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You’ve likely heard by now of the success our engineering teams had at the national 
competition in Atlanta.  Prior to learning of their success, I wrote this explanation of how it all 
works.

The world has become more and more complex.  The problems we face are more 
complicated so the solutions we develop need to become more sophisticated.  Creating future 
problem-solvers who can tackle these complexities is a challenge for public education – and we 
are rising to the challenge.

One of the opportunities we provide our students in this regard is the opportunity to 
compete in a program called TEAMS.  TEAMS stands for Test of Engineering Aptitude, Math 
and Science.  Started by the Junior Engineering Technical Society (JETS), this had been just a 
one day event where students took a test.  Now TEAMS is under the auspices of the Technology 
Student Association (TSA) and has developed into much more.

At the local level, on a given day at a given location, students take a written test and 
complete a “design/build” activity. The design/build is when students are provided some basic 
materials and told to use them to create some device to solve some type of problem.  For 
example, create an air filtration system out of cotton balls, cardboard, glue, and various other 
items.  Prior to the day the test and design/build takes place, the students write a paper on a given 
topic and submit it to be scored.

These three activities are tackled in teams of 8 students.  We know that engineers and 
others in STEM related careers often work as a team and teamwork is a critical part of this 
program.  Our teams compete in two different divisions, the junior/senior division and the 
freshman/sophomore division.

At the local competition, our students have done quite well.  This year, Team A of the 
junior/senior division earned the second highest score in the state while Team B ranked 12th.  
(All three scores for the test, design/build and paper are combined for rankings). Our freshman/
sophomore team, in its inaugural season, received a perfect score on their paper and ranked high 
enough for a bid to the national competition.

On June 22-25, we took all three teams (24 students) to the national competition in 
Atlanta, Georgia.   Here the level of competition is keen as there are teams from STEM 
academies, private schools and public schools from places like Silicon Valley where their high 
school campus includes an entire building for STREAM:  Science, Technology, Robotics, 
Engineering and Math.

Like the local competition, the events at the national competition are built around a 
theme.  This year the theme was “Engineering a Greener World.”

There were four activities in which the students engaged for the national competition.  
Prior to June 22, they had to create and submit a 2 minute video where they were a “green” 
consulting firm and the video promoted their services.  At the competition, the first event is the 
design-build.  There are as many as 600 students/78 teams competing in a division and to kick 
off the competition, they participate in the design-build.  Those hundreds of students gather in a 
ballroom lobby until the doors swing open at the appointed time and each team enters a very 
large room to select a table at which to work.  Four of the team members will work on the 
design-build (a challenge they learn about on the spot) while the other four take an extremely 
difficult written test based on the year’s theme.  This year’s test assessed their knowledge of 
thermo-dynamics.

The next phase of the completion involves the team giving a presentation to a panel of 
judges.  This year, the students were asked to select a major US city and study its problems with 
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transportation.  They are then asked to propose a solution in detail, including doing cost 
estimates for the solution.  Four of the team members must orally present the results of their 
research and their solution in 5 minutes, then be quizzed by the judges.  They must also create a 
poster which summarizes their solution.  As you can imagine, this is a pretty intense experience 
for high school students.

Mr. Dave Treusch, one of our physics teachers, has coached the junior/senior teams for 
many years.  After I attended the first two national competitions, I realized this experience was 
tremendous and something we could not duplicate in the classroom, so we added a freshman/
sophomore team which is coached by mathematics instructor, Rick Terella.  As the calculus 
teacher, my wife, Judy, also volunteers help to the teams.

This experience is one of the best we provide our students.  It is as “real life” as it gets.  
The level of teamwork needed goes beyond any classroom assignment.  The experience our 
students get at the national conference, breaking them out of the NW PA bubble and meeting and 
seeing the diversity of our nation, is phenomenal.

Last year, I interviewed most of the student participants to understand what they’ve 
learned from the experience.  All the students I interviewed mentioned the value of the teamwork 
aspect.  One said, “Working with different personalities in this application is different than 
working in the classroom where time is limited.  The long time spent together raises things as 
simple as when do we take a break and where do we eat?”  Another student noted that, “Many 
say math is not applicable to real life and the challenges in this program show how the math 
really is applicable.”  One student noted that participation in this program, “taught me how to 
manage time and think about things in different ways (analytically).”

Some other interesting quotes from the TEAMS team:
“It’s similar to athletic teams because everyone has their role and contributes something 

different.  We used each other’s unique skills to get the tasks done.”
“I learned there are many great schools in the country and I feel good about my GM 

education and being able to compete at this level.“
“Being able to work with these long standing, real-world problems and offering our own 

solution was a great experience   Usually, its ‘Oh, they're just high schoolers’ but I was glad to 
work on something of significance.”

I think you will agree that participation in this program is a superb learning experience 
for our students.  The honors our senior team earned in 2018 by being ranked #5 in the nation  
and the achievement of our junior team making the top 10 in the video category, was icing on the 
cake!  We’re proud to be able to offer this opportunity for our brightest and best to excel!


