Schoolyard Habitat Project Eases Summer Fever 
By Nicole Marcotte, USFWS Intern, Saint Michael’s College Student
Vacation, swimming, sunshine, and no homework; hopes for summer are all a student can think about once the month of June begins, but for two local schools, thoughts about habitats, gardens, and invasive plants come first. 

With help from the Service’s Vermont Schoolyard Habitat Project, South Burlington’s Tuttle Middle School and Jericho’s Browns River Middle School are allowing their lessons to go beyond classroom walls. Initiated by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) through the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program, the Vermont Schoolyard Habitat Project encourages teachers and students to manage and protect the habitats that surround their schools. Through technical assistance, project guidance, and teacher training, the Schoolyard Habitat Project works to generate local stewardship through action. 
Tuttle Middle School 
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“Tuttles Garden” is craftily painted on a green wooden sign. Red succulent strawberries can be seen growing through the garden’s fence. Small teams of students are vigorously ripping out weeds and stomping their shovels into the ground, making room for compost that they harvested in the classroom. For Dave Lapointe’s sixth grade class, a day in the garden is just another day at school. 
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With help from the Schoolyard Habitat Project, Lapointe’s sixth grade science class has been learning about the natural world all while getting their hands a little dirty. As his students study decomposition in the classroom, Lapointe uses the school garden as a means to bring his lessons to life. Each student has conducted their own experiment to study what different materials decompose the fastest. As they monitor their experiments through an empty soda bottle, they then learn about the soils in their very own garden and how their decomposed matter can enhance their garden’s success. Each student has been designated their own plot in the garden where they will be responsible for managing the soil, weeds, and the plants that they grow there. The USFWS provided the class with 10 native shrubs to start their own plant nursery.  After tending the plants for several seasons, growing new cuttings and learning about the species, students will get the chance to plant them around school grounds to buffer the nearby wetland and improve wildlife habitat.


As some students worked in the garden, others learned about wood ducks and how they can protect the habitat that these ducks live in. Timing for the presentation couldn’t have been better; students were able to watch a brood of wood ducks swimming in the brook directly behind the school. Some students thought we planned to have the ducks swim by, but USFWS Biologist, Ryan Crehan, convinced the students that this was something that couldn’t have been planned. Crehan taught the students about the habitats that wood ducks live in and how to choose an appropriate tree to mount a wood duck box on. The students then picked a tall pine tree and helped to secure the wood duck box on the tree. Students will have the chance to monitor these wood duck boxes and to see firsthand how these boxes will help to improve the wood duck nesting opportunities around their school.  Working in the garden and putting up wood duck boxes are only the start of Lapointe’s Schoolyard Habitat Project and he will continue working with USFWS for the next school year to generate some more learning opportunities for his students. 
Browns River Middle School
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With summer vacation only four days away, it may seem impossible to get students to focus; but seventh grade science teacher, Maria Germano, was able to grasp her students’ attention by bringing her classroom outside. With the Browns River flowing merely steps away from the schoolyard, Germano is taking advantage of the local habitat by turning it into an outdoor classroom.
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Invasive plants, riparian buffers, trash removal, and water quality were all a part of the lesson for Germano’s class. With knotweed and honeysuckle swallowing the banks of Browns River, students learned about the problems that come with invasive plants and how to best prevent these types of plants from spreading. Wielding loppers and using their bare hands, students eagerly removed these invasives from the banks, where they will lay down plastic that will prevent any further growth. 

After Ryan Crehan taught students about the importance of riparian buffers, students staked out an area along the river over 2,000 ft long where mowing would cease and trees would be planted in the coming school year.  Other students were directly improving the health of their school’s riparian buffer by picking up trash around it. Students put their muscles to work as they rid the area of cinderblocks, rotted bleachers, and old soccer goals, in order to make room for natural succession to take place. 
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The lesson moved from the buffer into the water as USFWS Fish Biologist, Wayne Bouffard, taught the students about the fish and macro invertebrates that live in the Browns River and what the presence of these organisms says about the river’s water quality. Bouffard demonstrated how to electrofish in the river, allowing him to net fish for the students to get a closer look. Mottled sculpin, long-nose sucker, white sucker, brown bullhead, long-nose dace, and black-nose dace all found their way into Bouffard’s net, allowing hands on encounters for the students. They then had the chance to ditch their socks and shoes and get into the river as Bouffard taught the students how to look for macro invertebrates by using a kick net and turning rocks. Despite the dirty hands, sore muscles, and soggy socks, Germano says that she has never seen her kids be so eager to take part in a lesson. Germano plans to continue the partnership with the USFWS’s Vermont Schoolyard Habitat Project to engage her class about local natural resource issues. 
