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The road back has 
been a long one for 
David L. Hoyt, but he 
made it.

This fall, the 
puzzle maker, who 

has his puzzles in more than 650 
newspapers, returned to the Talcott 
Mountain Science Center and 
Academy in Avon. 

From the time he was a kid, 
Hoyt had wanted to be an inventor. 
His dream was fostered during his 
short lived but profound time at the 
science center in 1979.

“There was a day we made holo-
grams,” Hoyt recalled. “We were 
using lasers which had to be precise. 
They could not be set up in the 
building because there would be 
slight vibrations; they set them up in 
the basement of the building. It was 
incredible. We were crawling around 
the basement in the rock building 
holograms. I can’t even believe we 
were able to do something so cool.”

While in eighth grade, Hoyt’s 
class was part of a six-week Saturday 

program at the center. He only 
attended two of the classes before 
his family moved to Florida.

“The whole time I kept remem-
bering the Talcott Mountain Science 
Center and Academy. I thought 
about it all the time,” Hoyt said. 

He wanted to get back, but 
wasn’t sure how that would happen.

In October, Hoyt was finally able 
return to his beloved academy where 
he spent another two days working 
with students and introducing his 
Giant Word Winder and Giant Math 
Winder games to students.

The games are played in a simi-
lar manner: after putting down a 
non-stick pad, the large pieces that 
comprise the board are snapped 
together and can make thousands of 
different combinations. Students 
form teams and are given large 

chips. With the word game, students 
find words among all the letters on 
the board, words can be spelled for-
wards, backwards and many other 
directions. The idea is to eventually 
wind words from one end of the 
board to another. Other teams can 
block the progress. The same con-
cepts apply to the math game, 
instead of words, students puzzle 
out math problems.

“It was just incredible. You feel 
the energy and their intelligence,” 
Hoyt said of the students with whom 
he worked.

The academy’s Executive 
Director Jonathan Craig said of 
Hoyt’s visit, “Students were very 
enthusiastic and felt privileged to 
share ideas and information with 
someone so creative and well known. 
They had a great time and learned a 

lot from their experiences with him.
“David attended the Talcott 

Mountain Science Center at a time 
when he was in the impressionable 
stages of development. We empower 
kids and light a spark in their imagi-
nations – they do the rest. David has 
now come full circle and is commit-
ted to inspiring students with a love 
for learning.” 

In many ways, Hoyt exemplifies 
the center’s mission, Craig said, 
which is “to inspire a love of learning 
through discovery and engagement; 
to explore the interconnected nature 
of science, technology and our 
ever-changing world; and to be the 
catalyst that unlocks the potential 
within each individual. We want  
to make a positive difference in 
children’s lives.”

He went on to say, “We are 
grateful and proud when our alumni 
come back to tell us we have suc-
ceeded. It reaffirms our beliefs and 
practices, and it also provides us 
with important feedback that helps 
us continue to grow. We always ask 
our alumni if there was a defining 
moment in their Talcott experience 
that served as a spark for them –  
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Putting it all together 
Puzzle maker David L. Hoyt inspired by time at Talcott Mountain Science Center and Academy

“These games are about working 
together to make good decisions, that is 
what we are trying to teach, not how to 

spell, not how to do math.” 
– David L. Hoyt

by Alicia B. Smith
Associate Editor

Students at Talcott 
Mountain Science 

Center and Academy 
were treated to a new 

puzzle game, Giant 
Math Winder, when its 

creator recently 
visited the school. 
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setting them on a particular path. These memories 
help us better understand the types of activities 
and learning experiences that best resonate with 
our students as we continue to evolve.”  

Hoyt grew up in Connecticut, lived in Florida 
and is now settled in Chicago. He owned his own 
landscape business, built houses and even worked 
for a time on the floor of the Chicago Board of 
Options Exchange.

“I wanted to be an inventor,” he said. 
“Somehow I ended up being an options trader.”

He decided to start over. He sold his posses-
sions, gave up his job and began inventing games. 
For four years, he worked on developing puzzles. 
After selling some of his concepts, he sold some of 
his games to Parker Brothers, Hasbro and other 
companies. He also had good fortune of the 
Chicago Tribune accepting one of his word games 
and eventually deciding he was the person to con-
tinue the popular Jumble game, which has been 
running since 1954. Hoyt went on to develop the 
Tribune’s Jumble Crosswords, TV Jumble and 
Jumble BrainBusters.

“It allowed me to start making puzzles, then 
allowed me to fall in love with being a puzzle 
maker,” Hoyt said.

His puzzles include USA Today Word Roundup 
and USA Today Up & Down Words, and run in the 
New York Daily News, Chicago Tribune, Los 
Angeles Times and The Washington Post. Today 
Hoyt is considered to be the most syndicated puz-
zle maker ever.

