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	 Anyone who tends a flower or vegetable garden knows that weeds can be problematic. 
They take nutrients from the soil, compete with plants for moisture and, if left to get too large, 
will shade your plants from the sunlight.

There are different ways to deal with weeds in a garden or flower bed.  Many years ago, I 
found a tool called the Winged Weeder.  It is made in Idaho Falls, Idaho and is basically a wing-
shaped piece of metal on the end of a long handle.  It is sharp on all sides so no matter whether 
you are pushing it forward or pulling it back, it is cutting the weeds.  The Winged Weeder takes 
moderate physical effort to use and after using it, you just have to rake up the debris.  It doesn’t 
take too much time but, in many cases, you are leaving the root so you know the weeds will 
return fairly quickly.  Other than the initial expense of the Winged Weeder, the only cost of this 
method is sweat equity.

There is the herbicide solution to the weed problem. Many commercial weed killers are 
simple to apply and require little effort.  They are usually very effective in killing the weed at the 
root and it will take a while for weeds to return.  This method is very expensive though and there 
is the question of its safety in the wake of a few successful lawsuits supporting the idea that the 
active ingredient, glycosate, may cause cancer.

Finally, there is the tried and true “no weed left behind” method.  Using a little digging 
tool, you get on your hands and knees and dig out each weed.  This takes the most physical effort 
and can result in sore muscles and knees; but, you get the root. Like the herbicide, it takes a 
while for the weeds to return and the cost is nothing more than your little digging tool.

My purpose for this seemingly irrelevant outline of weeding methods is to help answer 
the question that many people may have:  “So what is this STEM stuff all about?”

You hear a lot about STEM these days in schools.  There is STEM curriculum, STEM 
activities, and STEM competitions.   I fear that the acronym has become trendy and misused and 
that all things claiming to be STEM are not.

At its most important level, STEM is about solving a problem. I used the simple example 
of weeds in the garden and gave three possible solutions highlighting resources required and 
expected outcomes.   The difference with a STEM activity would be that the problem and 
solutions involve science, technology, engineering and/or math.  A true STEM problem may 
involve a very high level of understanding of these subjects and will require students to do 
significant research before coming up with possible solutions and analysis of each solution’s 
efficacy  In my weeding example, only one of the solutions involved a STEM field:  the 
herbicide is based on chemistry. 

At General McLane, we place a strong emphasis on the STEM fields.  In addition to 
teaching the full gamut of courses in science and math, we offer stem electives in the middle and 
high schools.  Our technology education department does many engineering and technology 
problem solving activities in their curriculum.  

In addition to curricular offerings, we have extra-curricular offerings.  Students at the 
middle and high schools participate in the annual Robobot contest whereby they create a remote-
controlled unit designed to destroy an opponent.  They work on the robot all year and in April, go 
into the arena to get a “reality check” on their plans.  They also participate in an annual Ingenuity 
Challenge contest.

We also sponsor three engineering teams which participate in the TEAMS program (Test 
of Engineering Aptitude, Mathematics and Science).  This starts with a local competition where 
the teams present a research paper, take an advanced test and do a “design/build” at the local 
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level.  Their efforts are then ranked in the state and those who qualify, go to the national 
competition.

We have had teams qualify for the national competition for the past four years.  In the last 
two years, we’ve returned from the national competition with impressive wins.  This year, GM 
ranked 3rd in the nation on the design/build.  A design/build is a high level activity whereby 
students are asked to take materials and build something out of it.  This year’s design/build 
involved the programming of a robot.  

The level of competition at the national level, billed the toughest engineering contest in 
the country, is amazing.  We compete with elite private schools and STEM academies where the 
students take a class all year to prepare them for the contest.  Our students meet once a week 
after school and do a great deal of research outside of school as well.  It is really impressive and 
exciting to have them rank so highly among these schools.

The national push for STEM is happening because problem solving in the STEM areas is 
critical to our nation’s success.  The acquisition of knowledge must be accompanied by the 
application of it.    We are doing our part at General McLane and are proud of the 
accomplishments of our students in this field.

Now, if you’d like an opportunity to apply the knowledge of weeding methods I offered, 
and don’t have your own garden, I have plenty of opportunity at my house!


