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Living in the Natural World
Marquette, Upper Peninsula, Michigan

The Land That Sustains Us

North Star students ranging from kindergarten 
all the way up to high school collaborated on this 
project to create a permanent greenhouse at 
their school. 

High schoolers built garden beds and tapped 
water barrels for irrigation; middle schoolers did 
weekly water-related projects including making  
kits for the greenhouse and collecting data on 
their local environment; and kindergarten and 
elementary students moved woodchips and 
transplanted plants.

North Star Academy is a pre-K-12 charter school 
in Marquette, Michigan and has about 270 

students. 

introduction

2015 Partners: 
North Star Academy

Superior Watershed Partnership
Marquette Food Co-Op

Marquette-Alger Regional Educational 
Service Agency

Child and Family Services of the U.P.
Michigan State University Extension

Superior Beekeeping Club
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Outside
Connections

Lessons in class and across 
the U.P. enriched students' 
understanding of the connections 
between plants, water, and the 
environment. Older kids visited 
the Northern Michigan University 
greenhouses, and younger kids 
visited North Farm, a working 
farm run by MSU Extension near 
Marquette. 

Students learned where 
their food comes from, started 
seeds and compost for the 
greenhouse, and drew 
conclusions about science topics 
they had studied in class. 

"Kids who understand the natural 
world grow up to make more 
sustainable choices, and become 
better stewards of their 
environment." 

-- Liz Cissell & JoEllen Hadel

beyond the classroom



5

Building More Than a Garden
Community volunteers also contributed to the 

project, as a local master gardener helped teach kids 
about planting, and a beekeeper visited the 
elementary classrooms to talk about pollination.  The 
school brought families into the project, drawing 
support from students, teachers and parents to get a 
fence built and beds filled with soil, along with 
creation of the outdoor playscape near the 
greenhouse, at a June family work day and barbecue. 

nurturing networks

"Kids were very engaged, and parents as well. 
They all want to see the project grow and 
evolve. The family work party was a very 
positive experience for families, and a good 
start to developing real community 
involvement." -- Liz Cissell & JoEllen Hadel, 
teachers
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applying science

"Students were extremely engaged when 
the classroom was outside, especially 

students who may not be engaged in the 
traditional classroom. These children are 

really flourishing in a more open and 
sensory environment" -- Liz Cissell & 

JoEllen Hadel

Outdoor, hands-on explorations took place at 
the water treatment plant, the Coast Guard 
station, natural spring Kitch-iti-kipi and a beach 
cleanup day, as students learned to see their 
whole community as a classroom.

North Star teachers moved 
their classrooms into their local 
environments in the spring, to 
talk about plant and animal 
life, ecosystems, water, and 
scientific observation.

Stewards in the Making
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Place-Based Education
Math students in 5th and 6th grades 

calculated the needed dimensions of lumber 
and volume of soil to fill the beds, while high 
schoolers problem-solved with uneven 
lengths of donated wood to build the beds. 

hands in the dirt

Reach and Impact

● 47 students
● 75 class hours
● 6 community partners

"Look, teacher, I ate a worm!" 
-- North Star kindergartner

"They loved learning outdoors 
so much, they literally ate it up!" 

-- Liz Cissell, teacher
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No Child Left Inside
learning skills

"They ask more 
questions, and 

they feel like 
they are agents 

of their own 
learning."

-- Liz Cissell & 
JoEllen Hadel, 

teachers

Outdoor Play
The future of the project 
includes further 
development of the 
outdoor playscape, built 
of repurposed material, to 
encourage kids to explore 
their world and connect 
with nature. Those 
connections can already 
be seen, say teachers.

Just before summer, the greenhouse was 
finished, and although the oldest students 
won't see its results, it will serve as an 
educational tool for many students in years 
to come.



Project Timeline at North Star Academy

Planning 
begins for 

greenhouse 
and natural 
playscape

Research 
on 

garden 
beds

Visits to 
farm, 

lessons 
on 

pollination

Middle 
schoolers 

made
water kits 

for greenhouse

5th and 6th 
graders 

calculated 
soil volume 

needed

Teachers 
connected 

with 
community 

partners

High 
schoolers 
built 
garden 
beds
and barrels

Family work 
day 

to finish 
greenhouse

Plants and 
seed 
starts 
put in

Child and Family 
Services 
summer 
program 

maintains plants 

March 2015

June 2015



Kids now have a safe green space to investigate 
their natural world and engage in hands-on 
learning.

Liz Cissell & JoEllen Hadel
North Star Academy
Teachers



The Great Lakes Stewardship 
Initiative was launched in 2007 
with the goal of developing 
knowledgeable and active 
stewards of the Great Lakes, 
through hands-on learning in 
schools and communities.
It supports nine regional hubs 
including the Upper Great 
Lakes Stewardship Initiative.

Upper Great Lakes 
Stewardship Initiative

glsi.superiorwatersheds.org
For more information, contact

jenn@superiorwatersheds.org
www.glstewardship.org
906-227-2043

this project is supported by


