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Teri Burns <townclerk@townofmineral.net>  

Official Public Record Submission for Tonight’s Meeting – LASER / Town Charter 
Discussion  

JC <jwchristi@gmail.com> Mon, Aug 10, 2026 at 8:01 AM To: townclerk@townofmineral.net  
Cc: Jonathan Christian <robots@laser23093.org>, "president@laser23093.org" 
<president@laser23093.org>, "vp@laser23093.org" <vp@laser23093.org>, "treasurer@laser23093.org" 
<treasurer@laser23093.org>, "secretary@laser23093.org" <secretary@laser23093.org>  

Teri,  
This is Jonathan Christian and I'm the Executive Director of LASER writing to you from my personal email address to 
ensure my LASER email (robots@laser23093.org) doesn't hit a spam filter (because it literally has "robot" in the 
address...). I am writing to formally submit the attached statement regarding the Town Charter discussions at tonight’s 
Town Council meeting as I am unable to attend in person (and it reads 8 minutes long which is > the 3 minute alloted 
public comment time).  

As the Council deliberates the future of the Town Charter, it is vital that the record reflects what is truly at stake. This isn't 
just a discussion about administrative boundaries or a physical building—there is a "place" at stake. A place where 285 
students (and counting) across six counties come to build community, find belonging, and invent the future at 102 East 1st 
Street.  

I respectfully request that you perform the following two actions:  

1. Enter this statement into the official public record and meeting minutes for tonight’s meeting so it becomes part 
of the permanent record.  

2. Forward this email and the statement below to the Mayor and all Town Council members prior to tonight's meeting 
so they may read it in full.  

My 8 minute statement below contains the stories of a handful of LASER students that will never make the news. It is their 
voice that matters and I have the privilege to tell their stories with the hopes that the Council will understand more about 
"the place" that is at stake in their discussion to dissolve the Town Charter.  

Thank you for your time and assistance.  

JC  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
FORMAL PUBLIC COMMENT SUBMISSION FOR THE OFFICIAL RECORD  
To: The Mayor and Members of the Town Council of Mineral, Virginia  
From: Jonathan Christian, Executive Director, LASER  
Date: August 10, 2026  
Subject: Public Statement Regarding Town Charter Deliberations  
--  

My name is Jonathan Christian; I’m the Executive Director at LASER. By now, most of you know who we are. You know 
about our passion for providing affordable STEAM education for all students regardless of their educational affiliation or 
zip code. You know about our outreach programs, our camps, and our competitive teams. Maybe you’ve even looked at 
our website. But many of you have never set foot in the building at 102 E 1st Street to see what we do firsthand. As a  
research scientist by day, I understand the importance of identifying what is known, and what is unknown.  

The known is a comfortable place to reside, but it’s dangerous. It's full of complacency and illusions of grandeur. The 
unknown is a humbling, exciting, wondrous place where true discovery happens. Since many of you haven't been inside 
102 E 1st Street recently, what happens behind those doors is an unknown to you. Let's venture into it for a moment. Let 
me take you behind the scenes to meet the LASER students, to hear their stories. They’re the ones that matter, not me. 
My name can be lost to history and that’s fine by me, but it’s their names, their stories that should permeate your minds 
and guide your decisions. My purpose here tonight is singular: to speak for the 285 kids from 6 different counties who 
have participated in our programs, and to remind you that there is more at stake in your decision to annul the Town 
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Charter. Namely, there’s a “place” at stake. 
Let’s start with Day 1 of regular practice for our competitive robotics teams, which kicked off this past Tuesday. The 
excitement is palpable. It’s the students' first day to start building. They’ve done their research, they mapped out their 
strategy, they sketched their first design, and now it’s build day. Before practice starts, one student tells me, “While we 
wait, I’m going to build a helicopter.” He’s not kidding. A real, moving helicopter, from scratch. He knows he can do it, and 
I know he can do it. It’s not until he’s already built the blades and rotor assembly that I ask him to save the pieces for the 
robots. These kids can build anything; their imagination is so powerful, and their drive is second to none. This is how it 
should be. Teach kids basic principles, how to work together, how to evaluate ideas fairly, encourage them to take risks 
and try new things. Then get out of the way, cast them off into uncharted waters, and let them get wonderfully lost making 
new discoveries along the way.  

That student who wanted to build a helicopter was inspired by another student—a middle schooler—who previously built a 
mock-up of a compound bow assembly just so he could study the non-linear tension profile to find a mechanical 
advantage for a launcher concept for his robot. He sees things once, and almost instantaneously, these amazing creations 
just appear out of thin air.  

Let me tell you about an elementary school student that has no understanding of fluid mechanics, or Pascal’s Law, and 
yet immediately dives in on Day 1 to use pneumatic pistons to actuate a scissor lift that needs to reach two feet in the air. 
He’s never used pneumatics a day in his life, but he knows they’re there. It’s our job to put as many advanced 
technologies as we can into the hands of students so they can be prepared for tomorrow’s workforce. Workforce 
development doesn’t start when you’re a teenager or in college. It can start in elementary school, but you have to blur the 
lines between play and learning to the point where they become indistinguishable. That’s what we do.  

