Wakarusa Wetland Learners Project Status Report - Fall 2007

The Wakarusa Wetland Learners project is steadily making progress on the outcome goals established in our October 2006 project proposal.  Written and verbal responses from over 500 students, teachers and chaperones indicate significant new knowledge and appreciation of the wetlands environment.  However, we have not reached the proposed number of field trips (11/15 versus 15/15).  Academic year timing and school participation levels have been key factors in project delays.  We initially planned to begin trips fall semester of the 2006-2007 school year.  Due to the funding cycle and details to work out with USD 497, trips were scheduled only for spring semester 2007.  However, the only teachers choosing to schedule a trip were those involved in the spring 2006 pilot trips and eager to go again.  In collaboration with new USD 497 administrators, the project was changed in summer 2007 from its original focus on either 5th or 6th grade, according to each school’s preference, to an alignment with the 6th grade life science curriculum and an exclusive focus on 6th grade students.  New objectives, plus increased efforts by administration, led to increased teacher participation in fall 2007.  As a result of ongoing invitations and support, we anticipate some or all remaining schools will participate by the end of the project in spring 2008.  

Our primary goal continues to be getting students to a wetland, effectively managing their time and safety while there, and providing a way for them to learn about wetlands flora, fauna, systems, context, and aesthetics.  Funding bus transportation continues to eliminate one major hurdle to getting elementary students on-site during the school day, when they are most accessible and activities can extend the school curriculum.  Organizing activities prior to the field experience minimizes the functional challenges of a large group of students.  Having a coordinator present for every trip maximizes the use of instructional time in the field.  Providing on-site expertise helps bridge potential gaps in a teacher’s knowledge base.  These elements are resulting in WWL fieldtrips being valuable extensions of the science curriculum and are another reason an increasing number of schools are participating.

Elementary students and adults accompanying them are developing a better understanding and appreciation of wetlands—

In the process of providing these field trips, four distinct learning audiences interact and collaborate:  elementary students, post-secondary interns, teachers of sixth grade life science, and the community at large.  Creating hands-on environmental education experiences for intermediate level elementary students has always been the central purpose of the WWL project.  Training interns augments the pool of capable facilitators, while enhancing interns’ skills in environmental sciences and the application of those skills to environmental education.  The depth and range of field activities turns them into learning opportunities for teachers as well as students.  Chaperones from the community discover or broaden their interest in a unique natural environment in Douglas County, learning about it along with their children.  Members of all these audiences have expressed great enthusiasm over WWL field experiences.  

The impact of these trips is being captured through various media.  Participants share new knowledge, insights, and appreciation of a wetlands environment, via post-trip reflection instruments completed by students and teachers.  In addition, trips are documented through extensive photographing of field activities, as well as a videotaped component being added in spring 2008.  We can also determine the level of participant involvement, range of interactions with the wetlands, and other useful observations via these records.  An ongoing list of activities is maintained to reference data such as the diversity of offerings, and how many of each type has been conducted.  A continually updated list of facilitators shows the range of expertise made available through volunteers in our community, how often each volunteers to facilitate, types of activities each is able to facilitate, what organizations are represented in the volunteer pool, and related information.  This has also become a resource base for other potential uses of environmentally knowledgeable community members.  

 More teachers are finding this wetlands field experience to be a valuable extension of their science curriculum—

The 2006 pilot events involved veteran teachers with the professional capacity to use field experiences effectively in a standards-based, achievement-oriented science curriculum.  They have been very enthusiastic about the WWL project.  However, it has taken considerably more time and encouragement than anticipated to get most other eligible teachers to give this opportunity a try.  They must commit several hours of precious classroom time and risk a learning experience with which they have little familiarity.  Although we considered providing preview or preparation sessions for them, there was minimal interest in an additional meeting.  We discussed making such a session mandatory, but it seemed counterproductive to getting more teachers involved.  Our coordinator shared the project at a district level science meeting for 6th grade teachers, but only 2 of approximately 35 teachers attended, both already participating.  We do not have the personnel to go to individual schools, even if deemed appropriate.  Nevertheless, participation rates have increased from 13% to 73%, and there is still encouragement being provided for remaining schools to schedule a trip.  

The process for planning a trip is relatively streamlined.  An electronic application/planning form is submitted as the first step.  This enables WWL coordinators to gather information such as who to contact for planning purposes, what dates (over 60 available) and times (any 2.5 hour block) work for that school, and how many students and teachers/chaperones are involved (must meet required ratios).  Although teachers are allowed to request 1-2 of the 5 activities provided from a list of over a dozen options, these preferences are limited by which facilitators are available on a specific date.  Buses are ordered by teachers but billed to JAS.  To help prepare students, teachers receive a digital resource kit that includes various supporting documents and web-based resources. Hands-on resources are also available through KVHA and other sources.

Interns are being trained to facilitate nature-oriented activities with children—

When KVHA added an internship component to the WWL project, a major goal was recruiting undergraduate life science majors.  The intent was encouraging them to pursue environmentally focused science careers and develop skills in educating the public about the value of natural environments.  In addition, interns would be given opportunities to develop ecosystem assessments that extend the education they receive through university programs.  As the internship program has evolved, those applying are more often graduate students and are not necessarily in life science fields.  They come from diverse backgrounds and tend to have a wide range of science or naturalist experiences, which they want to enhance with WWL training.  However, their readiness for the role of facilitator has varied considerably, resulting in KVHA developing a very individually tailored approach to training.

