McKinley High School Aquatic Ecology & Horticulture Students:
Four Days Out of Their Comfort Zone in the Adirondacks
~ Russell Lis – Aquatic Ecology Teacher
On April 30th, 42 Aquatic Ecology and Horticulture students and chaperones from McKinley High School crossed their
fingers for mild weather as they prepared to explore Oswegatchie Education Center in the Adirondack Park. For the next
four days they would need to endure whatever mother nature had in store. For most of the students, as-well-as the
chaperones, this would be their first time away from home in a remote camp environment without cell or internet service.
The idea of not being instantaneously connected to the outside world for this brief period made both students and parents
uneasy. In the end, those that ventured outside their comfort zone not only returned home safely from the Oswegatchie
Education Center, they returned with pride, self-confidence, a connection to the natural world, and most of all, a bond
with other students that can only occur when you share experiences with each other instead of with phones and other
technology. Many of the students acknowledged that they did not miss their phones and were glad there was no cell
service as a distraction.

Figure 1. Group Participants. McKinley’s Aquatic Ecology Students, Horticulture Students and Chaperones.
Aquatic Ecology Teacher, Russell Lis received a $2000 grant from the New York Agricultural Education and Outreach
Project which, with the help of the Buffalo Public School’s Career and Technical Education Department and Buffalo State
College’s Liberty Partnership Program, made this trip a reality for both Aquatic Ecology and Horticulture Students.

Figure 2. Team Challenges.

Figure 3. Preparing for the high ropes challenge.

Figure 4. On the zipline.

Figure 5. Hike to Rock Pond.

Figure 6. Students participate in a survival skills and primitive shelter building workshop.

Figure 7. Hike to Trout Falls.

Figure 8. Smores over an indoor fireplace.

Figure 9. Students participate in a wildlife identification class.

Figure 10.
(Left) Students participate in a journaling activity/assignment that was organized and prepared by Heather Nowak (ENL
Teacher). Students journaled after lunch, dinner, and in the evening.
(Right) Caroline Farrell (AIS Math Teacher) helps students with their math homework.

Figure 11. Frog eggs found in a vernal pool

Figure 12. Morning flag raising ceremony followed by inspirational quote of the day.

Figure 13. (Left) A frosty Trading Post on arrival. (Right) Day 3 students visit the thawed Trading Post.

Figure 14. Students and chaperones learn that some students prefer Korean Ramen Noodles (HOT, HOT, HOT), instead of
something sweet, for a late-night snack.

You never know you’re changing when it’s happening. Going home on the bus, we were all
tired and happy to have our beloved cell-phone service back. It wasn’t until we all returned that
we could notice the difference: the difference in our attitude when things got difficult at school,
the difference when we would see a fellow camper in the hallway, and even the difference in
our willingness to try new things. I can see the changes in my students and this type of
transformation is only possible when we create opportunities for them to safely challenge
themselves in new ways. Heather Nowak, ENL Teacher

Figure 15. Conclusion of evening staff hunt. Students capture most of the staff with the help of the staff. Chaperones: (FROM
LEFT ALONG TOP ROW TO RIGHT) Julie Hughes (Horticulture Teacher), Danielle Jennings (School Social Worker), Joseph
Yager (Math Teacher), Marcia Nigro (The Sasquatch and Social Studies Teacher), Heather Nowak (ENL Teacher), Russell Lis
(Aquatic Ecology Teacher), Caroline Farrell (AIS Math Teacher), (FRONT AND CENTER) Vanessa Pereira Liberty Partnership
Program Counselor).

Figure 16. Long Pond evening fire pit activity. Campfire songs, stories and student/ staff reflections regarding the
experience.

The students and I would like to thank the McKinley High School chaperones and Vanessa Pereira – Buffalo State Liberty
Partnership Program Counselor, for sacrificing their time in helping with the preparation for the Oswegatchie Field Trip,
and for their commitment to our students. The chaperones worked tirelessly from morning to late evenings encouraging,
supporting and engaging the students the entire time. It is also important to recognize our school administrators at
McKinley High School, the Career and Technical Education Department, and Buffalo’s Central Office administrators for
endorsing and supporting this activity. Lastly, we thank Patrice Cathey, Program Director for Buffalo State Liberty
Partnership for her dedication to our programs. Real life experiences help our students with theory and concepts
presented in the classroom, in making better decisions, and how team work and personally challenging oneself better
prepares them for the world of work and college.

