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hen Pamela Davis was diagnosed with stage II
breast cancer, she panicked. The 47-year old
technology educator had never married. She had
no children, and her parents and sibling lived out of town
or had health problems of their own. She felt very alone.
But Davis was not unfamiliar with serious illness, having
endured epileptic seizures since the age of 10. She knew
that getting through cancer treatment would take a
village. So when people offered help, she took it, building
her own community of caregivers and supporters.
At the time of her cancer diagnosis, Davis was already an
accomplished and highly degreed educator with STEM
(science, technology, engineering, and math) as her
specialty. The native New Yorker had served as Elementary
Computer Coordinator with the Elmsford School District
for 18 years, during which time she’d earned a Doctor of
Education degree from Columbia University.
As if that wasn’t enough, she had also served as Adjunct
Professor at St. John Fisher College as well as on the
School Board of New Rochelle’s City School District.
She was Lead Instructor and designer of the Coding
Robotics and 1:1 Devices for
NASA’s Endeavor STEM Teacher
Certificate Program. And her
labor of love? Reach To Teach,
Inc., named after her doctoral
dissertation at Columbia
and founded to generate
opportunities for students
to learn STEM through
performance and play.
When she started attending
Gilda’s Club cancer support
meetings, she was naturally
drawn to the children there. She was shocked
to learn of the number of children affected by
cancer, whether their own or a family member.
She had learned to practice mindfulness,
meditation, and yoga for her own therapy, but saw a
gaping hole in the tools children were given to deal
with their emotional and physical pain.
With robotics practically in her DNA, Davis started
bringing Lego robots to the children attending
sessions or awaiting family members there. The
transformations she observed in the children - and
many adults - revealed her new direction. She founded
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Wellbotics in 2016 to help children age 5 to 12, and their
families deal with medical trauma.
Wellbotics sessions combine Science, Technology,
Engineering, Art, and Math with Mindfulness (STEAM
+ M) to help kids and families build resilience through
technological tinkering, teamwork, and problem-solving.
A research project at Columbia University’s Teachers
College, Wellbotics is rooted in theory from instructional
technology, and human development, including
embodied cognition and trauma-informed care.
What does all that mean? Well, Wellbotics sets up
pop-up maker spaces where kids and their families build
relationships and learn how to handle some of life’s
toughest challenges while building robots, themselves
fallible and problematic.
Today, Dr. Davis is a cancer survivor on a mission: To
help kids of all ages have fun in a stress-free setting while
enhancing cognition, deeper emotional connections,
and critical thinking skills applicable in other areas of
their lives. She blogs at crowdsourcingCancer.com
and delivers Wellbotics to cancer care
communities and other safe spaces.
Dr. Pamela Davis is the ultimate
personification of what you can do
when giving up is not an option.
We’ve gained much from her words
and actions and think you will too.
Monica: Can you talk about your
personal experiences, especially
in terms of being diagnosed with
cancer?
Dr. Davis: I was diagnosed
as a single woman, and I was
overwhelmed with that diagnosis.
However, I had a sound support
system, and part of that support
system led me to go to Gilda’s Club in
Westchester, which is a cancer support
community.
In that working space is where I got to
be strong with other people, and be
weak with other people, depending
on what the day was like. I met several new friends,
and many of them had kids. That was kind of how
Wellbotics started. I leaned on that community for
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support, and as I got to be a stronger part
of that community, I came to understand
there were some kids who weren’t cancer
patients themselves, but they were living with
cancer patients who had some real concerns
that seemed familiar to me because I was a
teacher, and I had seen kids who were dealing
with illness at home or even death at home.
There was not a real place for them in school.
When I was at Gilda’s, and I saw that there was
this opportunity to reach out to those kids
– many of them the friends of my friends—I
started a robotics club. It became a way for the
kids to connect. I thought, “Maybe just bringing
the robotics in will help them connect with
each other.” And little bits of me just wanted to
play.
I can’t pretend it was all about them. There
was a little piece of me that needed that level
of interaction again for myself, and I got to
share it with these kids.
Monica: Would you say it was your diagnosis of
cancer that somewhat inspired and propelled the growth
of your ingenuity and innovation to create Wellbotics?
Dr. Davis: It was. It was not even as much as the
recovery from cancer. When I was diagnosed with
cancer, I think the main thing that I was concerned about
was being well and being whole. When it became more
about healing, rather than trying to understand what was
going to happen, that’s when I started Wellbotics. It was
that connection to that group of people that helped me
heal; it made me want to heal through helping other
people heal.

