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Eighth-Grade Students Take to the Wetlands

Instructor Don Minyon helps students locate “where in the watershed”
they are.

By Pat Drizd
Instructor, James Farm 
Education Program

In spring, life abounds in the wetlands
and forests at James Farm.  The trees have
leafed out, wildflowers are blooming, os-
prey chicks have hatched, horseshoe crabs
are all along the shore, and the 8th graders
from the Indian River school district have
arrived.  From late April to mid June class-
es of eighth graders arrive at James Farm
for a day of learning.

As one of the instructors, I faced the first
few days with both excitement and fear.
The exciting part was that I love being in
the outdoors and I love teaching.  The fear
came from the unknown and a big question
on my mind:  Would eighth graders be in-
terested in our lessons at this time of the
school year?  

Once the students arrived there was no
time for fear and they quickly answered
my question.  Joyfully, they were interest-
ed in the lessons we were prepared to pres-
ent.  Greatly, their teachers had done a
good job preparing them.

Where in the watershed are we?
Our team of four instructors greeted

classes three or four days a week.  Each
day started with a little background infor-
mation about James Farm.  We then used
aerial and topographic maps to help the
students get a sense of where we are in the
watershed.  Next the class  divided into
two groups; one group went to the salt
marsh while the other began a journey
through the four plant zones at James
Farm.

Down at the salt marsh students donned

hip boots and entered the water with dip
nets.  Their goal was to find as many
species as they could in the marsh.  They
searched with great enthusiasm finding
grass shrimp, mummichogs, clams, snails,
mussels, and several kinds of crabs.  

Finding clues in the salt marsh
Along the shore they looked for birds

and evidence of other animals that might
have visited the area recently.  They also
identified plants that are in and around the
marsh.  Each class was treated to a close
up look at a nesting pair of osprey.  

Using research skills and their knowl-
edge the students determined what eats
each species and what each animal eats.
Students were then able to create a salt
marsh food web which helps illustrate the
interconnectedness of life in the salt
marsh.

Seeing, smelling and tasting the marsh
Traveling through the four plant zones at

James Farm allowed the students to use all
of their senses.  They could see the differ-
ent plants in each zone, and several careful
observers pointed out deer trails in the
marsh.  They could hear the different birds
in each zone and, after a rain, hear the
sound of the soil under their feet.  They
could smell the different plants and de-
composing matter in the zones, usually
mentioning the more prominent smell of
the low marsh.  They felt the leaves in
each zone, finding that plants in and
around the marsh have thicker leaves.
They even had an opportunity to taste
greenbrier and the salt on the smooth cord-
grass leaves.  

More stressors, less species
A key element of the lessons in the four

plant zones was to show that plants have
adapted to the stresses of the area where
they grow.  When students discovered only
one plant growing in the low marsh, they
recognized how hard it is for plants to
grow at the edge of the bay.  

We traveled up in elevation to the high
marsh then to the coastal maritime forest
and finally to the mature hardwood forest.
They recognized more plant species and
fewer stressors as we traveled.  This
helped them see that there is more biodi-
versity in zones that have less stress.

Students mak beach discoveries
In addition to the planned lessons, nature

provided opportunities for learning.  Find-

ing horseshoe crabs stranded on the beach
after high tide led to lessons in horseshoe
crab anatomy.  When and how to rescue
horseshoe crabs was also discussed.  A
deer sighting demonstrated the importance
of moving through the forest quietly.   

As each class left James Farm we hoped
that they were leaving with a better under-
standing of the dynamics of the marsh and
forests. We also hoped that they had had a
good time and felt more at ease in the en-
vironment.    Maybe a few left feeling like
one of the students from Sussex Central
Middle School who declared as he came
out of the marsh, “This is the most awe-
some school trip I’ve ever been on.”