The internship currently involves completing an application form, passing a screening interview, and agreeing to assume certain responsibilities and meet specific requirements, such as participating in at least 3 field trips.  Those accepted undergo training before observing experienced facilitators during a trip.  After these criteria are met, interns are usually ready to facilitate or co-facilitate, and are paid a stipend of $50 each time they do so.  Finally, interns are asked for reflections on what they learned, what use the expanded knowledge and skills will be to them, and what suggestions they have for improving the internship and the project.  Currently, 6 of the proposed maximum of 10 interns have been identified, 4 of these have been trained and facilitated one or more activities, and 2 are preparing to facilitate activities or conduct unique projects related to fieldtrips in spring 2008.  We will continue to seek and train interns through spring semester 2008.  

Community involvement at local, state and regional levels is increasing due to engaging new partners in current and future phases of the project—
Through ongoing networking and outreach, many new or expanded alliances have developed.  These include Lawrence school district administrators Kim Bodensteiner (Chief Academic Officer, Teaching and Learning), Anne Bruemmer (Curriculum Services, Division Director), and Anne Hawks (Science, Health & Physical Education Specialist); Patty Ogle (City of Lawrence Public Works Stormwater Quality Technician); Randy Stout (Research and Development Coordinator for Kan-Ed Network, Kansas Board of Regents); Travis Boley (Manager of Oregon-California Trails Association); and Anthea Scoufas (Director of Education, Lied Center of Kansas).  Other connections are in the making.  

Activity facilitators are usually associated with or solicited through agencies and organizations such as Kansas Biological Survey (whose staff and graduate students have been major contributors), Kaw Valley Heritage Alliance, Jayhawk Audubon Society, Kansas Sierra Club, Save the Wakarusa Wetlands, and Lawrence Sustainability Network, as well as KU’s Environmental Studies Program, Department of Theater and Film, and Engineers Without Borders.  Many unaffiliated individuals have come forth, as well.  Despite the array of affiliations among those making this project possible, no political agenda is endorsed or intended as part of the project initiatives or activities. 

Enthusiastic responses from teachers, parents and other chaperones on WWL trips indicate we underestimated the impact on adults in our community.  Most had never been to the Wakarusa wetlands before and were not aware this area was open to the public.  They have become a valuable conduit for spreading knowledge, awareness and increased interest in wetlands in Douglas County and beyond.  The degree of interest in learning more and returning with families, friends, and classes is evidence both children and adults are benefiting from the opportunity to explore wetlands in person.  Providing a cornucopia of information and first-hand experiences helps virtually all WWL participants regard this crucially important environment with an understanding and appreciation most could not develop any other way.

The next phase of the project is emerging with several key components identified—

Several changes in the project are being considered.  One is offering the current overview or cornucopia approach as a 5th grade trip.  The entire curricular focus at 5th grade is on physical science, so WWL fieldtrips could help fill a gap between 4th and 6th grade life science.  This change would be accompanied by a more in-depth environmental science approach for 6th grade.  If the last 4 schools choose not to participate in the current phase of WWL fieldtrips, then remaining funds earmarked for trips will be used to accommodate as many requests as possible by participating schools who want a return trip.  These trips will serve to pilot the more in-depth science-oriented approach being developed for the next phase.  Even if all 15 schools participate in the first phase, uncommitted funds still available in spring 2008 will be used to provide pilot trips as just described.  Also under consideration is the addition of other wetland destinations in Douglas County.  The Coon Creek area bordering Clinton Lake, with which KVHA is engaged through other projects, is a prime possibility for activities involving wetlands restoration. For photographs of trips, partial minutes of the first brainstorming session regarding the next phase, and other resources related to the project, go to http://wetlandlearners.wordpress.com/.  

In its next phase, the primary sponsor for the WWL project will be KVHA, with JAS playing a supporting role by providing bus funding.  New alliances  will include Haskell Indian Nations University students and staff.  Many HINU resource people have been identified, as well as a student group with interests related to natural environments.  In addition, the Lawrence Public Works Stormwater Quality staff will help develop ways project activities can incorporate information about the individual’s role in protecting the water quality of wetlands and other water environments or resources.  Organizations and agencies such as Kan-Ed, OCTA, and the Lied Center are considering ways to partner with KVHA and JAS on this project.  Some potential funding sources have been identified, and KVHA is submitting grant proposals to appropriate agencies.  If adequate funding cannot be obtained, the project will end in spring 2008.  Despite a growing number of Douglas County residents praising its impact and hundreds of students benefiting from field activities, the project can only survive with adequate and ongoing financial support.

WWL has fostered a level of involvement and impact beyond anything ever dreamt of 3 years ago when the JAS Education Committee brainstormed a plan to get children reconnected with natural environments.  We are elated to see our efforts bringing together such a wide array of groups and individuals to benefit residents of Douglas County and promote a healthy relationship between people of all ages and the natural world of wetlands.  Considering the local and global effect of human activity on natural environments, the community’s interest in environmental issues, the impact and momentum accomplished during WWL’s first phase, and the ongoing commitment of KVHA, JAS, KBS and others to this endeavor, it seems reasonable to envision a new phase building on the successes thus far achieved.  Although some aspects of this effort would have happened through the collaboration of sponsoring organizations alone, the scope could not have reached its current breadth without generous support from the Elizabeth Schultz Environmental Fund and the Douglas County Community Foundation.  JAS and KVHA are deeply appreciative of that support.  