That’s how Wellbotics was born. I don’t think I thought of
mindfulness and robotics as going together until I was in
the room with the kids and we were all talking about how
we coped with whatever our role was in that community.
It’s not just for kids, and it’s not just for the cancer
community. Other people, adults in different types of
traumatic situations have somewhat benefited from that
original notion that was mainly for kids of cancer patients.
Monica: If someone were interested in Wellbotics, how
would you describe the benefits of it?

Dr. Davis: That’s how it started. It didn’t start with
mindfulness, or anything other than having some toys
and wanting to play with them. But, as you know, I
started working with the kids.

Dr. Davis: One of the significant benefits is that we work
with not-for-profits. So, we work with communities. In
other words, a lot of the groups we work with already
have a safety to them. They’re already safe places.
Wellbotics brings inspiration and motivation, and even
information, to those places and helps people cope with
homelessness, for instance. It also helps first-generation
college students to deal with the ups and downs of that
experience.

I’ve called on mindfulness myself to help me get through
what I was living through at the time. So, when the kids
and I began to talk, it all started translating into having
the robots be kind of a model to help them understand
what I was talking about when I was talking about
mindfulness.

I’ve worked with cancer patients themselves and the
people who had cancer in their family. Recently, I’ve
started working even with children who come from
income instability situations that vary. That group is
not as cohesive, but they all have a similar financial
demographic.

Monica: Is the program mainly for young people, for
kids?
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Monica: What noticeable changes have you witnessed in
the students who participate in the program?
Dr. Davis: The most important voices that I hear are
from kids who want to come back and do more in those
safe spaces. In other words, we create a dialog, and that
dialog leads to a more in-depth discussion in our group.
Even when we leave there, the discussions continue. I
hear reports from social workers and parents. Early on,
there was a kid who spoke to me and told me what a big
difference it had made. A young lady who was helping
my groups as a teacher’s aide had a mother with cancer,
and she was helping kids younger than her who had
cancer; she would work with the robots and explain to
the kids how mindfulness works.
When the program was over, I went with her and her
mom to a sushi restaurant. She felt like she needed to
tell me how much of a difference this had made to her.
Not only did she feel like she was helping the kids, but
she also had begun to understand that she wasn’t alone.
She felt that she was going to be able to get through it
6
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because of the things she had learned, and the people
who understood what she was going through. She didn’t
have that anywhere else.
Monica: Someone on the outside looking inward may
not understand how mindfulness fits into the realm of
STEAM, for example. So how does that work?
Dr. Davis: Well, one of the things we do right away is talk
about the neurobiology of coping, of how mindfulness
is a neurobiological process. We also talk about how
computers and artificial intelligence were built on human
neurology.
When we have those discussions, you can not only
understand what’s going on with you as a person when
you’re mindful, but when you see that in play in the
little robot model of someone interacting with their
environment and understand the code that it takes to
try and fail and try again, then it becomes a clarifying
moment. With the kids, even though we don’t use the
explicit kind of neurological terms that we use with older
people, they still understand the success of this little
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robot as he’s going through whatever his trials are. As the
robot is experiencing the robot game we are playing, you
see the kids rooting for him. In rooting for him, they’re
rooting for themselves, because the robot is overcoming
obstacles and dealing with different things on the map
that he’s traveling.
If you see it in action, it is easy to understand why after
rooting for this little guy who tries, and tries, and finally
makes it, you walk out feeling like, “Hey, I’m a little guy.
Maybe I can make it.”
Monica: Do you believe that by participating in the
program, they are also learning patience?
Dr. Davis: I think it teaches them patience. For instance,
one of the strategies they learn is how to do object
meditation.
We have different things tied into the lesson, like
pinwheels and tops. We teach them how to meditate
using those things as part of the overall experience. We
directly show them ways to incorporate mindfulness into
their own lives, and we usually give them some tangible
tools to do that.

