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t the Remake Learning network Ten Year Anniversary Breakfast in September, I expected to see pancakes, but I 
didn’t expect a 3D printer to make them. Chad Elish, president of HackPgh, was happy to show off his creative 
breakfast talent by using a computer and a roving batter dispenser to replicate the Remake Learning logo on 
a hot griddle. Fortunately, Mr. Elish wasn’t responsible for feeding the throng of several hundred people who 
gathered at Children’s Museum of Pittsburgh to toast the Network’s decade of success, but his whimsical pan-
cakes were a perfect demonstration of the power of innovative learning. Pancake 
production takes on a new dimension of creativity and fun when you program a 
computer to do it.

Technology has dramatically changed the dynamic of how kids live and 
learn. Computers, smartphones and apps are now ubiquitous. Massive amounts A

of information are available at a kid’s fingertips, whether that kid is three, thirteen or twenty-three. 
Technology has altered the way children communicate, share, read and enjoy entertainment. Educators 
have increasingly understood that in this rapidly changing society, new ways of thinking and learning are 
required to prepare kids for the future in a 21st century global workforce.

We don’t live in a plain ol’ pancake world anymore
Ten years ago, Gregg Behr wondered why he kept hearing educators express frustration that they 

gathered at Children’s Museum of Pittsburgh to toast the Network’s decade of success, but his whimsical pan

Thrives in Pittsburgh

Remake Learning 
3D Pancake

felt increasingly disconnected from their students. As executive director of The Grable Foundation, 
whose mission is to improve the lives of children in and out of the classroom, he and his colleagues 
decided to address the issue. An informal group of educators, researchers and community leaders 
gathered over breakfast to talk about it. Not coincidentally, they ate pancakes.

As Gregg Behr wrote in a post for the Getting Smart blog, “Our discussions grew to include 
gamers, artists, makers and more — anyone who worked for kids or could help shed light on the rift 
between learners and educators.”

The idea that grew from these early discussions was that it was time to rethink the traditional education model, which had 
essentially remained intact since the Industrial Revolution. Kids no longer go to school to learn the basics of the 3 R’s, Reading, 
Writing and ‘Rithmetic,’ with the expectation that after high school, they will find lifetime employment in a factory. Was there a 
better way to communicate with children and help them learn in this new culture of accelerating technology?

This question was the catalyst that brought together a diverse network of people and organizations 
to try to solve this problem. In 2007, Remake Learning was born. What these early thinkers realized was 
that changing education to meet the future wasn’t just about students and teachers. It 
was about the whole community of organizations, entrepreneurs, artists and inven-
tors, sharing ideas and building partnerships with schools and each other.

Roseanne Javorsky, Assistant Executive Director at the Allegheny Inter-
mediate Unit (AIU), realized that one significant obstacle was that limited 
budgets and resources always forced schools to worry about providing 
basic needs for students.

“They didn’t have funds to implement new innovations,” she said.
Early on, The Sprout Fund, a local nonprofit grantmaking organiza-

tion, jumped in to help round up support from leading foundations, like 
The Grable Foundation, The Chevron Foundation, the Claude Worthing-
ton Benedum Foundation and others.
“The foundations were taking a chance,” Ms. Javorsky admits.

In the last ten years, the Remake Learning network has grown to 
include more than 500 organizations. It has trained more than 5,300 educa-Remake Learning 

Banner tors in new and innovative teaching methods, established more than 170 
makerspaces for hands-on learning, and attracted more than $70 million in 
philanthropic support for local learning innovation.

By Ann K. Howley

Education 
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Pittsburgh leads 
 the nation

“Pittsburgh is one of the leaders in 
the country, if not the world in STEAM 
education,” Ani Martinez, Community 
Manager at Remake Learning, says. 
“We are way further along than other 
metropolitan areas.”

Roseanne Javorsky agrees. “People 
from other areas come here to look at 
the Pittsburgh model. They want to 
replicate the work in this area.”

