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OUR REGION

By Lana Bellamy
Times Herald-Record

MIDDLETOWN - What began 
as a capstone project for technol-
ogy teacher Elle Lorica’s master’s 
degree has blossomed into Women 
In Stem, an after-school club of 
about 14 girls who meet each week 
to explore creativity in science and 
engineering.

The group meets after school 
each Friday in a computer lab at 
Middletown High School.

Last week, Lorica guided the 
group through a design exercise 
using 3-D printing software.

The girls spent an hour sketching 
and stretching thin shapes that dig-
itally transformed on-screen into 
objects with depth and definition.

Every few minutes, a student 
would yell out in excitement, or 
dash to another participant’s moni-
tor for help when they had a good 
idea.

There’s a cultural push to get 
more girls involved in STEM (sci-
ence, technology, engineering 
and math) after studies revealed 
a general drop-off in the number 
of women active in communi-
ties heavily focused on math or 
engineering.

To combat this, colleges are pro-
viding scholarships for qualified 
women, tech companies recruit 
and hire more women, and after-
school clubs like Middletown’s are 
being formed.

The goal of Friday’s exercise, 
Lorica said, was to give students 
time to tap into their creative sides, 
letting the innovative part of the 
project steer the science behind it.

One participant, senior Victoria 
Roberts, will start this fall at the 
University of Buffalo, where she 
plans to major in computer science.

As she worked on her 3-D model 
of a black ring, Roberts said she 
believes that being inventive in 
such a rigid field as engineering is 
important.

“I feel like math and science can 
be learned, but creativity is some-
thing more innate,” Roberts said. 
“Everyone has it; some just choose 
to use it more than others.”

Some girls might assume that 
coursework and jobs in science and 
mathematics are either too boring 
or too complicated for them. But 
sometimes it is just a matter of test-
ing the water, Roberts said.

Senior Kaylese John-Brown, who 
was working on a heart-shaped 
model Friday afternoon, plans to 

pursue a business degree at Johnson 
and Wales University, but faithfully 
attends Women In Stem meetings.

“I don’t have the opportunity 
to do it (study STEM) during my 
normal schedule, so I get to do it 
after school,” she said. “… You 
don’t see that often - girls who are 
into science and engineering.”

In one session this year, the girls 
created vinyl stickers. In another, 
they used 3-D doodle pens to heat 
plastic and draw wiry impressions 
of butterflies, dragons and the Eiffel 
Tower that stood a few inches tall.

Lorica is the school’s technology 
chair in a department consisting of 
six women and three men.

Fellow STEM instructor Norval 
Connell recommended Lorica for 
the promotion.

He is surrounded by powerful 

women, including his mother, 
wife and two daughters, who are 
all interested in math and science.

The lack of women in industries 
like math, science and finance – a 
world he previously worked in on 
Wall Street – is disturbing to him.

“Some of the brightest people 
I’ve seen in math classes are 
women,” Connell said. “… Cultural 
biases somehow steer women away 
from it (STEM).”
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Girls explore creativity in tech club

Sophomore Julia Fitzgerald, 15, gets a helping hand from senior Katherine Santic-Centorcilli during a Women in STEM club meeting at Middletown High School. [KELLY 
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Victoria Roberts, 17, works with fellow senior Naja Ogburn, 17, on her 3-D ring 
model during a session of the club on Jan. 12. 

Kaylese John-Brown, 17, a senior, gets a suggestion from senior Mikaela Gray, 17.

Middletown High 
club focuses on 
STEM projects