Monica: I think it’s crucial, too, to continue to
encourage young girls to be a part of this.
Dr. Davis: Yes, young girls and young people of color
– there are many groups of people who don’t have this
kind of seamless perspective when it comes to STEAM.
They see it as an isolated set of experiences, and it’s not.
Monica: How can parents encourage their young child
to think about those particular fields?
Dr. Davis: I think the encouragement probably is like
science, STEM, and STEAM itself -- there is no stronger
encouragement than doing it. I don’t mean you have to
put your kid in a program that is going to teach them
STEAM.
It doesn’t have to be as sophisticated as you might think.
If you have a good Instant Pot or a recipe, that’s an
opportunity for STEAM. You’ll find that it’s everywhere.
It’s not as unreachable as you might think. There are so
many good after-school and before-school programs,
and I encourage parents to do that. Make sure that when
and however you can, to encourage the schools to do
their parts, as well.

Monica: Your program includes the components of
STEM, but you also include art, which you introduce
as STEAM. How important is it to be focused on those
particular fields in schools across the country?

With toys and games today, and everything else today,
there’s probably a four-foot distance for the kids and
some opportunity to interact with STEAM.

Dr. Davis: It’s essential. I honestly believe that if children
are not exposed in time, they lose perspective as far as
what opportunities are available.

Monica: I like the fact, too, that one of the programs
you offer is “Robotics and Resilience.” It’s important for
teens and for kids to be able to be resilient when they’re
going through tough times or when they experience
something negative.

There is no real path without some level of STEAM at
this particular point in history. I think that even to be a
supermarket cashier or to be an orthopedic surgeon;
there is going to be some level of that type of discovery
understanding and interaction with technology. The
idea of problem-solving is more significant than a small
deal these days. Standing in the self-checkout line at the
grocery store is a problem-solving experience within itself.
So, there’s nowhere to get around it anymore. Exposing
children to it in school or outside of school (in my
opinion, both is best), is to give them perspective and
allow them to understand the ubiquitous nature of
STEAM and STEM. It’s unavoidable. And those who
try and hide from it will be found. So, they might as
well understand it as fluently as possible, as young as
possible, and use it to their advantage.