The Remake Learning network has 
been recognized by Forbes, Stanford 
Social Innovation Review, and the World 
Economic Forum, and in 2016, the 
White House recognized Gregg Behr 
as a Champion of Change for Making 
for his work in the Pittsburgh region to 
advance education and technology and 
promote learning in and out of class-
room settings.

STEAM power
One of the most important initia-

tives that Remake Learning embraced 
early was STEM education, which focus-
es on Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics to guide students to 
be the innovators, leaders and learn-
ers of the future. More recently, STEM 
became STEAM, to acknowledge the continued on page 10

importance of the Arts in education.
I asked Ani Martinez how STEAM is 

integrated into schools on a classroom 
level.

“It’s wholly dependent on the 
culture and resources of each school,” 
she said. “Some schools might reassign 
a math or science teacher, for example, 
to work in a STEAM coordinator role. 
Some schools might build a makerspace 
or have a STEAM room. The Avonworth 
School District built a completely new 
building that incorporates cross-content 
learning.”

In other words, there is no standard-
ization on how STEAM is implemented, 

but I was eager to see and experience 
it for myself.

Are you smarter than a 
second grader?

“Sorry, we have to fix something,” 
the young man said with an authorita-
tive air. He was standing behind a table, 
studying a computer screen. His name 
tag said “Michael.” 

“We have to test one thing…” said 
his smiling, bespectacled companion, 
Pranav, as I waited.
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steam continued from page page 9

Maker Faire -  
Isha

Maker Faire -  
Pranav and Michael

Maker Faire -  
Gianna

Giannas’  
Play Doh snakes

After a few seconds, Michael expert-
ly pressed a few keys on the keyboard. 
“OK, we’re working,” he grinned.

It sounds like I could be standing 
in line at Best Buy, waiting for a Geek 
Squad Agent to help me, but actually 
I was visiting the South Fayette School 
District’s booth on Remake Learn-
ing Education Friday at Maker Faire 
Pittsburgh 2017. Michael and Pranav 
weren’t bearded, beanie-wearing, mil-

lennial types. They were seven-years-
old.

“This is Spin Art,” Michael ex-
plained, demonstrating how he used 
the computer to program a Lego toy to 
spin. He and other South Fayette stu-
dents were busy showing me and other 
visitors how to put a piece of paper 
on the Lego toy and use colored pens 
to make art designs while the paper 
twirled around.

Melissa Unger is the South Fayette 
School District’s dedicated STEAM 
teacher, whose classroom is a Learning 
Lab where kindergarten, first and sec-
ond grade students make, build and do 
science and technology experiments.

“One of the greatest things about 
STEAM is you can see how excited the 
kids are. It’s not just today, it’s every 
day,” she said. “Sometimes it blows me 
away to think that they’re only seven. 
It’s exciting to imagine what they going 
to be in their lives.”

 “I want to make and program ro-
bots when I grow up,” six-year-old Isha 
told me as she hands me a professional-
looking card with the name and logo 
of the South Fayette Township School 
District.

 I’m impressed. “Wow, you have 
your own business card?”

“Yes,” she said, as if it’s something 
no six-year-old should be without.

Another student, Gianna, is eager to 
teach me how to light a small bulb us-
ing Play Doh. “Make two shapes,” she 
instructed me.

I make two “snakes” and Gianna 
presses a few leads and wires into 
them. Sure enough, the bulb lights.

“Now, how do you turn the lights 
on and off without taking anything out 
of the Play Doh?” she asked, regarding 
me with a serious expression.

Uh oh, I’m stumped. Not for long, 
though, because as soon as she 
squishes my two snakes together, the 
light goes off.

“Why did that happen?” I asked.
“It wasn’t a full circuit.”
Before I move on to another booth, I 

have one more question.
“Michael, can I have your business 

card?”
“Sorry, already ran out,” he said.
I smile. I’m not surprised.
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Burgettstown SD - Joey 

with Blazer Eraser
Sto Rox - Sean with  

blueprint and bridgesSTEAM Showcase

The STEAM Showcase is one of the largest celebrations of STEAM education in the region. Every fall, the AIU invites the 
most recent STEAM grant recipients to show off their projects at this annual showcase. In 2017, the AIU awarded $20,000 
STEAM grants to 26 different schools located across nine southwestern Pennsylvania counties. On a cloudy fall morning, I wan-
dered through Nova Place to see these projects and meet some of the winning students and teachers.

