	


	Miguel Zamora, left, and Christian Peterson, both 11, construct thier bottle rockets Friday during the Project Lead program at Vista Magnet Middle School. 
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Students learn about engineering in summer camp
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By: STACY BRANDT - Staff Writer 

VISTA ---- This week, 30 students have been building robot cars, water-powered rockets and figuring out how to transport imaginary toxic waste as part of a science and engineering program at Vista Unified's new magnet middle school.

The program, created and funded by a nonprofit group called Project Lead the Way, prepares students entering sixth grade for more complex engineering curriculum in middle and high school. 

"Basically, it's an introduction to engineering," said Jessie Estrada, one of two science teachers who taught the students this summer at Vista Magnet Middle School. "It's a step toward getting those kids to become scientists."

Principal Jose Villarreal said he randomly selected 30 children to take part in the free week-long program.

Students finishing up their projects Friday said they were glad they were able to attend.

"I love doing this," 11-year-old Ellie Lueders said. "You can have a bunch of fun while learning things."

Cristian Reyes, also 11, agreed. He said he was also glad to have been able to meet some of the children he will be going to school with next month.

"On the first day of school, we will have some friends to play with," he said.

Now that the summer school program is over, the Project Lead the Way program will continue in the students' normal science class, Estrada said.

A grant from the nonprofit group will pay for teacher training and most of the materials and supplies required. The district has agreed to pay $2,000 for software and some supplies.

Eventually, Villarreal said, he would like to expand the summer program to include sixth, seventh and eighth grades.

"I'm trying to turn summer school into more of an enrichment program through grant money," he said.

He said he also hopes to offer higher-level elective classes for the upper grades.

The magnet school, focused on science, math and technology, will officially open next month with slightly more than 200 sixth-graders.

It's located on the same downtown Vista campus that used to house Lincoln Middle School before its students and educators moved to the new Rancho Minerva Middle School campus in January.

Associate Superintendent Bob Pletka, who recently left the district to take over as superintendent at a district in El Centro, brought the program to the school when it was still in its planning stages, Villarreal said.

The summer school program ---- known as Science, Technology and Engineering Preview Summer, or STEPS ---- is part of the larger Project Lead the Way curriculum. The summer camps started last year in five schools. This year, more that 60 schools across the country are expect to have them.

Villarreal said he was pleased with how well the summer program worked, especially considering the different abilities and backgrounds of the students.

"These kids are unbelievable when you see them work together," he said.

Contact staff writer Stacy Brandt at (760) 901-4009 or sbrandt@nctimes.com.