Dr. Davis: That’s one of the things robotics can teach
you how to do. I haven’t met too many people who did
not fail when they first tried it. The whole concept of
failing is not the same. In robotics, you’re learning. Every
time something doesn’t work the way you expected it to,
there’s an examination and evaluation process.
Even with robots, kids can take into account limitations
before they even set their goal. I think with resilience,
you understand that you can do almost anything, but the
question is, what’s the best way for you specifically to do it?
Sometimes, that takes a couple of turns to figure out.
That, to me, is the bottom line of resilience. It’s not that I
bounce back, but that I bounce back and I keep moving
toward my goal.
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Monica: Where do you envision Wellbotics being in the
next couple of years or so?
Dr. Davis: I am very interested in working with notfor-profits. I’ve already worked with the Gilda’s Club in
Westchester.
I’ve worked with Gilda’s Club in New York City. I’ve
worked with the American Cancer Society, and I’m
working with Riverside Freedom School again this
summer. I’ve also worked with a camp in Westchester
called Camp Sunshine in Elmsford, New York.
I think for a couple of years, I was focused on the cancer
community. Now, I’m branching out and also working
with adults in Riverside Church, and I work with adults
and kids at the American Cancer Society. There’s this
opportunity to create this methodology that helps
people understand robotics and STEAM as the natural
kind of marriage to mindfulness and resilience. I think
they’re a match made in heaven.
Monica: What do you enjoy most about what you have
created and how it’s changing lives?
Dr. Davis: As I admitted earlier, I like to play with robots.
So, I’ve got to say that’s part of it. But also, after
being a school teacher for so many years, I like
that opportunity to impact lives in a way that is
not as academic. I think it may be more spiritual
in some ways.
It’s more about the whole child. I think
for many years, I was dealing with the
school child, and that is not a whole
person. The kids that I’m dealing with
now, I see more of them. I see more of their
entire selves. I get to know their families as a
unit, and their realities, even the lessthan-pretty part. To be there and
impact people in those spaces
has been a blessing to me.
Monica: What kind of feedback
have you received from parents?
Dr. Davis: A lot of parents want
more.
A lot of times, after robotics is over, we
usually do a five-week, and sometimes
they have the sixth or seventh week for
8
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an expo, or a storytelling session, or something like that,
but it’s a limited run. I get a lot of parents who want to
do it again, or they say, “When can my other kids go?”
Monica: This was all pioneered from your adversity.
What’s so powerful about it, I believe, is that often,
when we experience difficulty and challenges, people
can’t seem to get beyond that to turn their adversity
or challenge into something positive – not only
for themselves but for other people. But you have
successfully managed to do that, and people are
benefiting from it in so many ways.
Dr. Davis: It started for me only because I had a
childhood illness. I was epileptic growing up.
Cancer was not my first rodeo. I had brain surgery at
21. I think, at least in my experiences, when you face
adversity as a child, and you have that understanding
that sometimes bad things happen, and sometimes, they
happen again, it gives you either the perspective that you
have to start looking at things as though they can get
better, or that this will not last forever. As an eight-yearold or a nine-year-old, you don’t have a real option to
give up.
Monica: This is an amazing story that you have.
I hope the Wellbotics program can expand
throughout the U.S. if that is your vision.
Dr. Davis: Actually, I’ve had people
from Africa, Nigeria, specifically,
and other places who have been
interested in it, as well. I would
love for it to expand. I would
love to touch more people. I
plan to train others to make it
something that is part of practices
like social workers. If social workers
had a Wellbotics kit in their office,
they might be able to bring it to
people that way.
I can imagine many faithbased places and care
workers that might benefit
from having this as a
strategy in their toolbox. It’s
a new generation of people
who are undergoing traumas and
uncomfortable events and have
been treated.
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Most people under 30 don’t know a world without
technology. So that means that the social workers
themselves have a new tool in their toolbox, and they
can offer it to people who may understand this better
than some other strategies. Or they may have this in
addition to some other approach.
Monica: In addition to mindfulness and motivation,
another aspect of the Wellbotics program is
makerspaces. Can you talk a little bit about that?
Dr. Davis: Makerspaces – if you’re not familiar with the
term, it’s when groups of people get together and create.
A lot of times, they might be differentiated between
makerspaces, hackerspaces, and tinkering labs. Those
are specifically technological kinds of places.
A hackerspace would be more of a place where people
code, and create apps, and create those types of twodimensional digital designs. A makerspace could include
art, robots, or 3D printers, and things like that. So, when
I say “makerspace,” we use analog types of artistic
materials along with robotic kits, and LEGOs, and we
create entire scenarios for these robots to endure and
eventually encounter success within.
Monica: Is there anything specific you want to mention?
Dr. Davis: I’m a doctor of instructional media and
technology. So, I’ve been doing some academic
conferences because I’m a huge believer in participant
input.

Monica: I’m sure you will succeed at it.
Dr. Davis: The website is wellbotics.org, and people
who would be interested in having me speak or having a
workshop can find more info on the website.

When I create a new program, I like to go to places
where there are makers who are teachers, and I like to
get their feedback. I like to go to psychologists and kids
and get their input. I was at FabLearn this spring, which is
one of the most awesome maker educator conferences
in the world.

Monica: I certainly wish you much success.

Monica: The impact you’re having is wonderful. It’s
something different, and you have a completely different
approach; it’s a different approach to healing.

Dr. Davis: I’ll go with the idea of what’s on my email
signature, which is “Be well.”

Dr. Davis: Yes. That’s what I’m hoping, and that’s
what I’m watching. It is something that most people
haven’t seen.
I would like to think that this particular time in the
evolution is the time when I start moving closer
to understanding how to make this available for
practitioners and people who need that level of
connectivity.

Dr. Davis: I thank you so much. I appreciate what you
do, as well, to shine a light on people who are trying to
make a difference.
Monica: Would you mind ending with your last word?

And by “be well,” I, of course, being a cancer survivor,
wish everything wellness. But also, “be well” has a second
meaning, which is to do well at being. Do well at being
who you are. Do well at being part of this whole thing
that we’re all a part of. Being well as in not being sick is
not as enjoyable if you’re not the best that you can be.
Monica: Well, thank you for this opportunity.
Dr. Davis: Thank you, Monica Davis. 
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“Since time is the one immaterial object

which we cannot influence–neither speed

up or slow down, add to nor diminish–it is an
imponderably valuable gift.”
Maya Angelou
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