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elling surveying as a pro-
fession to high schoolers 
is easy once we get the 

students engaged in what we do,” 
said Jim Whitehead, LS, coordinator 
of NSPS’ TrigStar program in Mary-
land.  “The challenge is to get more 
surveyors around the country en-
gaged in helping us achieve this wor-
thy objective.”

TrigStar is the NSPS education-
al program designed to demonstrate 
to high-school-aged students how 
mathematics, and specifically trig-
onometry (hence the moniker Trig-
Star), can be directly applied to the 
world of work.

veying problem. The exam is typical-
ly conducted prior to the opening of 
school, often at 8:00 a.m.

On this particular morning, the fi-
nal week of school at West Lake High 
School, 150 students show up at the 
school’s dining hall to take the exam. 
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and the winner’s sponsor (teacher) 
wins a $1,000 award. Second and 
third place national students and 
teachers received smaller awards. 
NSPS also offers an annual $5,000 
TrigStar scholarship. Any student who 
has participated in the TrigStar pro-
gram at any level and is enrolled in 
studies leading to a degree in survey-
ing/geomatics is eligible to apply for 
the scholarship. 

“When we kick off the TrigStar 
program at the start of the year, we 
come to the school with our back-
packs and our tripods and our robot-
ic instruments,” Whitehead explained.  
“The message we want to send them 

is that surveying is an ex-
citing, dynamic profession 
that gives them access to 
some of the best hardware 
and software in the world to 
work on some of the most 
challenging problems.  

“Surveyors are no longer 
just the guys on the side of 
the road with a transit put-
ting in a property corner or 
staking a curb; they are in-
volved with imaging, GIS, 
LIS, and other dynamic pro-
grams that will challenge 
them at the highest level 

of education,” Whitehead continued. 
“TrigStar is our first step in reaching 
out to them. The second step is en-
suring they get a degree in surveying 
from a recognized four-year college 
and then get experience with an ap-
propriate company that offers pro-
fessional surveying services and get 
their registration/license.”

During a later visit, the surveyor- 
volunteers, working closely with the 
mathematics instructors and proc-
tors, offer a four-question examina-
tion.  The first two questions pertain 
to basic right triangles, the third chal-
lenges the students with a basic par-
allelogram situation, and the fourth is 
always a written real-world land sur-

But with only 600 licensed surveyors 
in Maryland [compared to 40,000 li-
censed engineers] he stressed that 
more working surveyors need to pitch 
in to get the word out. 

“It’s a pretty exciting program,” he 
continued. “I can’t tell you how many 
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“ The message we want to send 
them is that surveying is an  
exciting, dynamic profession.”

Selling Surveying via TrigStar

Scan here to 
view video of 
Trigstar in action.

Scan here to 
visit the NSPS 
web page.

Paul Kanterman, a sixth-year 
mathematics teacher at West Lake 
High School in southern Maryland, 
said the TrigStar program helps him 
answer the question regularly asked 
by his trig students: “Where am I ever 
going to use this?”

TrigStar, which is conducted by 
surveyor-volunteers throughout the 
nation, begins earlier in the school 
year with the surveyors giving an in-
troduction to the profession of sur-
veying. After the state winners are 
determined, they compete nationally. 
The winner receives a $2,000 award, 

“Don’t ever doubt that coming to 
school to teach students about ca-
reer possibilities helps promote your 
profession. It does,” trig instructor 
Kanterman stressed.  

“Conducting TrigStar definitely 
achieves the goal of getting our kids 
to see the real-world application of 
what we teach them.  But, in my opin-
ion you need to get to the students 
even sooner if you want them to pur-
sue careers in surveying,” Kanter-
man continued. “They’ve heard about 
engineering since they were in kin-
dergarten. You need to get to them 
sooner and more often.  I’d make sure 
surveyors around the country partic-
ipate in this program and any oth-
er opportunities to tell young people 
about what an exciting career choice 
surveying can be.  Bring in some of 
the ‘gee whiz’ tools surveyors use, 
and you’ll get their interest.”

Whitehead, who got involved with 
TrigStar ten years ago when he was 
president of the Maryland Society of 
Surveyors, said, “We’re pretty excited 
about TrigStar here in Maryland.  We 
started the program here in southern 
Maryland, where all 10 high schools 
are STEM [science, technology, engi-
neering and math] schools, branched 
out to several counties in the western 
part of the state, and now are looking 
to broaden our reach in the state.  

“Today we get the word out to 
about 2,000 students in Maryland 
each year,” Whitehead estimated.  

times I’ve been in a grocery store 
where a mother will walk up to me 
and say, ‘You tested my daughter at 
Stone High School and she won first 
place,’ or something of the like. We’ve 
had county commissioners interview 
us about TrigStar. We’ve had the su-
perintendent of schools for Mary-
land help us give out certificates and 
awards.  This is a program that the 
Maryland Society of Surveyors could 
project across the entire state, and 
hopefully one day we will. It needs 
more growth nationwide as well.”

Daniel Dewaters, 17, walks out of 
the cafeteria where he’s just complet-
ed the exam. “I think I did great be-
cause I thought it was easy.  You had 
to know cosines, sines, the Pythago-
rean Theorem, stuff like that.  I love 
that stuff. It’s fun. I like trig the most, 
but geometry is fun too.”

“Do you think you might want a 
career in surveying, Daniel?”

“I might, if I knew more about it,” 
he replied. “But right now I’m inter-
ested in marine biology.  I’ve been in-
terested in that since I was little.”

A student at West Lake High School in 
Maryland learns about surveying applica-
tions by taking the TrigStar test.


