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The Air Force Association and USA 
Today Education, an arm of the Gannett 
Co.-owned national newspaper, have 
worked together for 23 years to sponsor 
the Visions of Exploration program in 
fourth-grade-to-12th-grade classrooms 
throughout the country.

The program’s goal is to motivate 
students to explore topics and careers 
in science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics.

Visions of Exploration provides teach-
ers with Common Core-aligned lessons, 
along with regular classroom access to 
the USA Today newspaper either in print 
or online format, to enhance students’ 
understanding of STEM. Teachers use 
USA Today articles on aerospace topics 
to guide discussions on STEM issues. 
The program also aims to enhance 
students’ reading comprehension and 
writing skills.

“The online lesson plans and prob-
lem sets get kids applying STEM to 
real-world aerospace problems,” said 
Lawrence Sagstetter, president of AFA’s 
General E. W. Rawlings Chapter in St. 
Paul, Minn. “In general, the teachers and 
students like the program, especially in 
school districts with limited or declining 
financial resources.”

Since its inception in 1991, Visions 
has reached nearly 13 million students 
overall, said Mary Leaphart, USA Today’s 
curriculum manager. To bring Visions 
to a classroom, an AFA chapter must 
sponsor the classroom.

“Chapter members love seeing chapter 
funds being used for STEM and aero-
space education in the classroom,” said 
Sagstetter. “Members love to see kids 
getting exposed to STEM and aerospace 

simulators, aerospace problem solving, 
learning what makes airplanes work, and 
how they operate. The program gets kids 
thinking broadly about possibilities for 
the future—their future.”

Access to USA Today exposes the 
students to national and international 
events and generates conversations on 
subjects they wouldn’t regularly discuss, 
according to educators.

“It’s an amazing resource for research 
and keeping up to date with everything,” 
said Sheila Miles, the principal of Trin-
ity Lutheran School in Kissimmee, Fla. 

“There’s always something for them to 
understand and learn about. It has up-
to-the-minute new research for them, 
and a lot of these kids don’t get a chance 
to see a newspaper,” she said.

When Miles started using Visions, she 
was teaching fifth-grade social studies 
and science. Now, she said, it’s used 
across different grade levels in her school, 
a testament to the program’s versatility.

“So much of what [students] do in 
the classroom can get limited by the 
four walls,” said USA Today’s Leaphart. 

“What [Visions] does is take them be-
yond the walls of the classroom and 
lets them see a bigger picture of what’s 
going on in the world and how their 
life fits into that.”

Leaphart, who spent 11 years in sec-
ondary school classrooms before working 
for USA Today, led the Visions revamp 
that took place in the 2013-14 school 

year. The changes brought the program 
into the 21st century by providing “fresh 
and new, engaging, and exciting materi-
als for the students,” she said. 

One of the biggest changes in the 
new curriculum is the alignment of the 
lessons with Common Core state stan-
dards, a requirement for many teachers. 
It also includes a focus on careers—more 
specifically STEM careers, including 
those in the Air Force. 

“[The curriculum] gives teachers a 
ready-made tool that they can imple-
ment in the classroom with very little 
preparation time on their own,” said 
Leaphart. “It’s prepackaged and designed 
for them to run with it.”

Ryan Knutson, a sixth-grade social 
studies teacher in Woodbury, Minn., 
who has used Visions for seven years, 
said it’s nice to see how the program 
helps students “read at a higher level.” 
The program is also a great source for 
graphs and charts to supplement lessons 
in economics, he said.                
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