
Lancer Letter #414 Legos and Tinker Toys

A few weeks before Christmas, Jason Buto and I accompanied our technology education 
teachers on a little field trip.  This year, that department is rewriting curriculum.   I think it is 
important, especially in a field like Tech Ed (formerly Industrial Arts), to see some of the things 
going on in the region.

We visited Ridg-U-Rak in North East. This is an amazing company that does an 
enormous amount of business.  They manufacture steel shelving that you would see in places 
such as Sam’s Club and Costco.  Providing shelving for WalMart distribution centers is another 
example of their many ventures.

We saw how the gigantic rolls of flat steel are shaped into vertical and horizontal supports 
for shelves, welded, and painted.  Different companies now have taken on unique colors for their 
shelving.  We were seeing a sea of orange when we were there watching the process of painting 
the steel.

One important thing to understand about manufacturing is that it accounts for 22% of the 
local economy. Another thing students need to understand is that manufacturers require 
employees from all sorts of career areas.  While welders are critical to Ridge-U-Rak, they also 
have people in several areas of production, as well as accountants, marketing, sales, and 
engineering personnel.  Most students do not understand how important manufacturing is.  As 
you look around a room, everything in it had to be made somehow.  Understanding the 
significant process involved for that to happen is important.

We also visited the Innovation Lab at Penn State Behrend.  This lab, staffed by graduate 
and undergraduate students, serves local business by helping them design parts or items they 
think would be helpful to their business.  Someone from the company sits with the students and 
outlines the idea.  The students then work with the business to create a design and eventually 
create a prototype on a 3-D printer.  This process is somewhat similar to the Inventionland 
curriculum we’ve implemented, so I call this “Inventionland for the real world.”

This process of taking an idea from inception to creation is very important for our 
nation’s economy.  The shelves manufactured by Ridg-U-Rak began as an idea, were developed 
and improved over time and now results in what you see at the production plant. Our push for 
promoting innovation and creativity in our schools is very important.

Last week, I suggested that children be encouraged to download Apps that teach 
computer coding.  This week, I’m making another suggestion based on my observations and 
discussions with people like the ones we interfaced with on our field trip:  make sure your 
children have plenty of Legos and tinker toys.

Toys that allow children to build with their hands, help to meld the hands-on with the 
mind.  Many of the engineering students I’ve talked with will identify time with Legos as 
developing their interest in engineering.  Generating ideas and making them become a real 
physical product is really what manufacturing and many types of engineering are all about.  
Doing that as a young child is not really child’s play, but development of a future potential 
career!

Besides, it will provide a screen break from their coding app.


