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Science celebrities
From the fi rst bell, it’s a thrill ride.

For the Lake Orion Community Schools 
elementary STEM (Science Technology 
Engineering Math) coaches, every day is 
intense.

Just as they hoped.

Strolling between classrooms and 
another teacher outside their schedule 
will grab them for “just one thing.”

Plopping on the fl oor and squeezing into 
elementary chairs to assist students once 
the classroom lesson begins.

Getting spotted by students wondering 
about their day and the sheer excitement 
is a shot of coach adrenaline.

“Are you coming for science today?” they 
ask. Over and over, all through the halls.

Really? “Oh yeah,” STEM coach Amy 
Bohm said. “Every day…They all are like, 
‘when are you coming again?’”

That rush perfectly refl ects the LOCS 
vision as the elementary science pro-
gram has expanded over the past two 
years with the STEM coaches.

“You feel like a celebrity,” STEM coach 
Andrea Brook said. “A science celebrity 
with the kids.”

Humble origins
A year ago, Lake Orion Community 
Schools embarked on a unique project.

Pushed by the state of Michigan’s new 
Next Generation Science Standards in 
the fall of 2015, LOCS administrators 
were forced to improvise.

“These are three-dimensional,” said 
Jamie Kimber, LOCS’ District Science 
coach.

Which spurred Assistant Superintendent 
of Teaching and Learning Heidi Mercer 
and Director of Curriculum Kerri 
Anderson to think in 3-D as well.

With no precedent and mostly theory, 
they reworked the district’s science 
program to embrace change.

Previously, the state standards only 
involved content. Now, the world was 
open, including content, skill and big 
ideas.

LOCS went with a big idea.

Initially, they placed Kimber in the 
singular district science coach role; His 
job was to embrace (and invent) the next 
steps.

LOCS already was creative, establishing 
district coaches for each primary 
subject, but those were broad-based and 
usually one to two per topic (English 
Language Arts, and Math).
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Making the leap to adding a large group 
would be a major investment of time and 
resources.

“Realizing that the experiences elemen-
tary children were going to have were 
signifi cantly diff erent than they’d had in 
the past,” Kimber said.

“We needed more,” Mercer said. “The 
elementary teachers needed more 
support and our students needed more 
science.”

The fi rst thoughts are always ambitious. 
Imagine a fl eet of coaches, available to 
help students and support teachers for 
whatever is necessary.

LOCS hired three elementary STEM 
coaches, assigned to two schools each.

“The goal would be for those teachers to 
work directly with the elementary school 
teachers,” Mercer said. “It’s job-em-
bedded professional development.”

That idea was part of the evolution. 
LOCS’ existing coaching model centered 
around coaches training teachers during 
professional development and having 
them take it back to their own class-
rooms. Under this expanded plan, the 
elementary STEM coach would aid the 
planning, then also be in the room with 
students, assisting in the lesson with the 
classroom teacher.

This also made a huge diff erence from 
the top down as the new standards asked 
for K-12 coherence, creating building 
blocks through the grades.

The administration sketched out the 
STEM coach role, received Board of 
Education approval, reinforcing the 
Teaching and Learning philosophy: 
Resources are put at the classroom level.

The ideal candidates
It was the great unknown, fi nding an 
ideal coach for an undefi ned position. 
Let alone three of them.

While there was a sketch, Mercer and her 
team simply shared the job description 

and hoped for enthusiastic applicants. 
Given that a small minority of the more 
than 120 current elementary teachers 
had a certifi cation in science, the pool 
was limited to start and the administra-
tion didn’t seek outside or out-of-district 
candidates.

Fortunately, some of the district’s 
most passionate teachers embraced the 
opportunity.

Andrea Brook, a longtime high school 
science teacher, brought the background 
of lab time, a focus on biology and 
chemistry, and a sense of where students 
would end up through the curriculum.

Amy Bohm was 15 years into working 
as a third and fourth-grade classroom 
teacher at Orion Oaks Elementary.

And Pam Moreman’s diverse resume, 
with 11 years as a fi fth-grade teacher and 
also middle school experience in another 
district, allowed her to visualize the 
growth.

“I heard about it and there wasn’t even 
a hesitation—I want that job,” Moreman 
said. “I love teaching science, I liked the 
idea (of) being a leader and that was the 
next step in my career…It just sounded 
fun.”

