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Chesapeake Bay Reflection Paper
The root of my plans for the CBF course is my school’s movement towards a Green School designation, and involves ongoing partnership with my lead science teacher, Victoria Matthew. We both teach the 9th grade courses, in partnership with other science teachers Ms. Otto and Ms. Montgomery, and we successfully spearheaded several projects last year, including a recycled fashion show, a bumper sticker contest, and an ongoing gardening project (which includes large scale projects such as ripping up the asphalt in the school courtyard and planting a rain garden).  I enjoyed my work with the recycled fashion show and want to extend my curriculum in Art I and Art II to engage further with conceptual issues around the Chesapeake Bay ecology, and move students towards leadership roles in disseminating information and developing action plans.  The 9th graders study ecology in science class in the spring semester, so my full action plan will be implemented this spring, with the fall free for some ongoing activities related to ecology but not ideal for the full fledged Bay unit. Our goal is to develop and time an arts integrated unit taught in part in the science room and in part in the art room, taking at least one month and possibly more, with end possibilities for publishing student work.  Most content area investigation will occur in the science room and extended time for response and production of ecological propaganda will occur in the art room.
    The week’s activities provided a broad base for understanding the systems around the Bay. We began at Great Kids Farm, with a lecture about basic issues of Bay geography and how pollution from the watershed affects the Bay. We then discussed the “food shed” and how farming practices can improve or negatively impact the health of the water, and participated in some basic farming activities (weeding, harvesting) which my students can easily do in our  school vegetable gardens.  I was particularly interested in the bee hives on site, as bees are essential pollinators and also have complex social structures which could be an interesting subject for a mural for a Biology class.
On our second day we went to the Patapsco Dam, investigated a fish ladder, and paddled a portion of the river, assessing for stream health by observing animals, plants, sedimentation, and water.  This kind of investigation would lend itself to some historical style naturalist art. Students could look at Audubon’s prints, and create their own series of prints representing birds (or other wildlife) of the Chesapeake – this printing could be a good fundraiser if sold in postcard or holiday card sets.  Although this sort of investigation develops important skills of observation and representation, and could be a useful fall project, for my final unit I want to included some higher-level Bloom’s Taxonomy skills, including analyzing, responding, and investigating, instead of just observing and reproducing.  If students do a fall stream trip lunch time might provide a nice opportunity for a brief 45 minute to an hour Andy Goldsworthy-style “nature art” activity, or “Zen stone stacking” contest as a way to interact with the environment without leaving any permanent traces.

    Hart Miller Island and the Back River Waste Treatment Plant proved a contrasting pair of management of waste materials.  The island is a containment site for dredged material extracted from the shipping channels, a process necessary to keep the harbor open for economic purposes.  The island itself is being constructed as a habitat for migrating shore birds, and the southern cell, completed, is an impressive simulacrum of native habit, and flush with birds, including eagles, ospreys, terns, cormorants, and gulls.  The north end is still under construction, although the island is no longer accepting material, and provides an insight into the process of constructing the artificial island.  Amusingly there was a warning about unexploded ordinance “Because we are walking on earth that used to be at the bottom of the harbor, there exists the possibility of unexploded ammunition,”  which I think students would enjoy.  Teachers used a magnet storyboard display to show how the island was constructed, which is a great technique which I could pirate for cut paper stop motion animations – pieces won’t blow or drift around if they are magnetized! I think it would reduce student  frustrations with the process.  We used a seine net population study – another opportunity for students to do some observational drawings of animals. The diversity indicated that there is a relatively healthy environment on the shores of the island.  The sewage treatment plant, on the other hand, was impressive in its size but unconvincing in its efficacy at cleaning the water sufficiently.  Water goes through almost 20 stages of purification but still on exiting the plant is brown in color and smells of feces and bleach.  There are tanks which decompose both aerobically and anaerobically, which is good for science classes, but I don’t see using this field trip or details about it in lessons other than bringing an awareness to the problem.  The 180 million gallons of sewage treated a day at the plant may have it at capacity; given recent algae blooms and fish kills in the past two years in the harbor I have to wonder if this wastewater is partially responsible.

   Day four brought us to the Wheelabrator incinerator, where garbage from Baltimore city is incinerated to generate electricity and reduce landfill usage.  The incinerator reduces the size of garbage about 90% and takes 8,000 tons of trash a burn at 2,000 degrees Farenheit. The tour was extremely well run and could be incorporated into the recycled fashion unit perhaps. It could also be used to discuss the plastic islands that are forming in the Pacific, students could bring in plastic trash and use them to construct models of geography or ecosystems – this activity would greatly increase in relevance after a trip to the plant!  I feel the thorough tour here, including the visuals of the trash pit and large incinerator fire, would  help to emphasize the “why” of making recycled art instead of purchasing all new art supplies and throwing them away after use.  We also visited the Living classrooms site nearby, which was a very nice set up for hands on scientific investigations.  They are also restoring a cove nearby and have a student-constructed, artificial pond on site.  The site is particularly interesting historically as the cove was used as a dumping site for detritus from the great Baltimore fire.  It has been cleaned up with EPA and MSDE Environmental grants.  They also have some great murals on the walls that could inspire some science-based murals in our science labs.  One in particular showed the link between commerce, ecology, and recreation on the waterways.  We also had a brief chat with Abby Cox from the Department of Sustainability for Baltimore City, and she pointed us to grant sources and resources such as the Farm Alliance of Baltimore City and the Maryland Association of Outdoor and Environmental Education.  She also reminded us that the City Sustainability Plan is accessible online and is a great springboard for student led discussions around current environmental issues and possible solutions.

  On the final day of the program we went to the Fort Carroll Oyster Reef , checking water chemistry and clarity and dredging for oysters, as well as discussing follow on plans.  We discussed the history of boat structures briefly and I developed a curiosity about boat building skills and may investigate the possibility of working with a non profit if one is found, with a small after school group, on building a boat. This is an interesting idea for a small side project, as are many of the earlier ideas, but I have now developed a more solid follow on plan for my bay-based unit.
   As stated earlier the bulk of the content area relating to the science around the ecology of the Bay will be taught in the Environmental Studies class taught to freshman students.  Concurrently, we will be using this opportunity to investigate the role of art in responding to issues, presenting multiple solutions, publishing one’s opinion, and taking a leadership role in the school. My primary focus is going to be on having students investigate a Bay issue of their choice (page 38 of the course manual is an excellent resource for defining “issue” and “issue investigation”).  Students will present their individual research as a report in science class. In art class, they will assemble into groups and select the issue that is most important to them. Students will be working with my existing film curriculum to write a short movie about the issue which clearly highlights the problem and one or more possible solutions, using the genre of their choice. We will then work on construction skills and use recycled materials to create hand puppets to act out the scenes of the short film, painting or drawing sets behind them. Students will then film their movies. When this work is completed, we will have a class screening with snacks and a rating system and suggestions for improvements. Then, we will take a class down to the middle school, where students will show the movies to the middle school students, answering any questions, and middle school students will draw movie posters that illustrate the message of their favorite film, and these will be hung in the school. Successful movies will be entered into student film screenings including Wide Angle Media and the MD film festival student level.  As stated this project will require ongoing partnership with the science team, which I thoroughly enjoyed last year, and will support ongoing initiatives including the recycled fashion show, mural themes, t shirt and bumper sticker design, and gardening.   I am particularly excited about the opportunity this unit will give students to act as mentors and leaders in the school and develop a core group of students to support the role of students as stewards of the environment.

