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May 9, 2008 – Alamogordo Daily News & By: Karl Anderson, Staff Writer
Students Learn Science at White Sands National Monument
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A total of 96 students, all sixth-graders, accompanied by seven teachers, six parents and staff from New Mexico State University, came to conduct studies on plant and animal life, dune height and movement, humidity, dune temperature and weather conditions.
The project, funded by NASA and the Goddard Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Md., in partnership with WSNM and NMSU, is one of 12 such programs in the United States that involve schools.

"This really gets the students excited about science, and may very likely be the catalyst for many students to pursue a career in the sciences," said Anne Suggs, a science teacher at Zia Middle School.

David Bustos, chief biologist at WSNM, said this was the largest group of students at the monument to utilize it for an educational curriculum in several years.
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The activity, called the Remote Sensing Earth Science Program, is also funded in part by NMSU.

Students broke into smaller groups of 12 to 15, each supervised by a teacher and parent, and set off to conduct their respective studies.

In less than five minutes, the group studying animals had found a white earless lizard, one of the small reptiles native to the area. 
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"We're looking for any living creature," said Linda Wolfe, the gifted program facilitator at ZMS.
"In addition to the lizard, our group has also found beetles and two types of ants."

Nearby, Marina Gandara, a parent assigned to the group, called the students to examine her latest discovery.

"That's the shell of what used to be a black beetle," she said. "There used to more to him than what we see here."

In another group, students were using handheld temperature sensors to determine the temperature at varying depths in the dunes.
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Students Hallie Padilla and Allison Seacat moved a probe connected to the sensor from one location to another, calling out readings to Christina Granillo, who entered the data.

Terri Hansen, a science field specialist at NMSU, said the funding for the university's part in the project originated from a grant through the New Mexico Public Education Department's Math and Science Bureau.

"We call it Scientifically Connected Communities, or SC-squared," she said.

Another group of 15, overseen by teacher Maureen Cooper, was getting their exercise measuring the actual altitude of dunes.
"The students are using a combination of handheld global positioning systems and altitude tracker guns for this study," Cooper said. "The GPS gives their exact location, and the altitude tracker measures distance from one point to another. With that information they are able to determine exact altitude."
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Students posted at three locations gathered date used to calculate the height of specific dunes for the study.

"The students here today will gather this data, which will be used to ultimately reach scientific conclusions," Suggs said. "And we are pleased to see so many of our students feeling they are contributing to something that will reward their efforts with hard, scientific data."

Nearby, another group was gathering information on absolute and relative humidity in the area, and also determining barometric pressure.
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The fact-finding trek concluded early Thursday afternoon.
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White Sands National Monument was inundated with fledgling scientists Thursday, who came from Zia Middle School in Las Cruces to study a myriad of sciences.
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