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2009 Mellon Environmental Research and Education Internship Fund

During the Summer of 2009 I was an intern for the newly formed Sewanee Environmental Institute. My main responsibility as an intern was to be a counselor for the inaugural Sewanee Environmental Institute Pre-College Program.


The Pre-College Program gives 28 rising high school juniors and seniors the opportunity to come and experience Sewanee for two weeks. Everyday they attend different lectures and labs with many of Sewanee’s professors. The program provides an opportunity for students interested in Environmental Sciences and Environmental Studies to come and further indulge those interests while simultaneously getting a Sewanee experience.


Prior to the students’ arrival, Allison Scherberger and I were tasked with planning and preparation. On the scheduling side, we had to contact over thirty professors in an attempt to work out a two-week plan. Each day we needed a morning lecturer or lab and an evening lecturer or lab. Additionally, we needed some sort of evening activity to bring the group together. Seeing as how this was the first year of the program, we wanted to make sure that things went smoothly and that the kids were never left with unnecessary down time.


After working with the faculty and staff to hammer out a schedule, we were asked to make sure we were prepared for every faculty’s need. This task ranged from visiting the Biology Department’s canopy tree stand with Dr. McGrath to preparing a “Snails of Sewanee” guide for Dr. Haskell. Some other things we did to prepare for the students arrival included: fixing 14 Biology Department bicycles for the student’s use, visiting lab sites with professors, requesting vans, creating a blog to be updated daily by the students, and creating an interactive map on the Landscape Analysis website.

The website I created grabs recently uploaded photos from the SEI’s Flickr page and puts them on an interactive Google Map. Each picture is tagged with its geographical coordinates and appears as an icon on the map exactly where the picture was taken. This website can be found at: http://lal.sewanee.edu/geotag/. 

We also prepared signs for the dorm and made sure that everything was all right in the dorm. We prepared wilderness safety skits to be presented the evening of the students’ arrival. As a means of branding the Pre-College program, we designed and ordered t-shirts, bought and branded bottles, and created nametags with lanyards for each student.

Upon the students’ arrival, our roles drastically changed. We went from getting things done and working in the office to being counselors and making sure things ran smoothly all the time.

Each day we would make sure that everyone was on time for his or her lecture. We would help professors with the transportation of students. Usually one or both of us would go with a group just to make sure everything went as planned.

One memorable story happened the first full day of our program. On a hike to Piney Point with Dr. Evans, we stopped along a wildlife corridor to see what sort of bio-diversity could be found. The students split into groups and went different ways in search of anything of interest. Each group found a handful of things. One group found a turtle eating some flowers, while another found a few salamanders. Dr. Evans called the groups together, and asked that everyone sit in a circle along a dry section of streambed. I sat down, clear in the middle of the streambed and just watched as all of the kids filed in and sat down. As I looked around, I immediately recognized a familiar pattern near the leg of Scott, one of the students. It was very similar to a picture we had had sitting in the office all summer – a photo of a rattlesnake. Sure enough, Scott had managed to sit less than six inches away from a coiled up Timber rattlesnake. Knowing that if he were to panic he could get bit, I, as calmly as I could, said “Scott, there is a rattlesnake. Stand up slowly.” He stood up and everyone backed away. Each student got to take a look at the snake and see what one looks like in a wilderness context. Luckily, that was the only rattlesnake we saw the entire time.

Although a lot of this job was planning and making sure things ran smoothly, a very important part of the job was something completely different. For many of these students, this was their first time spending a large portion of time on Sewanee’s campus. Additionally, many of the students had shown interest in applying to Sewanee. So it was of the utmost importance that we provided the students with a memorable Sewanee experience. This included everything from giving them a thorough tour of campus, to talking with them individually and building true friendships.

By befriending the students they gained a lot of trust in us, and we gained even more trust in them. This was a truly important part of the two weeks. Because of this trust we were able to talk to them casually and be their friends, but also, when necessary, be figures of authority.

One of the goals of the program is to recruit great science students for Sewanee. Many of the students stay in contact with me via Facebook or email. This allows me to maintain that friendship with them, and keep their connection to Sewanee alive. Hopefully, when the time comes for college applications to be completed, the students will talk to me more about Sewanee. It is my hope that I can continue to be an active recruiter for Sewanee.

After the program ended, the staff met to discuss successes, failures, and plans for the future. Overall the program was a success. The students had a great time. Many fell in love with Sewanee and promised me that I would see their faces on campus in the coming years.

Aside from the Pre-College Program, I also worked with Nick Hollingshead in the Landscape Analysis Lab on the LAL website. I was tasked with designing, coding, and developing the entire website. The website is now complete and can be found at: http://lal.sewanee.edu. Our goal for the website was to give the Landscape Analysis Website an online presence. It provides information about the going-ons of the lab and also shares data and information from work done in the lab. It was a great opportunity to improve my design and coding skills in addition to my business skills.
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