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On August 21, 2014, the inaugural STEM XXI Network Summit 
brought together a diverse group of stakeholders in STEM 
education in Texas, with a focus on how out-of-school 
programs can enhance STEM education and help prepare 
students for success in college and careers in STEM fields. It 
is the belief of the network that out-of-school time provides 
excellent opportunities to integrate the disciplines of STEM 
free from school-day time and curriculum restraints, and offers 
the chance to test unique and innovative approaches. The 
strengths of the group were as diverse as the participating 
organizations, which included representatives from the Texas 
Education Agency, out-of-school STEM programs, science 
museums, tech industries, and funding organizations from 
across Texas. 

The overall goal of the summit was to develop partnerships 
and strategies to improve STEM teaching, learning, and life 
experiences for Texas students. As a way to approach the 
challenge, the following goals were set for the day: 
• Define STEM in expanded and informal learning settings
• Provide opportunities for networking
• Identify challenges, opportunities, and issues in STEM 

education
• Establish interest groups to plan next steps

The first meeting’s conversation centered on developing a 
definition of STEM and STEM education. Participants also 
met to discuss how partnerships and collaboration would 
allow participating organizations to meet the challenge of 
developing sufficient STEM talent for the 21st century. Summit 
participants were divided into three discussion groups, each 
composed of representatives from education, industry, policy 
agencies, and funding organizations. Each discussion group 
addressed the following questions: 
1. What do I, or my organization, uniquely bring to any 

partnership that will help meet the needs of others in order 
to make the efforts successful?

2. What do I need from others, both inside and outside my 
organization, to make any partnership successful?

3. If we can only meet the challenge of developing sufficient 
STEM talent for the 21st century through partnerships as 
opposed to individual actions, what are the actions we must 
do together?

Having a Common Goal
Communication and having a common mission were 
identified as the most important factors in making 
partnerships successful. To this end, participants suggested 
that the STEM XXI Network create a common definition of 
STEM and clearly define the network’s purpose and goals 
to help determine who should be at the table for potential 
partnerships. As a way to develop consistent, sustainable 
goals, the STEM XXI Network will need to identify the obstacles 
that deter students from pursuing and excelling in STEM.

On a larger scale, participants thought that a common sense 
of urgency and a united message would help address the 
challenges inherent in encouraging more students to study 
and pursue STEM courses and careers. This unified voice could 
allow the STEM XXI Network to influence large-scale issues, 
such as addressing the role of poverty in keeping students 
from succeeding in STEM, helping elected officials understand 
and advocate for access to high-quality STEM courses, and 
finding methods to address specific regional issues. 

Next Steps and Recommendations
The definitions for STEM and STEM education developed by 
small groups at the Summit will be posted in an online poll 
to determine the level of agreement by STEM XXI Network 
members. A task force of volunteers will use the definitions 
rated as 1, 2, and 3 by the most respondents to generate draft 
definitions for STEM and STEM education. Suggestions for 
modifications will be accepted and made to the definitions 
until network members reach agreement. Once there is 
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consensus on the definitions, a set of goals will be developed 
for how out-of-school programs can best support and 
promote STEM and STEM education.   

Sharing Information and Resources
Across all groups, participants expressed the desire to find 
ways to work together to help all organizations increase 
their impact. Sharing information, resources, and access to 
opportunities were identified as important in order to allow 
organizations to support and promote one aother’s work and 
to achieve the common goal. In addition, all groups suggested 
that if organizations share resources when possible, they 
would all be better able to focus on their own strengths. 

Providing a structure for this type of communication and 
information sharing was seen as a challenge, as was 
evaluating the results. There were calls for a resource 
directory, shared information about funding opportunities, 
and evaluation tools. Not surprisingly, many participants 
identified money, or funding, as a major need. Another 
common theme was that there is never enough time to do 
everything that needs to be done. However, participants 
observed that this problem could be mitigated through 
partnerships that would allow each group to contribute their 
expertise without duplicating efforts. Communication and 
breaking down silos would allow both funders and programs 
to maximize their impact; this would also assist educators 
in finding and supporting programs that help them achieve 
their goals, which are strongly influenced by policies such as 
high-stakes testing and graduation requirements. 

Next Steps and Recommendations
The STEM XXI Network will provide a link from its website to 
resources that are currently available, particularly from the 
National Girls Collaborative Project, and update members 
with information provided by Tricia Berry, a network member 
and Director of the Women in Engineering Program and the 
Texas Girls Collaborative Project, on any resources that may be 
added to this database in the future. 

Using Out-of-School Time to Support  
K–12 Education
While the STEM XXI Network is focused primarily on out-
of-school programs, participants agreed that they want 
to support education in its role of preparing students to 
participate in STEM-related business and industry. Groups 
spoke to a disconnect between what is learned in the 
classroom and what is needed by industry, and acknowledged 
that the needs of industry change so quickly that instruction 
should focus on higher-level skills and habits of mind rather 
than on specific STEM content. Participants described how 
their informal programs could support school-day STEM 
initiatives by using the same vocabulary that is used during 
the school day. In addition, members acknowledged that the 
goals of K–12 STEM education should be clarified in terms 
of whether students should be prepared for college or for 
career, and whether the focus should be on skills or mindset. 
Members discussed working together to advocate for best 
practices and tangible goals, such as having 20% of high 
school students graduate with specific STEM credits. 

Next Steps and Recommendations
The STEM XXI Network will establish special interest groups 
focused on specific interests expressed by participants. 
Particular interest was shown in developing criteria for 
evaluating STEM programs; doing outreach to families and 
communities using media outlets and mentoring programs; 
and making connections among programs, funding 
organizations, and industry. 

The special interest groups will aim to develop strategies for: 
1. Strengthening connections among programs, funding 

organizations, and industry 
2. Engaging families in out-of-school time STEM education
3. Evaluating out-of-school time STEM programs

Other groups may be added, depending on the interest 
network members express in other topics.


