Riding the Niobrara Magic School Bus all over the area is part of being in most classes in the Lusk Elementary Middle School.  The bus runs year around and is full of hands-on adventures. The bus traveled to ranches, coalmines, wheat farms and other significant resource opportunities. Recently, Dr. Trent Blankenship, Wyoming Superintendent of Public Instruction asked to attend a field trip with the LEMS.  He joined the 3rd and 4th grade classes of Wava Tully and Teresa Tucker in exploring natural resources on the Goddard Ranch. “This has been the best day, since I took office” said Dr. B. “I enjoy being out with the kids”.

The Hanson, Goddard, Kruse and DeGering Ranches provide live water, a terrific display of the life cycle of a tree, diverse plant communities, historical wagon ruts, homesteads and a variety of soils of activities included in the curriculum.  Science Camp, a two day one night adventure for 4th graders, highlights a diversity of topics.  This year it included the stream and forest ecology as well as all aspects of fire. Animal habitat, plants, aquatic biology, skins, skulls and fur, tracks, team building, fire suppression and prevention and outdoor recreation were the main topics. Last year topics included stream ecology, beaver habitat, buffalo and dinosaurs. 

The bus takes off to the coal mine in Northeastern Wyoming where the students saw open pit mining, one of the states largest resources and a national supplier of fuel. 

At the Rawhide Buttes, the students built weather vanes, studied geology, stream health, water quality, soils and historical significances of the unique area. The Buttes provide many unique qualities – it houses a rare geologic formation, is the home of the Spanish Diggings, granite rock quarries and an old mining town as well as the stage route. Mrs. VandeBossche takes her students to Rawhide Creek to study water quality and quantity each year. The study begins in stream and returns to the classroom and then is extended to other classrooms.

The wheat farm provides unique opportunities for the students to track a product from the field to the store and be involved in each aspect. The students study entomology, the stages of wheat, soils, erosion, the cleaning and grinding process and the economics of farming. The Gaukel Grown and Ground Wheat farm sells high altitude bread and muffin mixes across the nation and allows the students to make up their own bag of “all natural” home grown cereal. 

In the classroom the students spend time comparing and contrasting their data on water quality and soils, journaling, researching and presenting what they learn. 

The outdoor education provides hands-on experiences for the students, many that they can utilize later in life. Survival skills, team building, public speaking and knowledge of the basis of all natural resources will provide them with the ability to grow and continue to learn about the world around them.  Being able to touch, hear, smell, feel, taste and share the Earth makes a bigger impact than reading about it in a book. Knowledge about the how the ranchers and farmers in the community utilize the land also helps create a bond with the urban and rural people. 

One student, who does not do well in the classroom, ran up to the teacher excited about his ability to understand what was being presented. He said of the Game and Fish career he had just experienced, “I could do this, really do this as a job and I understand!” These instances make stepping outside the box and doing something out of the ordinary, special for all of us.

In and out of the classroom, students use the natural resources as a study area. These efforts include: math, social studies, language arts, visual arts, geology, geography and of course, science – physical and biological. Fields of study include: plants, animals, habitat, water, air, weather, Agriculture, soils, entomology and geology as well as careers and local history. 

Niobrara County is rich in history and culture as well as rare resources. Students hypothesize what will happen as they experiment and explore. Each outdoor field trip includes a lesson on the local history of the area, soils, plants, water, careers and agriculture. Other areas are covered on a specific basis. For example, the Pillow Basalt is a rare geologic formation found in only seven locations in the world. The students spent time at this location learning the geology, significance of the resource and drawing what they saw. Back in the classroom the students present their data in many formats over the year. Visual, oral, written and theatrical presentations are made depicting what they learned. The presentations are used a monitoring tool to determine how and what the students are learning. 

Science is an easy topic when dealing with the natural resources but all subject matter fits into the project. Students use math to determine the height of trees using tangent height gauges. They compare and contrast water quality parameters by recording, graphing and presenting. They test soils using probes and the Top Soil Tour tablets, which require them to use accurate methods in measurements, time and recording. 

Visual, language and theatrical arts are used for the students to present what they learned. Creative writing and story telling enhance the images in their minds. Students use media as a presentation tool as well. They create posters, utilize video and digital cameras as well as skits and plays to present their data. Photo documentation is an important tool. 

History and culture are also studied in the county and general area. As the students explore the natural resources many events allow them to take in remains from the past. Wagon ruts, structural remains of towns, buildings, tee-pee rings etc. as well as the stage stations, one room schools and signatures carved in rocks allow the students yet another aspect of their community. Archeologist and local storytellers are utilized to enhance their experiences. 

The Wyoming Ag in the Classroom Discovery Tool Chests provide tools for the teachers and resource professionals. WAIC provides many lesson plans and ideas to help make these trips happen. 

Resource professionals are utilized throughout the year in and out of the classroom.  The students also spend time following the presentations with these specialists interviewing them about their careers. We feel this is an important tool, allowing students to explore jobs and careers.

Community organizations utilized include the Niobrara Cattlewomen, Niobrara Resources Assn., Niobrara Stock Growers and the city and county government officials as well as the local museum and historians. Local farmers, ranchers and horticulturists are also utilized as “experts” in their field. These groups either host events such as the Ag Expo or they provide field trips, classroom visits and or materials on specific topics to the students. Local conservation district supervisors and employees as well as the NRCS field office staff also assist in all efforts.

State specialists include NRCS State Range Conservationist and Agronomist, who share information about soils and plant communities, soil bugs and the good and bad bugs in Agriculture.  University of Wyoming entomologists, archeologists and natural resource division personnel are utilized to teach the students the importance of bugs, life cycles, history, culture and resources. An area geologist is utilized to discuss the geology of the state, rock formations in the area and the properties of rocks in general. 

Other agency people utilized in providing information to the students include the Game and Fish Department who explain wildlife habitat, hunting and fishing rules and regulations, wildlife and recreation.   State Forestry provides information on trees, caring for the forest and how to plant a tree.  This is done in conjunction with the community clean-up day, Arbor Day and on special field trips.  US Forest Service provided hands on activities on fire prevention, fire suppression, forestry health, bugs, noxious weeds and management. 

The field of resource professionals is diverse and broad.  They are extremely excited to be out with the students and share their fields. Local organizations also help financially and with supplies for the more extensive field trips. The Union Pacific Railroad provides bottled water, flashlights and funding for the over night field trip. The school district is also very supportive of the efforts and provides the items within the budget such as the transportation, meals and lodging. 