As his career in puzzle making took off, Hoyt 
decided he would create an educational puzzle 
book for students.

“It probably wasn’t that good of a book; it was 
my first attempt at doing something educational,” 
he said.

While attending a book show in Boston, a 
venue Hoyt said he really probably should not have 
even been at, he ended up having dinner with a 
large group of people he had never met before.

“I started ranting and raving about how amaz-

ing the Talcott Mountain Science Center was to 
me, the impression it left in my brain the whole 
time I was in Florida, I was thinking about what it 
was like to go to Talcott Mountain Science Center, 
ranting on and on,” Hoyt said. “Everyone at the 
table looks at me.”

One man told Hoyt he just made him one of 
the proudest people in room. The man was George 
Atamian, one of the co-founders of the academy.

“I promised him that day I would be doing 
something educational. I really wanted to take it 
more seriously and make it a major part of my 
career,” Hoyt said.

This interaction took place in 2000; since then 
Hoyt and his wife, Claire Haasl, have been busy. 
Hoyt developed two games – Giant Word Winder 
and Giant Math Winder – and has founded the 
David L. Hoyt Foundation.

He was inspired not only because of his com-
mitment to develop something for the educational 
realm, but also because of the positive feedback he 
received from teachers and librarians who intro-
duced his winder games to students.

The game began as a small board game, but 
Hoyt saw potential in going large. The game now 
has a 9-foot by 9-foot board and enables multiple 
teams to play at one time.

Hoyt and his wife spent the past two summers 
with the Summer Learning Challenge, part of the 
Chicago Public Library summer enrichment pro-
gram, in which the games were introduced and 
well received.

Hoyt has the goal of getting the games into as 
many schools and libraries throughout the globe 
as possible. He understands the game is large and 
expensive and may not be affordable for many 
school districts. That is where the foundation 
comes in; it will serve as a fundraising mechanism, 
giving grants and hopefully receiving corporate 
donations.

“We are swinging for the fences,” Hoyt said.
Hoyt had set out to make Giant Word Winder 

a game for adults. When the larger version came 

out he saw the potential of having it in classrooms.
“It turned into a collaboration game,” he said. 

“Kids walked all over the game, they were working 
together. These games are about working together 
to make good decisions, that is what we are trying 
to teach, not how to spell, not how to do math.”

Hoyt has found his passion with his puzzles. 
He wakes up each day at 4 a.m. without an alarm 
clock, ready to be creative. 

A typical day starts with him getting coffee 
and feeding the pets, then settling down at his 
computer. 

“I feel at my peak at 7 a.m., I am at my most 
creative,” he said.

He’ll continue working until about 9 a.m. 
before moving on to other business such as check-
ing emails and scheduling meetings 

“Everyday I have to think up new stuff. You 
think, ‘Man how does he do it everyday,’” Hoyt 
said.

It turns out he always has puzzles on his 
mind. Ideas will come to him from something he 
sees while out on a run or from a conversation he 
overhears.

“It kind of becomes an obsession,” he said. 
In addition to the Jumble and his other puz-

zles, Hoyt also develops hints for a word app.
“Talking to George it got me so excited,” Hoyt 

said of that fateful meeting in Boston. “It was a 
self-fulfilling prophecy.” VL
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David L. Hoyt is the world’s most syndicated daily 
word game creator with his puzzles appearing in 
more than 600 newspapers across the country.  
He recently visited the Talcott Mountain Science 
Center and Academy.
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The educational fads 
that have marked eras 
of student learning are 
plentiful – memoriza-
tion, whole language 

and phonics, No Child Left Behind 
and new math all come to mind – 
but STEM, the buzzword on 
many people’s lips, may not be a 
trend at all.

So says Jonathan Craig, execu-
tive director at Talcott Mountain 
Science Center and Talcott 
Mountain Academy. Instead, we 
are just rediscovering the way peo-
ple have learned for centuries, free 
from the confines of a classroom. 

“Education is a very new con-
cept in terms of human evolution,” 
Craig explained. “If you go back 200 

years, how would you learn? By 
watching somebody else, mentor-
ing, apprenticing; but you didn’t 
go to school on a bus and spend 
six hours of your day listening to 
10 different people sitting behind 
a desk and writing. So the whole 
concept of trying to make that 
work has only been 100 years of 
manipulation.”

EDUCATION

‘Leaders of their   
 own learning’
   STEM education methods shape happier, more resilient students  
     by Kaitlin McCallum
     Assistant Editor

Students 
investigate 

concepts of 
engineering 
by building 
structures 

with strands of 
spaghetti and 

marshmallows. 
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The problem began with com-
partmentalizing learning into sub-
jects – reading, writing, math, with 
maybe some history and science 
thrown in, Craig said – and the goal 
was to score well on some type of 
test. And since it was a measurable 
goal, the system of education just 
continued to refine the process to 
improve its results – without really 
questioning the goal. 

