its STEM program has become more of an accomplishment for the 

administration than one which centers on student’s critical thinking and success. In fact, in a 

recent polling of just a sample of Perry STEM students, more than forty percent of them said that 

they have not acquired knowledge from their STEM class that relates to post-secondary study. 

As Bonnie Kovacic put it, “They don’t bring it into the rest of the curriculum.” Kovacic, holding 

a Masters in Computer Science and a tenure at Perry in the decades, teaches Algebra I, 

 



Geometry, Robotics I and II, AP Computer Science, and is also  the coach for the Perry VEX 

Robotics team. Her previous statement illustrates one of the pitfalls she sees in STEM programs 

popping up both around the country and right down her hall. “Just because it’s a hands-on 

opportunity doesn’t make it STEM.” Surely she doesn’t say this out of contempt for manual 

labor, having ‘hands-on’ materials such as VEX robotics metal scraps and Dremel parts litter her 

room from wall to wall. But what she does mean is that in order to make STEM activities and 

classes truly valuable, a good program must draw in specific science and math objectives to give 

a student the light bulb like ‘Hey, now that makes sense!’ Without this connection, a STEM 

student may engage in a popsicle stick bridge activity without ever considering weight ratios, 

building material properties, the effects of tension and gravity forces, or even mechanical 

advantage (and what a shame that would be!) These specific physics (as well as other classes) 

objectives heavily apply in such curricula and should be utilized to solidify concepts and to 

demonstrate to students how colleges might push their understanding and what jobs in a 

technological field might be like. A further conversation with Mrs. Kovacic reveals her own 

secret to running effective, STEM-based clubs and classes; she stays in touch with her past 

students. As a computer science teacher who has been removed from a university setting for 

many years, she uses her collegiate past students to get a glimpse at what coding languages and 

concepts colleges are weighing more, in current times. This is how STEM programs should 

work: to manifest post-secondary basics, hands-on problem solving, and relationships with other 

high school science and math coursework; to develop knowledge, analytical skills, and 

experience in the life-bound students of tomorrow. But even with such distinguishing features, 

 



naysayers of STEM claim that its focus results in narrow-minded, and insubstantially trained 

student; a claim which itself features that characteristic.  

In this era of tumultuous education reform, it is becoming increasingly relevant to find 

the best way to produce well-rounded and well-skilled students, and for some, STEM programs 

are an overreaction to the growing demand for tech jobs, which isolates students. In his article, 

“Why America’s Obsession with STEM is Dangerous,” Fareed Zakaria states how such specific 

programs unnecessarily give American students tunnel vision in their studies, and that liberal arts 

and humanities must be involved to succeed. The author cites a Steve Jobs quote, saying, 

“technology alone is not enough — that it’s technology married with liberal arts, married with 

the humanities, that yields us the result that makes our hearts sing.” But this citation fails to 

argue against STEM. In fact, when a STEM program is run correctly, the creative process 

involved, the analytical skills related, and the social communication skills utilized supplies the 

same benefits of many other humanities, whilst providing a direction for its students. In addition 

to this, it ought to be recalled that problem-solving skills transcend classes and topics, and 

provide a student important abilities no matter what setting they are in. This fact was captured 

and expanded on by Stephen Deangelis in his Wired article, citing himself, “‘Educating students 

in STEM subjects (if taught correctly) prepares students for life, regardless of the profession they 

choose to follow. Those subjects teach students how to think critically and how to solve 

problems — skills that can be used throughout life to help them get through tough times and take 

advantage of opportunities whenever they appear.’(Deangelis)” But notice how even this 

proponent of STEM recognizes the need for it to be taught correctly. 

 



As you can see, science, technology, engineering, and math are becoming ever important 

in today’s work society - and so is problem solving and critical thinking. At Perry, these things 

greatly impact the successful student body, but its STEM classes should be more substantiated 

with a fuller curriculum, and one which includes skills from the university and professional level. 

STEM as a program, if properly applied in a student’s mind, will help with skills throughout 

their life. Such programs are incomparably important in the development of the United State’s 

digitally native generation and the innovation and success of its economy for years to come.  
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