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“Training Kids
from the Neck Up”:

Dr. Calvin
Mackie Makes
STEM NOLA his
“Communiversity”
By Dean M. Shapiro | Senior Editor
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A

solid home upbringing and a
strong emphasis on book learning
and hands-on skills acquisition

helped Calvin Mackie develop into the
prominent, multidimensional influencer he
is today. A gifted motivational speaker, educator, inventor, entrepreneur, Presidential
Award-winning mentor, podcast host and
critically acclaimed author of two books, his
accomplishments would fill an encyclopedia
and his awards would fill a room.

But the accomplishment he would likely point to as his crowning achievement was the founding of STEM NOLA, a hands-on learning program for
young people that is a big hit in New Orleans and other locations throughout
the state and the U.S. It is aimed at teaching real-world technical skills to
students from grades K-12 in the fields of Science, Technology, Engineering
and Mathematics; subjects whose initials spell out the organization’s name.
“Our goal is to offer these immersive experiences in which kids can not
only be introduced to the concepts and technologies of STEM but also use
their hands to participate in the STEM curricula,” Mackie explained. “We
also want them to be exposed to people who look like them and come from
communities like theirs who are now professionals in that area,” he said,
adding that the program is offered to children of all races and backgrounds.
The concept for STEM took root when the older of Mackie’s two sons
came home from school one day and told him he didn’t like science anymore.
He was having an issue with the way the teacher was presenting the subject.
Mackie, with a Ph.D. in mechanical engineering, knew something had to
be done and he took the initiative, founding the program and spurring its
growth from that “stem.”
Today, with a team of 40 professionals in their respective fields, along
with paid college interns and volunteers, Mackie hosts STEM instructional
sessions in city-owned gyms and other large-capacity venues throughout
all five New Orleans City Council districts. These sessions are held twice
a year in each district.
“We believe that STEM should be accessible. So we hold the events in
public facilities close enough to where kids who don’t have transportation
have more access,” Mackie explained.
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“I tell people
I went from
the university
and created a
Communiversity:
a
community
university. So
STEM NOLA
is
now
my
Communiversity
where I teach,”
Mackie said. “We
train these kids
from the neck up.”
Taking their
cue from STEM
NOLA, STEM branches are now in
Grambling State University, Shreveport/
Bossier City, Alexandria, Baton Rouge
and the Gulf Coast and in Michigan
and Illinois. Some
of them have
even drawn celebrity participation.
Retired pro basketball legend, Magic
Johnson’s Sodexo
Magic company, is
the title sponsor for
STEM Grambling. “I
have plans to put this
is every major city in
the country,” Mackie
confidently stated.
Over the years

Mason, Dr. Calvin, Tracy and Myles Mackie
Mackie has been honored and awarded
for his work by his professional colleagues,
as well as his home city, most recently
receiving the President's Award from the
Louisiana Association of Educators. In
his award acceptance speech, he told
the gathering of fellow educators, “I am
who I am today because of teachers like
you. My parents made sure that I was
prepared to learn and they turned me over
to the trusted hands of amazing teachers
like you.”
Born in the Gert Town neighborhood of
New Orleans, Mackie spent most of his
childhood in the Gentilly area. His father
and uncle founded Mackie Roofing which
still exists today and is one of the city’s
leading roofing repair companies now run
by one of Mackie’s cousins.
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In addition to classroom-type instruction, the students are given projects to
work on, largely by assembling parts and
making models of structures like buildings, bridges, levees and transportation
vehicles. Up to 150 students at a time may
be participants in these programs.
Since its founding in 2013, STEM
NOLA has engaged with over 100,000
children encompassing over 20,000
families, Mackie noted. He also hosts a
podcast titled “Let’s Talk STEM.”
Much of the program is funded by a
$3 million U.S. Department of Defense
contract and major funding is provided by
the Kellogg Foundation, Chevron, Boeing
and AT&T. The title sponsor is Entergy
with the phrase “Powered by Entergy”
prominently featured on STEM stationery
and visual displays.
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His younger brother, Anthony Mackie, is a major
film star. With an illustrious career in film, television
and stage dating back to the early 2000s, Anthony
has starred in the “Captain America” and “Avengers”
film series and had a leading role in the Oscarwinning 2009 Iraq War film, “The Hurt Locker,” for
which he was nominated for Best Supporting Actor.
Graduating from McDonogh 35 High School
in 1985, Mackie earned degrees from Morehouse
College and Georgia Tech, including his Masters
and Ph.D. He joined the faculty of the Engineering
Program at Tulane University and taught and
published peer-reviewed papers there until the
program was discontinued in 2006. By that time
he was serving on the Louisiana Recovery Authority
(LRA), helping to guide rebuilding efforts after
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita.
“There was a lot of work to be done after those
storms,” said Mackie who was sent as a representative to Kuwait to thank their government for their
monetary assistance to the state’s recovery efforts.
Outside of what he does with STEM but closely
related to it is motivational speaking. The messages
that he conveys in his talks are always positive, uplifting and inspiring. And he will travel far and wide to
get his message across. The week before this interview he had given talks in Lafayette, Baton Rouge and
Tallahassee, Florida.
“Mostly I’m talking about overcoming adversity
and what the world needs now is hope,” Mackie
said. “For the last ten years we’ve seen a lot of darkness but through it all we’ve got to believe that we
still live in the greatest country in the world. You
can get up every day and, with hope and with effort,
create a better tomorrow for yourself. This whole
thing called America was built on four letters and
those four letters spell the word H-O-P-E.”
Mackie lavishes praise on his wife Tracy, a
licensed pharmacist who helps him out with
STEM-related events and business, and his two
sons, Mason and Myles, both of whom have been
through the program. “This is something we all
created and put together and delivered for the
greater good of everybody.” he said. “I’m fully dedicated to making that ‘stem’ bloom.”

For more information about STEM visit their website at www. https://
stemnola.com/ or visit their Facebook page. For more information about
Dr. Mackie visit his bio on https://stemnola.com/dr-calvin-mackie/ or
his videos at https://www.channelzro.com/.
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