Gateway Regional School District 6th graders get ecology lessons 
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HUNTINGTON - How can students contribute to their community while learning curricula, especially as it pertains to ecosystems?

That was the key question in developing an inter-disciplinary unit that led to a project titled “Leaving Our Footprints in Gateway.” 

Developed by sixth-grade teacher Ruth Harper, the project includes learning units on ecosystems, an in-depth exploration of local ecosystems, research on the needs of local ecosystems, and a community service component that will be tied to ecosystems.

Harper developed the project during her participation in a grant by the state Department of Elementary and Secondary Education called “Green in the Middle.” Harper was one of 15 middle-school teachers in the state, selected to work with the state agency to create curricula - including lesson plans, assessments and other resources - that use service-learning to teach the standards and skills outlined in the Science, Technology-Engineering and Mathematics Curriculum Frameworks for sixth through eighth grades. 

Harper submitted, and won, a grant to participate in the project during the 2010-2011 school year. 

Harper is quick to credit her colleagues with adapting the project. Teachers Laura Fisk and Matthew Collins are the leaders of the science curriculum at that grade. They, along with teacher Darlene Grady, have so enthusiastically supported Harper’s project that this has the potential to become an annual focus.

So far, students have participated in classroom learning about ecosystems and their local community, and have been introduced to the concept of community service learning. 

In September, they had a presentation from Tom Riccardi on birds of prey, and his community service learning experience with a bald eagle. 

Students spent Oct. 11 at the Appalachian Mountain Club’s Noble View Outdoor Center in Russell, with their teachers plus 10 educators who work for the club. The event included identifying ecosystems at the center and learning about environmental concerns.

Mountain club staff also provided students with journals, and held mini-workshops and activities at different points along the trails. 

The club’s program coordinator for the day was Michael Brunson, who traveled down from the Pinkham Notch center in New Hampshire. The Appalachian Mountain Club runs a Mountain Classroom Program at many of its sites, but needed to bring staff in for the Noble View location, which is currently unstaffed. 

Brunson hopes that other schools will bring students to Noble View and use its rich and diverse learning laboratory. 

Over the course of the school year, students will conduct research about issues in local eco-systems, and will present their findings to their teachers and peers. From that research, students will identify community service work that they can do with ecosystems. 