The Blazer Eraser – Eighteen-year-
old Joey Demario is a friendly young 
man with stubble on his chin and a 
smile on his face. The senior from the 
Burgettstown Area School District was 
eager to show me his invention: the 
Blazer Eraser.

“I was sitting in my World Cultures 
class and I noticed the teacher had 
to keep spraying the whiteboard,” he 
explained.

I knew what he was talking about. 
Dry erasers don’t erase very well and 
I easily pictured the “shadow” that 
remains on the whiteboard after it has 
been erased. As his teacher recognized, 
the only way to clean the whiteboard 
was to “erase” it again with some sort 
of liquid cleaner. I don’t know if this 
additional effort annoyed his teacher, 
but it certainly sparked a moment of 
inspiration for Joey.

He invented a plastic box that con-
tained Wet Wipes. With his invention in 
hand, his teacher could wipe the white-
board with the exposed Wet Wipe and 
completely remove the marker without 
using the dry eraser first. For added 
convenience, Joey installed magnets 
on the back of the box so it could be 
“stored” on the whiteboard and always 
be within easy reach.

“That’s awesome!” I said.
I wasn’t the only one who thought 

so. Joey won “Best Overall Inventor” 
at Inventionland’s 1st Annual Regional 
Invention Contest in April 2017. 

Although I forgot to ask Joey what 
his World Cultures teacher thought 
about his invention, I’d be willing to bet 
there’s a Blazer Eraser on her white-
board.

What is your emergency? Press 1 for volcano – The first thing I noticed 
on the Sto Rox School District display table were cardboard bridges.

“We made these in our engineering class,” senior Sean O’Kelly said, showing me 
the string, cardboard, glue and fishing line, which represented the approved bridge-
making materials for the project.

Engineering teacher, Anthony Martini, briefly described the important engineer-
ing principles the kids learned from this project, like “strength of materials,” which 
were the only three consecutive words I understood. However, right before he got 
called away, Mr. Martini proudly told me that when the class tested all the bridges, 
Sean’s held the most weight.

“Really?” I was about to ask Sean how he did it, when I saw THE VOLCANO.
Actually, it was a big piece of paper with a hand-drawn blueprint of a town and in 

the middle was a circle around the word VOLCANO. It was impossible to miss.
“What is this?” I asked, intrigued.
Sean and his classmate, Emilie, explained that they had to design a city built 

around a volcano. Part of their assignment was to plan the city from the perspective 
of different people, like an architect, a city planner and a PR person. They also built 
a scale model of the city, volcano and all.

I wanted to get one thing straight. “So this isn’t supposed to be a dormant vol-
cano?” I asked.

Nope. Active. Which meant that one of the important things they had to plan 
was an escape route, plus they had to do role-playing exercises where the students 
pretended to be firefighters or concerned parents facing an erupting volcano emer-
gency.

This was the most brilliant, fun assignment I had ever heard of. It almost made 
me wish I had studied engineering in school.

“Where is the model?” I asked.
“Uh, we don’t have it anymore.”
Apparently, vinegar and baking soda volcanos really do destroy whole cities.
Sean admitted that his prize-winning cardboard bridge suffered a similar fate 

when one of his classmates got carried away and stepped on it to see if it would 
hold his weight. It didn’t, but Sean didn’t seem too perturbed. At least his bridge 
wasn’t destroyed by a bubbling river of vinegar lava.

Coolest. Class. Ever.
I don’t know if I’m smart enough to invent a handy cleaning product or plan a 

mass evacuation. I don’t even know if I’m smarter than a second grader. But the next 
time I make pancakes for breakfast, I’m going to think about Remake Learning and 
all my new STEAM-powered friends.  n

Author, teacher and popular speaker, Ann K. Howley, is a regular contributor to Pitts-
burgh Parent. Contact her at akhowley@gmail.com.




