AT ST. NICHOLAS
By Elizabeth Starke Rutledge

Education has always strived to prepare the
future generations by providing them with tools to
ensure success. Gone are the days where simple knowledge of reading, writing, and arithmetic serve students
as the basic requirements for the work force. Schools
are developing the next generation of problem solvers
as they will face a world with many unknowns. The
21st century learner needs problem-solving skills and a drive for innovation to face new unchartered territory in many fields.
A framework for 21st century learning skills includes students engaged in collaboration, communication, creativity, and critical
thinking. St. Nicholas has always strived to incorporate these skills and can continue to do so in new facets of instruction.
This past year, St. Nicholas teachers have expanded their curriculum to include an emphasis on STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics). The STEM movement in the field of education calls for active learning and integration of
subject material. These two components have been hallmarks of St. Nicholas for many years with students actively engaged in
the learning process and teachers collaborating across divisions. Consequently, our math and science teachers have been eager
to incorporate STEM activities where students are faced with problems and need to collaborate, question, and investigate to
solve these problems. The teachers present problems that tap into student curiosity and encourage creativity as students
collaborate to solve the problems.
The youngest of students can solve challenging problems on their appropriate development levels. As early as Level 1,
students have been completing monthly STEM challenges based on holiday themes that incorporate math, science, and
engineering. During their fall apple unit, ELC students made apple rafts that float with apples and toothpicks to teach sink or
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float concepts. For Halloween, students made spider webs of yarn
to hold the largest amount of blocks. Level 1 students were able to
work on counting with one-to-one correspondence as they thought
critically to make revisions to their webs. As ELC students learned
about animal shelters and hibernation in science, they were faced
with the task of using base ten blocks and Unifix cubes to construct a
turkey hide out to protect the turkey with shelter. In December, students had the challenge of building the tallest shelf for the Elf on the
Shelf. The children were busy learning about measurement as they
measured shelf height and posed questions about how to create and
improve their shelves while having fun with a classic Christmas toy.
With these creative STEM challenges, young minds are exposed to
math and science concepts while actively solving problems in creative
ways through a simplified engineering process.
STEM activities can continue to grow in complexity with
math and science concepts at every level. In Lower Primary, students
made pumpkin catapults with Popsicle sticks and spoons to explore
the force of push and pull as well as potential and kinetic energy.
They were faced with the egg drop challenge to create something
that would protect an egg from being dropped from a ladder outside of their cottage. The children learned about laws of motion and
energy and had a great time watching eggs survive or crack upon
impact with the sidewalk. In Middle Primary, students culminated
their water unit with a collaborative “Saving Fred” challenge where
groups had to save the gummy worm Fred from under his boat with
lifesavers, paper clips, and plastic cups. In Upper Primary, students
studied the solar eclipse and they created sun dials with paper plates,
clay, and straws. For Valentine’s Day, students created conversation
catapults with Popsicle sticks, rubber bands, and bottle tops. They
recorded data regarding how far and high the hearts would travel.
Students have participated in wonderful learning opportunities that
prepare them with 21st century thinking skills. Fostering the love of
learning remains one of the greatest benefit of STEM, and we will
continue to strive for that love in the fields of math and science.
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