I’ve only told you about 3 students. 282 more to go.  

Still on Day 1 of practice for our competitive teams.  

Let me tell you about a student who last year said, “I don’t know how to build, I just do the coding.” That same student 
built a complete drivetrain in less than three hours on Tuesday. Impossible is not in our vocabulary. We’re here to build 
confidence into kids. How do we know when we’ve succeeded? To answer this, I’ll quote our fifth student, a 7th grader 
who has been with us for three years. He said, “I don’t know everything, but I feel confident that I can figure just about  
anything out.” That’s it. That’s success. It’s in them. It’s not trophies on a wall—which we have many of—it is this life 
altering confidence that gives them the bravery to solve the toughest problems of the future without batting an eyelash.  

Let me tell you about a new student on our competitive teams who was quiet as a mouse when she first walked through 
our door. Sometimes it seems like she’s afraid to do the wrong thing, say the wrong thing, or make a mistake. We teach 
students that there are no mistakes, only learning opportunities. We meet them where they’re at and put them into “must  
have” situations where it’s not about whether you want to do something, it is that “this thing must happen to move the 
team forward.” She needed medium-sized shafts for the wheels of the drivetrain she was building, and she needed to take 
them from the other half of the drivetrain another teammate was working on. That means she needed to disassemble, 
then reassemble the work of a teammate who was more experienced than she was. “I’m afraid to mess anything up,” she 
said to me. She didn’t really know where to start without the whole thing falling apart. She’s smart, she can see the 
intricacies, but she’s new so she doesn’t have that confidence yet. So like playing Jenga, she picked a starting place, and 
like a team of surgeons, we worked together to dismantle and rebuild the other student's work so she could get the shafts 
she needed. Sometimes you have to break things to fix them. We live this lesson every day.  

That’s 6 students out of our 16 on our competitive teams. I’d love to tell you about the other 10, but let’s shift gears.  

I could tell you about the students who were visiting their grandparents at the end of summer in Goochland. Grandpa 
signed them up for our Battle Bots event on July 24th. They had such a good time that they immediately signed up for our 
Gladiator Bots summer camp which started the following Monday. At the end of the camp, one of the students said, “This 
was the most fun week of anything I’ve ever done.”  

Now, let me tell you about the increasing number of families who are looking for places for kids that don’t have a place. 
They have kids who are smart, but have a hard time fitting in. They’re on the spectrum, have health issues that keep them 
out of sports, or they have disabilities that make it hard for them to participate in group activities. Look on Google Maps 
and find me a place for them. Where can they dream, where can they create, where can they collaborate? It is here. In 
Mineral. Right down the street at 102 E 1st Street. More and more of these types of kids keep coming to us because they 
didn’t have a place, but they do now.  

Let me close with one more. A story that will never make the headlines or be found on social media.  
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Come back to Tuesday, and let’s talk about an elementary school student on our competitive teams who was pretty down. 
You could see it on his face when he walked in the door. Something was weighing on him. He participated in practice, but 
about 30 minutes before the end, he started to pull his hat down lower over his face. I asked him how he was feeling and 
if he was okay. He told me about how he had a different ride home tonight because his mom was taking his great- 
grandma back to the doctor for more tests. It was the third such round in a seemingly short period of time. Something is 
wrong and the doctors are looking for answers. He’s afraid of losing her. He started to tell me about other things on his 
mind, and I told him, “It seems like you’re carrying a lot of things, that’s hard. Do you always carry so much in your mind?” 
He said yes.  

So I asked him to come with me and we sat down in the back of the room together where it was quiet. I showed him some 
special tokens that were inspired by a fictional novel I recently read—the details of which don’t matter. This was a special 
project that we and Lake Anna Signs & Printing worked together on. As a kid, sometimes you feel like you have no control 
and you don’t have enough of certain traits stored up to help you through whatever it is you’re going through. So they can  
borrow ours. Each token has a trait: peace, strength, belief, hope, courage, love—we even have a blank one they can 
fill in.  

As I told this student, “We’re not just here to build robots, we’re here to build community. You’re not alone. We believe in 
you, we care for you. If whatever you’re going through demands more than what you have, take some of ours. You can 
take as much as you need of whatever you need. Keep them in your pocket, and the next time you’re in the hospital to 
visit your great-grandma, feel for the tokens in your pocket and remember we’re with you.”  

I have hundreds more stories I could tell, but we can’t be here all day. We’re passionate about expanding STEAM 
education, but ultimately, we’re here to build community so students have “a place.” A place isn’t just about the walls or 
the roof. It’s about the safety, the connection, and the people inside it. But without those walls at 102 E 1st Street, that 
community loses its home. Please remember these students’ stories, hear their voices as you make decisions that could 
impact their future.  

We have a signed agreement to use the shared space at 102 E 1st Street through July 2027. We’d like to be here longer 
than that. We invite you to come meet these amazing kids; you’re welcome any time. We know the Town Charter is a 
complex puzzle with many moving parts. As you work through it, we ask that you protect the piece of the puzzle that 
provides a place for these kids. Thank you. 