“We’re seeing that those children 
are coming out and yeah, they can 
speak English, maybe do some math 
problems, but they don’t know any-

thing about the society they live in, 
except what they learned from the 
world around them,” he said. 

Craig also noted children come 
to school already having developed a 
lexicon of nearly 3,000 words – no 
curriculum needed.

“The human brain has 100 mil-
lion neurons connected to thou-
sands of receptors … The capability 
and the capacity for children to learn 
is immense, but we’re not tapping 
into it.”

STEM expands the possibilities, 
Craig said, allowing education 

and the children it reaches to be so 
much more. 

What is STEM?
STEM is an acronym for science, 

technology, engineering and math, 
taught using an interdisciplinary 
and hands-on approach. Students 
are encouraged to ask their own 
questions, seek their own answers 
and learn by applying their skills in 
each subject to solve a problem.

“Every STEM school will have a 
little bit of a different philosophy,” 
said Sharon Zajac, STEM specialist 
at the Florence E. Smith STEM 
School, a magnet school serving 
West Hartford students. “For us it’s 
about lifelong skills for 21st century 
living.”

The school, which launched five 
years ago through a partnership 
with the Connecticut Science Center, 
operates on eight habits of mind that 
students, staff and parents formulat-
ed together to govern their approach 
to learning. They are communica-
tion, curiosity, collaboration, kind-
ness, creativity, perseverance, critical 
thinking and problem solving, and 
responsibility.

“STEM is about thinking and 
being creative and problem solving. 
STEM affects our daily lives. 
Technology is everywhere. It’s not 

just computers or something elec-
tronic. It’s the button on your coat, a 
glass, a knife and a fork, things that 
have been created by humans to 
solve a problem or make life better. 
You could not have engineering 
without science because engineers 
apply scientific knowledge so this is 
that reciprocal relationship. And 
math is necessary in everything.”

The school integrates its curric-
ulum whenever possible, weaving 
the concepts of science, technology, 
engineering and math together 
through experiments and explora-
tion. 

“STEM is huge on questioning. 
When we began five years ago, we 
created a culture to have kids notic-
ing and wondering, whether in art, 
music, math, asking, ‘What do you 
notice? What do you wonder?’ It 
brings the student’s voice into learn-
ing,” Zajack said. 

At Talcott Mountain Academy, 
Craig said, that’s how students have 
been learning since the small private 
school opened its doors 50 years ago. 

“There’s rote memorization and 
episodic learning. If you have an epi-
sode that is positive, you are going to 
remember that and the circumstanc-
es that made you interested in learn-
ing,” Craig said. 

Most teaching is linear and 
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follows a textbook or curriculum, 
leaving little change for opportunities 
that might spark students’ interest, 
such as a recent rocket launch or 
upcoming eclipse. At Talcott, he said, 
teachers seek out those opportunities 
and often try to work them into les-
sons in several areas. 

“Learning in a lot of situations is 
compartmentalized and that is OK for 
certain things, but there should be 
some coordination. You think about a 
factory. You want to build something 
you start with frame, put wheels on 
the chassis, then get the body done. In 
schools we put kids in math then 
English and forget that they never put 
the car together.”

At Talcott Mountain, Craig said, 
that each child gets to put the car 
together himself or herself is import-
ant. The entire school – kindergarten 
through eighth grade – comprises just 
70 students, with classes of no more 
than 10 students and some with just 
four or five. That way, Craig said, one 
child isn’t doing all the learning, each 
child gets to participate.

“When you think of hands-on and 

doing STEM exercises, you want kids 
to be doing something individual. 
They don’t want to see the teacher do 
it. You want them to say, ‘I got to do it 
and it really worked.’”

STEM in every school 
It’s not just specialized schools 

like Smith STEM School and Talcott 
Mountain Academy that are pursuing 
a more authentic approach to the 
STEM subjects. The Joyce D. and 
Andrew J. Mandell Academy for 
Teachers at the Connecticut Science 
Center provides professional develop-
ment opportunities for teachers from 
school districts across the state in 
teaching STEM, inquiry-based learn-
ing and student engagement. Courses 
in its Inquiry for Teaching and 
Learning series can also be applied 
toward a master’s degree. The acade-
my is also the state’s official profes-
sional development provider for 
Engineering is Elementary, an 
award-winning curriculum integrat-
ing STEM across curriculum for first 
through fifth grade. 

