WM students
get schooled
at fish release

By KONSTANTINE FEKOS
Herald Staff Writer

HERMITAGE - West
Middlesex schools’ second
annual trout reiease went
swimmingly despite rainy
weather Thursday morning,
according to fifth-graders and
high-schoolers who spent the
day enjoying a variety of sci-
entific activities at Buhl Farm
park in Hermitage.

“It was a great experience

Check out a video
at
sharonherald.com

for me and everyone,” said
sophomore Michael Zrile,
one of about 150 students
releasing trout. “I never
thought of doing this as a
sophomore.”

Students reveled in the
expertence, racing through
muddy grass to release tiny
classroom-raised trout with
cups and then heaving large
buckets of fully grown trout,
provided by Trout Unlimit-
ed’s Neshannock Chapter,
into the park's Lake Julla,

“We brought large fishas a

kind of show and tell so they
can see what they look like
grown up,” sald Bill Steven-
son, head of nursery opera-
tions and trout stocking for
Neshannock,

Fifth-grade teacher Shelli
McBride sald her students
enjoyed a “good rainy, fishy
day,” loving the activities, ab-
sorbing the scientific lessons
and building community con-
nections,

Her students Rhys Bethune
and Conner Cook regaled her
with the release of their class-
room-raised trout, which they
named “Jeff.”

“He was very active,”
Bethune stated.

*And squirmy,” Cook
chimed in. “As soon a8 we re-
leased him, he swam toward
the other side of the river.”

“It was awesome,” Bethune

exclaimed.

Dubbed an “environmental
learning day" by administra-
tors, Thursday's initiative
expanded from a classroom
project ploneered last year
through the combined efforts
of the district and organiza-
tions like Trout Unlimited,
Trout in the Classroom and
William Basilone Jr. Memori-
al Fund.

“Last year they released
trout (at Lake Julia) and
were back here in a matter of
hours," said Aaron Pernesky,
assistant principal for West
Middlesex High School. *We
thought, what else can we
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it do?”
The answer, he found,
¢ was to plan about half a
m 4ay’s worth of ]
activities around the
1Y park with additional
;a Broups like Shenango
River Watchers and U.S.
*| Army Corps of Engi-
1 neers, as well as district
teachers,
“We wanted to uti-
a) lize the aesthetics and
.. Science of the park as
4 a classroom,” Perne-
1 sky said, mentioning
I West Middlesex is only
scratching the surface
1 of the park’s untapped
| potential as a creative
| educational tool. “Next
year we plan to do a full
l day of learning activities
in the park.”
¢ Fifth-graders had the
- opportunity to build
- wooden fish habitats
' with members of the
i Army Corps and learn
- about watershed run-off,
_[ taxonomy and photogra-
| phy.

High school biology
students got to experi-
ence field botany and
water-quality testing
activities as well as a
demonstration on the
physics of disc golf, a
Frisbee-based sport ris-
ing in local popularity,
according to presenter
Canyon Pratt, a West
Middlesex senior,

“I want to pursue
(physics) in college and
spread the word about
the sport,” Pratt said,
grateful for the oppor-
tunity to give a lesson

of his own. “Disc golf is
growing around here.
Buhl park has an 18-hole
course,”

Students still spent
several months this year
raising trout from eggs in
fish tanks before releas.
ing them in a creek-like
reservoir that will make
its way to the Shenango
River, said Brock Glass,
high school science
teacher,

“It’s really cool that
we got to grow the fish
and see them start out,”
said sophomore Made-
Iyn Bacchetti. “We went
from hundreds to a small
population and got to let
them go and see them in
their natural habitat.”

Pernesky emphasized
“none of this” would
be possible without the
funding stream from
William Basilone Jr.
Memorial Fund and fund
administrator Marggie
Burger.

Amid concerns like
staffing and the high
cost of transportation,
Pernesky said the
district is especially
grateful for the help of
s0 many collaborative
groups as the school dis-
trict strives to keep neg-
ative financial impacts
“away from the desk,”
that is, not to affect the
learning of individual
students.

“Over the course of
years with budget cut-
backs and mandated
testing, we've had to
get creative in pro-
viding these different
types of opportunities
for children,” he said.
“We're happy we've
been able to-expand
the number of kids
participating.”



