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Interactive STEM classes will benefit students in all Orange County schools, Barbara 
Jenkins writes. 

When I was in high school during the late 1970s, I did not study aviation, aerospace or 

photonics, as part of our school's curriculum. Today, in Orange County, there is a four-

year program at Oak Ridge High School where students study flight engineering and 

practice on simulators provided by Lockheed Martin. 

At other schools, engineering and defense-industry specialized programs are the basis 

for popular magnet programs. These students will graduate well prepared for two- and 

four-year-degree programs at top colleges and universities. When we consider the rapid 

advancement of science and technology, it is clear that some of our students will 

eventually enter careers that don't even exist today. Many of those careers will be in 

science, technology, engineering and mathematics fields. 



STEM-related careers are quite promising for Orange County Public Schools students. 

Predictions are that 75 percent of the future job market will be in STEM fields and that 

within the next three years, in Florida alone, there will be more than 400,000 STEM-

related jobs to fill. STEM majors will bring home $500,000 more in salary over a 

lifetime than non-STEM majors, according to one report. We want to see OCPS 

graduates fill many of those jobs and earn those salaries. 

In OCPS, we integrate STEM programs throughout our K-12 curriculum, inviting even 

our youngest students to engage in STEM projects. 

Additionally, we offer the latest in industry certifications through our Career and 

Technical Education programs. None of this would be possible without our community 

and industry partners. They are helping us lead our students to success. 

Project Lead The Way is a nonprofit organization whose STEM curricula serves more 

than 6,500 schools nationwide. Their five STEM programs are designed for grades K-12, 

and give students a chance to identify a challenge, apply their knowledge, find unique 

solutions and lead their learning in a project-based environment. Students learn by 

working on projects that are relevant, while teachers are supported with a robust 

professional-development program. 

Currently, 12 middle schools and 10 high schools offer Project Lead The Way programs, 

but that is about to change. We are advancing STEM to "warp speed" with a $2 million 

grant from our longtime OCPS partner, Lockheed Martin. This grant will bring Project 

Lead The Way's interactive STEM learning to students in all 184 of our K-12 schools. 

Instead of just reading the story of the "Three Little Pigs," elementary students will now 

move from story time to working in groups to design houses that won't fall down when 

the big bad wolf comes calling. Middle-school students will set off rockets, build robots 

and create green-architecture designs using scientific and engineering concepts that are 

meaningful to them. They will also learn to code and create three-dimensional models 

using professional software. 



In high school, students will have the opportunity to specialize in classes that interest 

them, such as computer-integrated manufacturing, aerospace or civil engineering. 

They'll have the opportunity to earn college credits and industry certifications that will 

set them above the competition when they enter the job market or higher education. 

These courses are available to any student who shows interest and progresses in 

aptitude. 

STEM at warp speed is where OCPS is headed. Thanks to Lockheed Martin and Project 

Lead The Way, we are providing all students the opportunity to excel in STEM fields. 

The Project Lead The Way program mirrors the world we live in. It helps students relate 

to what they are studying in math and science, understand multiple solutions and 

strategies for solving problems and collaborate with others to determine best solutions. 

These new STEM opportunities for Orange County Public Schools students will not only 

produce future engineers and scientists, but also produce problem solvers and critical 

thinkers for any career field they might enter … including jobs that do not yet exist. 

Barbara Jenkins is superintendent of Orange County Public Schools. 


