The Niobrara Magic School Bus 

A magical journey that began in the early 1990’s has developed by leaps and bounds into a place-based educational program highly sought after by others. The Niobrara School District (K-12), the Niobrara Conservation District, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and the local Agriculture community work closely to provide students with hands-on opportunities with the land, the resources and the people that live and work in the last best place – Wyoming.

 Living in a small rural community, we anticipated that the students understood where food comes from, how to care for the resources and had a general idea about the world around them. We were slightly incorrect in many of our assumptions and had to take some extra steps in developing our programs. Wyoming Ag in the Classroom and Wyoming CRM in the Classroom are helping to fill a void and provide resources for the teachers and schools. 

The Niobrara Magic School Bus took its first journey to the wide-open spaces of Niobrara County with a little skepticism to downright fear. Today it is a walk in the park - one of the most important and exciting events within any given week of the school year.  Today there are not enough classes or time in the school year for the long list of excited ranchers, farmers and community members to experience the magic.  

The old bus has been on many journeys – to ranches to study soil, water, plants, animal habitat, webs of life and trees - to farms to study soil entomology, life cycle of wheat and wheat products, erosion, economics and farm equipment – to the Rawhide Buttes to study geology, history, water quality, gold panning, enterprise diversification and archeology – to Paleo Park to study beavers, water quality, buffalo, dinosaurs and role playing and on and on.    Each trip has a workbook and journal for the students to record important information. Each trip also includes visual arts and media presentations done by the students. State and District standards are placed on every activity as well as evaluation tools. 

The 3rd and 4th grade have expanded their trips to overnight adventures. Science camp 2001 landed the students in the Black Hills at Camp Mallo.  The students arrived to study forest and stream ecology, hike and enjoy the wonders of the resources.  The second day entailed a trip through the Jasper and Elk Mountain II Fire zones.  With the help of the Black Hills Forest personnel, students learned about the forest ecology after a large fire, the spent time in the 69-foot look out tower.

Role-playing is an important part of the education program.  Several role-playing activities have been developed to allow the students to understand the issues in a simple way.  “This is my Ranch” is a role-playing game that deals in properly caring for the land and resources and the many issues that an individual faces when owning a ranch. One student at an Ag Expo said, “All these decisions are giving me a headache”.  Farm economics and living on the land are two other role- playing activities that we utilize in teaching the students HOW TO THINK, NOT WHAT TO THINK.  This is extremely important to the team that is involved with this effort, as we understand the importance of developing the students to be the future leaders of our nation, teaching them to discover on their own and listen to all sides of an issue. 

The magic bus would not happen without the support of the school administration, local experts, agency personnel and the community. We all understand and trust one another and have a common goal in the end. The Conservation District and the school spend time in the summer working on plans for the year. We would invite anyone who wants to share in a magic school bus trip to contact the LEMS or the Niobrara Conservation District. These are very simple to plan, implement and hold magic that will last a lifetime. 




Making It Happen


Plan ahead. Make a back-up plan


Be flexible 


Go with it- if it is not in the plan go with it anyway


Hands-on is best 


Make the students accountable 


Document the learning 


Utilize the experts in the area or state 


Invite the media – cover it well


Student Media


Give it credibility – fit state standards to the program


Teach how to think not what to think – challenge the mind


Have fun and share it! 





Tell me, I forget


Show me, I remember 


I do it, I understand


-Chinese Proverb





In the end….


We will conserve only what we love


We will love only what we understand


We will understand only what we are taught