Bohm noticed the challenge of imple-
menting the new curriculum when 
the Phenomenal Science program was 
piloted and thought “I can make a diff er-
ence helping people with that.”

Current elementary teachers were a 
logical fi t.

But for Brook, coming from the high 
school down to elementary, it was a 
diff erent perspective. She had a diff erent 
asset as her summers already were 
spent training science teachers through 
Oakland Schools.

“We didn’t have any preconceived 
ideas that they would be elementary or 
any makeup of any sort,” Mercer said. 
“However, when we had a high school 
teacher apply, it was the content specif-
ically with the chemistry, the biology, 
that we felt could be a real asset to the 
team.”

Adding three female coaches in the 
STEM area, which is historically per-
ceived as a male-populated fi eld, was an 
unintentional reminder that teachers are 
teachers, regardless of stereotypes.

“I hadn’t (thought about it), but I’m glad 
that we’re all in this role,” Bohm said. 
“Especially with the kindergarten this 
year and thinking about what a scientist 
is, and what a scientist looks like, you 
already see those preconceived notions 
of a man, with crazy hair and a white lab 
coat…This is their initial thinking. 

“But that’s already shifting because 
they’re starting to see themselves as a 
scientist.”

Day to day
The big picture challenge is fi nding a way 
to get the important information to all 
the students and teachers who need it.

The numbers get a little overwhelming: 
Three STEM coaches, six elementary 
schools, over 120 elementary teachers, 
180 school days and 3,000 students.

So Mercer’s team developed a plan. Year 
One in 2018-19 focused on the greatest 
impact area: Grades 3 to 5.

Each coach was responsible for two 
schools. To attempt continuity, they 
would spend about six weeks at their 
fi rst stop and work through the lessons, 
then move to the next building for the 
next six weeks along the same path, then 
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rotate back to the fi rst school with new 
lessons.

That would foster a rapport with the 
staff  and students and give the classes 
direct benefi t.

This school year the STEM coaches 
are working with the K-2 students and 
teachers, meaning more basic lessons, 
but still with that same Phenomenal 
Science curriculum.

This makes for a jam-packed day.

Each coach has a similar daily routine: 
Separate morning meetings with a 
kindergarten, a fi rst-grade and a sec-
ond-grade teacher to discuss and plan 
the week’s lessons. That’s followed by 
pushing into classrooms later in the day 
to assist the classroom teacher with that 
day’s lesson.

“That’s our primary job,” Brook said, 
chuckling.

Sometimes, the job extends beyond the 
day’s plan.

“When you’re leaving a planning 
meeting, a fourth-grade teacher grabs 
you and says, ‘Do you have fi ve minutes? 
Because we’re doing this lesson today 
and I’m having trouble setting up this 
apparatus,’” Brook said.

Or the fi fth-grade team needs a material. 
Or the third-grade team needs assistance 
with their assessments. The STEM 
coaches are on site and based in the 
schools to help all classes, not just the 

ones on that day’s schedule.

It’s one of the great assets of the LOCS 
coach program: eyes, ears and hands on 
the ground.

Kimber understands and admits that 
scheduling is one of the current chal-
lenges. But as the program evolves, 
they’ve found a good rapport in dis-
trict-level planning.

Knowing where to go and how to 
do it makes them rock stars in each 
school. With great power comes great 
responsibility.

“They’re fast days,” Bohm said. “Very 
fast.”

Looking ahead
With STEM as the national trend in edu-
cation, LOCS has embraced the opportu-
nity and is pushing toward the future.

LOCS has added the STEM coaches 
at the elementary level for multiple 
reasons.

Looking at the certifi cations of district 
elementary teachers, few had a focus in 
science, so boosting those skills with 
all staff  members was a priority. At the 
middle school and high school levels, 

staff  members are certifi ed in science 
and science specialties.

The lower grades set the foundation 
for more specifi c learning in the higher 
grades.

Another area of benefi t is the STEM 
coaches are helping design the future.

The next step in the master plan? 
Facilities.

As the coaches integrate into the ele-
mentary schools’ curriculum and daily 
workfl ow, the next step is providing 
students an appropriate place to conduct 
their science.

LOCS passed a $160 million bond in 
November 2018 with much of the focus 
on facility upgrades. Each elementary 
school—Carpenter, Orion Oaks and 
Webber in the current fi rst three-year 
series, Blanche Sims, Stadium Drive 
and Paint Creek in a later series—will 
convert a large space into a fl exible 
STEM area.