Summer Interns
Join CIB Staff

By E.J. Chalabala
CIB Wildlife Manager

It’s that time of year again when summer
interns join the CIB staff.  We strive to hire
current college students or recent graduates
that have a desire to work in the environ-
mental realm.  This year, we had many ap-
plicants from states throughout the country,
and even one from Ghana.  It was a tough
job narrowing down the field, but in the
end Sarah Betlejewski and Mike Yost were
chosen to join the CIB crew.

Sarah is a dual degree graduate with a
Bachelor of Science in Biology from Salis-
bury University, and in Environmental Sci-
ence from the University of Maryland
Eastern Shore.  She joined us this spring
teaching as an instructor at the James Farm
Ecological Preserve with Sally Boswell’s
education program teaching 8th graders
from Indian River School District.  She is
interested in environmental education and
plans to begin working on a graduate de-
gree next year.

Mike is a recent graduate of the Univer-
sity of Delaware with a Bachelor of Sci-
ence degree in Wildlife Conservation.  He
joined us soon after his graduation and has
been instrumental in the building of our
observation blind, and oyster reef data col-
lection.  He has a strong interest in aqua-
culture as he looks ahead to the future. 

This season’s interns will be exposed to
many new and exciting projects that the
CIB is working on in the Inland Bays wa-
tershed.  These include shellfish studies,

the oyster gardener program, water quality
data collecting, horseshoe crab tagging,
wildlife monitoring, the Terrapin Educa-
tion and Rescue Program (TERP), fresh-
water wetland data collection, and the op-
eration of the James Farm Ecological Pre-
serve.  

They will also be given the “real world”
opportunity to see how an organization
such as the CIB functions by attending
Scientific and Technical Advisory Com-
mittee (STAC) meetings, Citizen Advisory
Committee (CAC) meetings, and our CIB
Board Meetings.  

We all look forward to another great
summer season.  Mike and Sarah are going
to be a fine addition to the CIB family.
Please feel free to visit us at the James
Farm and introduce yourself.  

CIB Summer Interns Mike Yost and
Sarah Betlejewski.

What’s Up at the James Farm?
By Jim Alderman
Restoration Coordinator

Bob and Erin Weaver have joined the
corps of volunteers
helping at the James
Farm Ecological Pre-
serve.  Erin is helping
with the plants and gar-
dening; at present she is
working on the two
mounds at the parking
area that were in much
need of TLC.  Bob is re-
designing the kiosk to
allow for a guest sign-in and comment
area, as well as making a place to start new
trail guides and other information.

Wildflowers
Native wildflowers are in bloom and

adding color to our hiking trails, as well as
providing food for wildlife.  When we
originally planted the wildflowers we did
so with the hope that there would be a con-
tinuous bloom throughout the spring, sum-
mer and fall.  Keep your fingers crossed as
things are starting out very nicely.

Trails
All of the hiking trails are in excellent

condition and well marked.  It seems as
though most people park and walk the
RED trail that leads to the beach at Pasture
Point Cove.  I would like to encourage our
visitors to try all of the trails and visit our
three observation platforms and enjoy the
views.

You might want to follow the GREEN

trail from the parking area to the new ob-
servation blind that overlooks the freshwa-
ter wetland area installed last fall.  Look
for the deer, fox, ducks, herons (great blue
and green), turtles, frogs and who knows
what else.

Horseshoe Crabs
This year, as in the past, we tagged

horseshoe crabs on the beach at Pasture
Point Cove.  This past full moon (June 21),
the staff and guests
gathered on the beach a
few hours before high
tide to begin the tagging
process.  By 11:30 p.m.
we tagged a total of 193
crabs.  The process is
slow and exacting; data
collected (sex, size, lo-
cation and tag number)
is used by the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service to track and try to ob-
tain information on numbers of crabs and
their range.

If you should happen to find a horseshoe
crab with a tag, call the toll-free number
on the tag and give the person the tag num-
ber and location where it was found and
whether it was dead or alive.  The U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service will reward you
with a nice certificate and a pin.

Oysters and Oyster Gardening
John and E.J. are getting ready for an-

other great summer of working with gar-
deners.  It looks as if the numbers are
growing.  

See Chris’ article in this issue.
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