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Tech Tales: Family Engineering Projects 

Unite:Ed is an alliance between the University of Washington’s College of Education and community and 
education partners. Building on the College’s already extensive partnerships with more than 300 schools, 
districts, educational organizations and communities across the state, Unite:Ed fosters and strengthens 
projects within historically underserved communities. As a Unite:Ed initiative, the Backpacks for Science 
Learning research project addresses inequities in education and sponsors Tech Tales Family Robotics 
Workshops that are designed to teach families and children about science, technology, engineering and 
math. 

For a nearly three years, families have come to evening workshop sessions at Pacific Science Center, Red 
Eagle Soaring and The Seattle Public Library to build their stories using robotics and e-textiles (fabrics 
and clothing that integrate technology). But the focus of Tech Tales is not the tech, it’s the tales. A unique 
aspect of the workshops is that the technology is in a supporting role and attendees use it as a tool for 
telling their family stories. After all, storytelling is one of the oldest human technologies, and through the 
workshops, families shift their view of technology in their life and in the world. They begin to understand 
(and use!) technology as a communication device for sharing their unique family histories and cultures.  

The Tech Tales workshops begin with a meal. The first time they meet, families, researchers and 
community partners gather and share their hopes for the time they’ll spend in the workshop. Most 
participants say they are looking forward to a fun time set aside to work on something as a family. Daily 
demands often make family time a small slice of a typical day so collaborating on a Tech Tales project is, 
not surprisingly, a welcome joy. 

Consistent with Unite:Ed’s commitment to justice-centered strategies, a focus on family stories is 
evidence of the inclusive approach. Each family member comes to the workshop with deep expertise 
around their own histories -- everyone has a history, a culture, a family event to share. Together, families 
explore technology, learning about circuitry, robotics, e-textiles and programming. Within the equitable 
family engineering learning environments of the Tech Tales workshops, boundaries disappear -- women 
and children are writing code, the role of producer is open to anyone. 

Often the four or five families attending a workshop already know one another, bringing a rich 
community dimension to the experience. The intergenerational nature of Tech Tales workshops also is 
unique as STEM-related learning projects are typically age-specific and geared toward only school-aged 
students. Within the family-based teams, participants use a tool called Scratch to co-create animated 
family dioramas. Tech Tales brings forward the ancestral stories and cultures parents want their children 
to hear and remember. The Springer family chose a family story that connected to an Ojibwe cultural 
story of Nanabozho, the trickster spirit who appears in the form of a rabbit, stealing a spark of fire for the 
people. One night while on a family camping trip in the Pacific Northwest, a rabbit approached their 
family’s campfire. Nimkii said, “Look, Nanabozho has come to steal the fire!” The father took a picture 
with his phone, and the photo showed only a bright white blur of light where they had seen the rabbit. 
They created a diorama that flips between the timeless story and their camping trip, using motors and 
pulleys to flip through cut out scenes, and LEDs that light up the set. Importantly, this story was one way 
this family started to feel like the belonged after a recent move and the diorama making served as a way 
to solidify and remember this new phase of their lives. 
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In service of community, Unite:Ed seeks to support projects that will have a lasting improvement in 
education and understands iteration as the path to get there. As workshop families build animated 
dioramas, they must iterate. Working together, they experiment, they test, they fail. With time and a 
process that promotes deeper learning, they move beyond the moments of failure and develop new 
competencies. Powerful learning can happen outside the classroom! 

The iterative learning process also is in place for the UW researchers and community partners who are the 
co-facilitators of the Tech Tales programs. There is no cookie-cutter approach. Success comes from the 
close, deliberate collaboration of community partners and UW researchers as they leverage collective 
expertise to design, develop and refine a program while it is occurring. Their collaboration has a ripple 
effect; the design principles used during the iteration for Tech Tales can be applied to other community 
programs. The collaboration of UW researchers and community partners has now extended to co-
authoring and co-presenting about the research. The team behind Tech Tales is a dynamic example of the 
community-practice-research partnerships encouraged by Unite:Ed. In fact, innovative partnerships have 
been the cornerstone of the College of Education’s continued commitment to solving the most complex 
educational challenges in our communities. Leveraging the expertise and creativity of community and 
education partners, we are able to collectively share and build knowledge, improve conditions for 
learners, and ultimately transform education. 

The Backpacks for Science Learning research project is a collaboration between UW Bothell OpenSTEM 
Research, the UW Seattle Institute for Science + Math Education, Pacific Science Center, Highline Public 
Schools Native Education Program and Seattle Public Libraries. The research project is funded by the 
National Science Foundation. 
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