SteamForward Ann K. Howley
The Mars Space
Pioneers 4-H Fixers

“4

-H is not just about livestock.”
This is the first thing that Penny Ward, who is in
charge of PennState Extension’s 4-H activities, tells me
when I recently met her at a Mars Space Pioneers 4-H
Club meeting in a former church building in Mars, PA.
“There are 35 clubs and they do all kinds of STEM,” she insists.
I understand when I meet the kids, who are busy working on the
inventions they are planning to bring to the 2020 Pennsylvania State
Farm Show in Harrisburg in January 2020.
Their main project is a machine that they had originally designed
and built a few months earlier for the Engineering Design Challenge,
Back row: Leader Mary Snow, Logan Wolfe,
a competition that encourages 4-H’ers to think critically, be creative
Daisy Snow, Daton DePew, Bailee Magill
and solve a specific problem. The original assignment was to build
Front Row: Kolbie Magill, AJ Snow, Alex Park,
a machine with 6’ X 6’ X 6’ dimensions that uses at least ten steps to
Bailey Jackson, Rose Snow
raise the 4-H flag at the end. The kids built a gigantic Rube Goldberg
contraption with tubes, wires, levers, buttons and ball-activated
mechanics that remind me of a giant Mousetrap board game.
After winning 2nd place in the Engineering Design Challenge, the club was invited to
bring their machine to compete at the farm show, which is an unusual honor, according to
effervescent club leader, Mary Elizabeth Snow.
“Usually only the first place winner gets to go, but our machine was so different, they
invited us, too,” she says proudly.
Calling down to the kids working in the basement, Mary and the other club leader,
Christy, round up the group to practice their presentation for the first time in front of a
small audience, which includes me and a few other observers.
The kids, ranging in age from 9 to 16, line up next to their machine on a small stage
in what used to be the church sanctuary. The club’s 14-year-old, pony-tailed president,
Bailee, introduces each of the presenters.
“Our goal is to teach people how to connect science and agriculture together,” she
says.
Daisy, the club’s vice president, starts the presentation with a short biography of Rube
Goldberg’s colorful life and accomplishments, which surprises me. Although I knew about
the famous, whimsical gadgets that he designed to perform simple tasks in convoluted ways, I didn’t know that he was a Pulitzer
Prize-winning cartoonist.
“We were personally inspired by him to make inventions,” Daisy says.
One-by-one, the serious, eager kids describe their machine. A tall boy named Logan discusses the pulley system. Dalton
and (another) Bailey talk about wheels and axles. Some of the kids have memorized their portion of the presentation, some read
from a piece of paper or a cell phone screen. When it is Alex’s turn, he gestures with one hand as he reads his section of the
presentation. The small audience claps after Rose sums everything up in her conclusion.
“I am so proud of these kids,” Mary says. She explains that some of the kids have IEPs at their schools which allow them
accommodations on oral presentations. “But look at them,” she says enthusiastically. “They all participate. It’s because they know
the information so well.”
In all honesty, I never would have guessed that any of the kids might be uncomfortable or have difficulty speaking in front of a
class or group. Mary, and all their parents, should be proud.
I’m excited to look at the big machine up close and the kids are happy to show me how everything is going to work. Most
importantly, they want their machine
to raise two flags instead of one at the
end.
“The 4H flag will be on the bottom
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For more information, please email:
admissions@kentuckyavenueschool.org

or call 412.228.7127
5701 Fifth Avenue
(at Negley)
Pittsburgh, PA 15232

K-8

kentuckyavenueschool.org

TEEN SHOPPING STUDY

The RAND Corporation, in Pittsburgh, is conducting a research study to learn
about what teens, ages 11-17, buy at convenience stores. Participation requires
completion of a 30 minute web survey and one 90 minute visit to the RAND
study center. Teens who complete the study will be compensated for their time
and effort with $40 in gift cards. Parking or bus passes will be provided.

If you are interested and want to learn more about the study:
Please call 412-204-7353, e-mail c-storestudy@rand.org
or visit us at www.rand.org/storestudy
The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit institution that helps improve policy and decision making through research and analysis.

Investigate STEM,
healthcare and teaching
careers this summer at

Residential Summer Workshops
Co-ed, completed grades 9-11

June 23-26, 2020
I laugh, remembering what Penny
Ward told me earlier.
“Kids who grow up on a farm learn
that if something doesn’t work, their
parents just say ‘fix it.’”
She’s right, and in my estimation,
the kids in the Mars Space Pioneers 4-H
Club can fix or do, anything. n

NEW THIS YEAR: Rising Educators: for students
interested in careers in Education and Teaching.
Plus: Graphic Design and Animation day workshops!

}REGISTER ONLINE TODAY!
carlow.edu/summerworkshops

Pittsburgh writer, Ann K. Howley,
recently completed her first young adult
novel.
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