With storage, additional power, water 
and lighting adjustments, the space will 
be a location for the STEM coaches to 
run experiments and lessons not suited 
for a traditional classroom. Coaches’ 
input to the design phase is a critical 
component for the architects.

For a list of Winter class 
off erings, see our Enrichment 
Catalog, mailed to residents 
December 1. Copies are available 

at the CERC and 
class information 
and registration 
is available 
online at 
digitalsignup.
com/lakeorion.
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What teachers say...
LOCS classroom teachers have already experienced the signifi cant impact 
of the STEM coaches in just 1½ years of the program. Here are a few of their 
thoughts:

 “Just like any coach, 
strong relationships of 
trust are built where 
educators can learn and 
grow from constructive 
post-teaching feedback.” 

Norman Wright,
 fi fth grade, Orion Oaks 

Elementary

 “It was an unforget-
table moment the 
fi rst time the students 
at Orion Oaks met 
(Andrea Brook.) She 
sashayed into the 
gymnasium donning her 
white lab coat and an 
enormous smile. When 
handed the microphone, 
she announced that 
she was here from the 
high school to help 
students and teachers 
with science. The crowd 
of students erupted in 
cheers and applause. 
Mrs. Brook, Science-
Teacher-From-The-
High-School, might as 
well have been Supergirl 
from Krypton.”

Andrea Moede, 
fi fth grade, Orion Oaks 

Elementary

“I had the privilege of 
having our coach model 
a few lessons, help me 
dig deeper into certain 
lessons, and help to 
guide engaging group 
discussions. Having a 

coach to help me ask the 
right kind of ques-
tions to encourage my 
students to think more 
deeply was a wonderful 
thing to see and be a 
part of.”

Sarah Dabrowski, 
third grade, Stadium 

Drive Elementary

 “I have appreciated 
them sharing their 
knowledge, time, and 
ideas with me. When we 
plan lessons together, 
they guide and direct 
us but also let us make 
the lesson our own, 
adding our own unique 
teaching styles. 

Dawn Mammen, 
third grade, Carpenter 

Elementary

 “I loved the time we 
have been able to work 
with our STEM coach 
so far this year! … When 
she visits my room 
during science time, it 
is great to have a second 
set of hands during 
lessons that have lots of 
materials and supplies. 
She co-teaches with me 
when she visits and the 
kids are building a great 
relationship with her as 
well.” 

Jaime Lovely,
 fi rst grade, Blanche Sims 

Elementary

 “Pam (Moreman) has 
been invaluable with 
her support, bringing 
additional resources 
to aid student under-
standing, providing 
quick formative assess-
ments for teachers to 
use, and being an extra 
set of hands throughout 
investigations. She has 
been a questioning 
board for all teachers. 
Additionally, she helps 
unpack the lessons and 
units for teachers to 
further understand the 
outcomes.

Kiley Kast, fi fth grade, 
Blanche Sims Elementary

“Being able to co-teach 
with a STEM coach has 
completely changed the 
way science is taught 
in my classroom. The 
students take more 
ownership than ever 
over their learning. 
Because there are often 
two teachers in the 
room, students are able 
to design experiments, 
test theories, and come 
to conclusions based on 
observations.” 

Alisa Orlowski,
 fi fth grade, Carpenter 

Elementary

“This room will allow teachers and 
coaches to take their experiments to a 
whole new level,” Mercer said.

First, best and only
One of the LOCS Board of Education’s 
priorities is to be unique and trendset-
ting and the STEM coaches fi t that bill.

LOCS is the only Oakland County 
district with this level of attention paid 
to elementary STEM learning. 

Working without a net, LOCS has set a 
standard, even helping other Oakland 
County districts implement their own 
STEM coaching program.

“This is quite unique,” Kimber said. “We 
do get a lot of people who are interested 
and curious for what we do. They also 
recognize the talent that we have and the 
people at (Oakland Schools), they try to 
pull our coaches.”

When colleagues from other districts 
hear about the LOCS setup, they’re 
stunned and jealous, wondering, “How 
are they doing that?”

“They see the value in it,” Moreman said. 
“They’re like, ‘We would be so much 
better if they would do that for us.’”

Only in Lake Orion. 


