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Students participate in a hands-on STEAM lesson at
The Biome School.
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This story is part of our STEM coverage in the Sept. 1 issue of the 
Business Journal. Click here for a Q&A with Jessica Erfling of the Girl 
Scouts of Eastern Missouri.

Eight-year-old Zachary Humphrey remembers feeding a polar bear 
by sliding fish down a plastic tube last spring during his second-
grade class. His classmate Kara Brooks remembers building a model 
animal habitat for lemurs.

“We were going to have three lemurs, and we made beds for them 
with some straw,” said Brooks, 8.

The students were part of The Biome School’s two-week pilot project with the Saint Louis Zoo, where they
met with zookeepers and nutritionists, and studied animals and zoo operations. A pre-project visit to the
zoo and a month spent on related literacy, math and science helped prepare the students. The Biome
School, a charter school at 4451 Olive St. in the Central West End, focuses on a STEAM-based (science,
technology, engineering, arts and math) curriculum with experiential and project-based learning —
especially outside the school walls.

At the zoo, students classified animals using an iPad to document animal behavior and learned about
animals’ spatial needs.

Back at school, students designed their own zoo and built 2-by-3-foot model habitats. They had to “buy”
animals and “hire” zookeepers, all while keeping within budget, space and time requirements.

“Project-based learning isn’t just about doing a project for math, a project for art, a project for science. It’s
about bringing all of those elements into a universal learning experience for the kids,” said Miles Keough,
Biome’s second-grade teacher for the zoo project during the 2016-17 school year. “Most of our kids
couldn’t tell time before that. By the end of the year, they could tell time. Most had no idea what area and
perimeter were until they had to make sure they could get the flamingo to fit in.”

The school is preparing for a four-week project at the zoo in spring 2018. Last year’s version cost $7,000
and was underwritten by an anonymous private foundation. Twenty students participated in the project,
and the school expects to have 40 students this year.

Biome’s partnership with the zoo is one local example of schools building STEAM interest in students at a
young age. According to the U.S. Department of Education, only 16 percent of American high school
seniors are proficient in math and interested in a STEAM career. Furthermore, of those who do go on to
pursue a college major in STEAM fields, only about half choose to work in a related career. The
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Department of Education said the U.S. also is falling behind internationally, ranking 29th in math and 22nd in 
science among industrialized nations.

Growth, not bloat

Bill Kent Jr., president and CEO of the Youth Learning Center that founded The Biome School, said while the 
school is committed to expanding to a K-5 school, the growth will be measured and slow.

“We’re trying to grow versus bloat,” Kent said. “As an elementary school, we are responsible for setting the 

academic foundation for these young children, and that’s something we take seriously. So, it’s better to go 

slow, to learn and improve and make certain you serve the students in the way you envisioned when you 

started the endeavor.”

He said the cross-curricular approach to STEAM topics readies students for their future careers.

“We’re merging all those disciplines together and helping kids use those things to problem solve. That is 

really preparing them for jobs that don’t yet exist. Problem solving will be in fashion from now until the end 
of time,” Kent said.

The school, which has a budget of $2 million, has grown from 60 students when it started in 2015 for K-1, to 
100 students last year for K-2, to 151 students this fall after adding third grade.

The Biome School invested in a literacy specialist and partners with its sponsor school, the University of 
Missouri - St. Louis, to develop math curricula and provide professional development for math teachers. 
Some classroom time is dedicated to literacy and math.

Youth Learning Center’s Kent said schools can take advantage of a wealth of assets in the area — the 

bioscience industry, the Missouri History Museum, Missouri Botanical Garden, Saint Louis Science Center 
and other institutions.

“A city serves itself well when it thinks about repositioning its existing assets to serve students’ 

educational needs,” Kent said. “That’s what’s really important about the work we’re doing with the zoo. 

Everything already exists there. We’re just repurposing them to assist in educating students, and it 

benefits the entire city. We’d like to lead a revolution to start thinking this way.”