Smith STEM School uses the 

curriculum. 
Talcott Mountain Science Center 

also offers professional development 
with ongoing support for teachers 
and districts and partners with dis-
tricts to bring science activities to 
local classrooms. Craig said Talcott 
has worked with West Hartford, Avon, 
Simsbury, Bloomfield and other 
districts in the area. 

The state is pushing public school 
districts into an emphasis on STEM 
and a rethinking of how it is taught. 
The Next Generation Science 
Standards, adopted by Connecticut as 
the mandatory state science stan-
dards, calls itself a “three-dimension-
al” method of learning, encompassing 
core ideas (“key ideas in science that 
have broad importance within or 
across multiple science or engineering 
disciplines”), science and engineering 
practices (“Students engage in prac-
tices to build, deepen, and apply their 
knowledge of core ideas and crosscut-
ting concepts.”) and cross-cutting 
concepts (“connections across the 
four domains of science”).

In practice, local districts are 

working to incorporate these STEM 
practices into their curriculum. 

In Farmington, each grade 
plans classes focusing on investiga-
tion, engineering and scientific 
explanation.

“In kindergarten, for example, 
that’s where we start. We have explo-
ration time every day,” explained 
Veronica Ruzek, director of curricu-
lum for Farmington Public Schools. 
“When we got full-day kindergarten 
instead of saying, ‘Let’s fill that time 
up with more literacy or math,’ we 
said, ‘Let’s make it more for play time,’ 
and science and math are taught 
through that.”

The curriculum is broken 
down into units, Ruzek said, in 
which students read stories based 
around a theme. 

“The story launches an engineer-
ing project. So they read about the 
three little pigs and then acting like 
engineers, they experiment with mate-
rials, test their strength, and it’s con-
nected to a learning target,” she said. 
Students can make a hypothesis, build 
a structure and prove their theory. 
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The concept extends into older 
grades where, Ruzek said, teachers 
are working on structuring larg-
er-scale projects for students to test 
their skills and be “leaders of their 
own learning.”

“We looked a lot at the research 
of motivation theory and started 
saying we need bigger kinds of proj-

ects that are going to engage kids so 
they’ll want to do the work and that 
all prompted this idea that subjects 
have to be more integrated.”

Ruzek also said limitations in 
the district’s school buildings hold 
them back. In ninth grade, students 
develop a roller coaster braking sys-
tem, which has created a problem for 
teachers who have nowhere to store 
the large projects when classes 
switch every 40 minutes. Plans for 
renovating Farmington High School 
aim to address the limitations. 

Canton has developed a similar 
approach and Simsbury has created 
special programs to ignite an inter-
est by girls in the STEM subjects. 

STEM breeds success
Craig is sure that it works, that 

teaching this way makes an enor-
mous difference in what and who 
students are able to be. 

“It gives them the ability to 
think on their feet, the idea of things 
make sense to them. They have com-
mon sense and I’ve found if kids own 
the subject they’re working on, they 

end up with self-confidence and they 
can achieve anything. It’s building 
self-confidence,” he said. 

“We’ve been doing this for 50 
years and we have adults coming 
back to us saying, ‘You lit the fire; 
you started me on this path.’ We are 
finding they are engineers, election 
gurus, they are doctors. ... What we 
find is that we are a catalyst and we 
captured their interest in such a way 
that they say, That’s what I want to 
do when I grow up,’” Craig said. 

This past summer, he worked on 
a grant project to modify college-lev-
el curriculum for younger students 
and came across a biomedical engi-
neering professor at Trinity College. 

“He said to me, ‘I want to show 
you something.’ And he brought out 
an old plastic, red and clear box with 
some electronics inside and he said, 
‘I made this radio at Talcott 
Mountain when I was in fifth grade.’”

Zajack shares the same 
certainty.

“When we first started with 
inquiry, [our test scores] shot right 
up. There was significant improve-

ment in science,” she said. 
Zajack has been teaching in 

West Hartford for 28 years, at 
Webster Hill, Charter Oak, Bugbee 
and Morley. 

She also said she sees an 
increase in engagement, motivation 
and self-esteem. 

“Here a student proposes a ques-
tion and it’s the teacher’s job not to 
tell them the answer but to help 
guide them to understanding. When 
they’re given tasks that have more 
than one answer, that’s liberating. … 
A big change that’s happened is kids 
take more risks. The engineering 
design process lends itself to that 
because it’s a process. You ask your-
self, ‘How can I improve?’”

She said regardless of what 
career her students pursue, a STEM 
education prepares them to succeed 
in what’s ahead. 

“I have three kids and I’m a 
Newington resident. Though I’m not 
moving, I would move to West 
Hartford just so my kids could 
attend this school. That’s how much 
I believe in it.” VL
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