
 

       
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE                                        FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
April 30, 2018                                                                   Autumn McKnight 

                 SparkShop Media Rep. 
                                                                                          Columbia College Chicago  
                                                                                          autumn.mcknight@loop.colum.edu 
                                                                                          773-815-7515 
  

SparkShop: On the Road to Shaping Future Engineers in Chicagoland 
Two Northwestern grads bring engineering to Chicago’s youth 

 through their trunkload of fun 
  
CHICAGO - Shonali Ditz and Tiernan Murrell have put 1,500 miles on their compact cars as 
they bring a trunkload of “engineering fun” to fourth and fifth graders throughout the 
Chicagoland area. The pair have reached over 300 students in 3 months and their non-profit 
SparkShop is just getting started.  
 
SparkShop is an immersive and interactive STEM program that was adopted and developed by 
Ditz and Murrell in August 2017. The program is designed to show 4th and 5th grade students 
that engineering is not what they think it is.  
 
“The term engineering is really scary to young people who don’t know what it is,” said Murrell. 
“It’s a method of problem-solving.  It's a mindset where you try things, and fail, and try things 
again, until you figure it out and make it work.”  
 
The students take part in lessons and hands-on experiments that show them the fun and creative 
aspect of engineering while simultaneously incorporating the humanities. These women have a 
big dream: to bring this innovative program to children all over Chicagoland.  
 
In order to bring SparkShop to more school children, Ditz and Murrell have packed up the trunks 
of their Mini Cooper and Mazda 3 with 3D printers, laser cutters, and prototyping supplies and as 
they head to public and private schools across the city. 
 
When questioned about the impact SparkShop has had on her students, Principal Linda Sanders 
of St. Philip Neri School said,  “Our students are asking better questions in all of their classes.”  

 -more- 

https://chicago.suntimes.com/news/empower-illinois-private-scholarships-applications-reopen/


In only a couple of sessions, SparkShop is making kids more inquisitive and there is an obvious 
positive impact on the students. The possibilities are endless as to what impact SparkShop can 
have on young minds.  
 
“You need creativity. You need adaptability. So that’s how we wanted to teach engineering to 
young kids. Something that’s more dynamic than its reputation,” said Ditz. 
 
When asked about the most rewarding aspect of leading SparkShop, Murrell said, “When one of 
the kids that was shy and disengaged come out of their shell and get excited and passionate about 
the lessons we’re teaching that day. It’s all worth it if the program continues to have that effect 
on kids.” 
 
SparkShop’s overall goal is to reach as many kids across the Chicagoland area as possible. To do 
this, they need a larger vehicle and have launched a campaign to raise funds for a truck. This will 
make transporting all of the materials needed a much easier job.  
 
“When we get the truck, we’ll be designing, modifying, and improving it to be an educational 
tool in and of itself,” said Murrell. “The truck will help us reach more schools and students and 
also act as a teaching opportunity.” 
 
To learn more about their truck campaign, please visit: https://goo.gl/UvLo73.  
 
About SparkShop 
SparkShop is run by a team of engineers-turned-educators. After working in industry they were 
inspired to make engineering an approachable and attainable future for more students. 
The program empowers students to apply their skills to engineering challenges and see their 
value in STEM fields. The curriculum contains a dynamic mix of experiments, discussions, 
demonstrations, and problem-solving designed for 4th-5th graders.  SparkShop aims to build the 
initial enthusiasm that prepares students to pursue STEM activities later in their learning careers. 
For more information, please visit www.sparkshop.org 
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