Sonoma Valley High Students Learn about Habitat Restoration from Local Conservation Experts 

By Susan Haydon, Assistant District Manager, Southern Sonoma County Resource Conservation District
Partners include Audubon Canyon Ranch, Southern Sonoma County Resource Conservation District and the Center for Land-Based Learning

Project GROW began with a planting day on Friday, December 11, 2009 with 17 Sonoma Valley High School students who are participating in the Student and Landowner Education and Watershed Stewardship (SLEWS) program (a project of the Center for Land-Based Learning).  Students were mentored by restoration experts from Southern Sonoma County Resource Conservation District (local SLEWS program administrators) and the Bouverie Preserve  (Audubon Canyon Ranch) as they planted hand-gathered acorns and California Buckeye. 

“Project GROW is really a community-based effort to restore one of Sonoma County’s most valuable ecosystems,” said Jeanne Wirka, resident biologist at Bouverie Preserve of Audubon Canyon Ranch. “There is no more effective way to promote environmental stewardship than getting people outside and connected with the land.” 

"We are very proud to sponsor this project and look forward to seeing the changes at Bouverie Preserve over the next few years,” said Leandra Swent, District Manager, SSCRCD. “We are especially excited to give local teens the opportunity to experience the preserve, the land, and to contribute to the success of the project. This multiple year program will allow students to annually return to the preserve to conduct additional restoration efforts and see the success of previous work.”   
The SLEWS participants in Project GROW are currently enrolled in a plant science class at Sonoma Valley High School, taught by Christina Story. 

“I am really excited about this project for my students. Not only are the students being given a chance to learn in a hands-on environment but they can take pride in restoring an ecosystem in their own community. Project GROW is also a great opportunity for students to work closely with professionals and learn about career opportunities as well as post-secondary education options available to them in fields that they may not have thought about before”, tells Story.  What is really cool, is that Ms. Story is now on the teaching side of service-learning where she was once the student.  Ms. Story, faculty member of SVHS Ag Department, teaches ag earth science, plant and soil science, and ag biology.  As a high schooler herself, she was active in CLBL’s FARMS Leadership program where she was inspired by service-learning connected to lessons in ag sustainability and ecology.  Her enthusiasm and strong commitment to the SLEWS program as part of her teaching career is a direct result of her experience as a teen; giving back to the environment and the next generation is coming around full circle and she’s modeling that right before our eyes.     

Prior to the planting day, students received project intro and orientation in the classroom and demonstration on correct restoration methods.  The class will return to the site on February 12th and April 9th to install irrigation and blue bird boxes as well as learn ecological monitoring techniques. Additionally, students will learn to apply GPS technology to tree locations, and a GIS map of the restoration site will be created.

“By offering students this hands-on experience and mentorship by professionals in the field, this could be the jumping point for their interest in higher education, careers, and a lifelong ethic of stewardship in their community,” said Nina Suzuki, Statewide SLEWS Coordinator, Center for Land-Based Learning.

The project was made possible through funding by CalTrans to mitigate the loss of 117 oak trees during construction of widening and safety work on Highway 12 in Glen Ellen. Mitigation for the loss of oak trees is required by State law and the project partners are proud to bring forth continued oak woodland restoration and offer the invaluable lesson of community service along with it.   
