March 30, 2008

Spring has been making a valiant attempt to arrive here in North Country, but so far the persistent forces of winter have been able to repel it. The ground is still snow-covered, and daytime temperatures rarely get above the mid thirties. Yet the legions of spring are closing in, besieging the ragged winter stalwarts, and there is every hope that the vernal liberators will ultimately triumph and free us of the oppressive occupation forces of snow, ice and wintry despair. The days are noticeably longer, patches of brown earth peek through the snow in places; raucous flocks of Canada geese once again appear overhead. This winter has been long and snowy, but not unbearably cold. The main difference between this past North Country winter and the winters in Indiana has been not the temperature, which has been cool but reasonable, but the lack of occasional reprieves. Even in the worse of Indiana winters there were breaks every now and then, days when the Sun came out and the temperature climbed up into the fifties. Since the middle of November we have had only two days—one in January and one a couple of weeks ago—when the temperature got above 40, and they were both followed by cold snaps.

Michele and I went down to Ithaca a few days ago to see Julius. It was sunny and pleasant, and there was no snow anywhere!—those large piles of snow and ice stacked on street corners and edges of driveways have completely disappeared. So it made coming back to our still-blanketed village a little less charming. The snow up here is no longer a pristine fluffy white but rather dirty and crusted gray, and I am impatient to be done with it. In anticipation of spring I ordered some paw-paw and persimmon trees from Stark Bros. over the internet. I am attempting to bring a taste of Hoosier summers into North Country, which may prove to be futile, but I’m banking on our inability to stop global warming to give these trees a chance of surviving up here.

Julius appears to be doing well. As I said, Michele and I went down to Cornell last week to see him. Julius invited us to attend his astronomy class with him. (It’s in a large lecture hall.) Bill Nye was a guest speaker that day. He spoke about comets, and the main point of his lecture was, I think, that comets are cool. Afterwards we met Lynne, Julius’ girlfriend whom we hadn’t met yet, and the four of us went out to lunch at a Greek restaurant. Lynne is from Palo Alto, CA, is studying nutrition and is planning to go into medical school. We liked her a lot; she and Julius seem to get along well. After a nice lunch, Michele and I walked around the campus a little bit before heading back home. To the snow. Sigh.

Julius has been offered a summer internship with NASA, so he’ll be spending this summer down in Florida at the Kennedy Space Center, I believe working on the next generation of the space shuttle; something to do with inspecting things for flaws. This will give him an opportunity to get a better feel for the type of work he might end up doing if he continues to pursue engineering. Right now, however, he feels more drawn to economics. So maybe this internship will help him to clarify his undergraduate goals.

Getting back to Potsdam, one of the reasons the snow has remained here for so long is that there are a couple of layers of ice within the snow. We’ve had some ice pellet/sleet storms on top of and subsequently buried by snowfalls. Even though some of the snow starts to melt, the moisture hits the layers of packed ice pellets and refreezes, creating a layer more resistant to melting. Back when the mounds of snow at the end of our driveway were over 5 feet high—they are down to about 3-4 feet now—I had to attack one of the mounds with a garden spade in order to carve a little alcove for our trashcan. Being a former geology student, I was immediately struck by how the snow resembled an outcrop of sedimentary rock, like you might see along the side of a road cut through stone. I could make out distinct layers in the snow—identify the two ice pellet storms, see where it had warmed slightly and the snow began to melt, forming a crusty layer only to be covered over by new snow. I could identify the snowstorm right before Christmas where we got over two feet overnight. I decided that if I were teaching geology and wanted to explain stratigraphy to my students without traveling to a road cut, I could just bring them out to this snow bank and dig through it with a shovel. Then we could identify the different events that occurred over the history of the snow bank by identifying subtle changes in snow color and texture in much the same way that geologists tease out the history of rock outcrops by pinpointing changes in the rock. That got me to wondering: if my life were a snow bank, would the major changes in my life—moving from New Jersey to Indiana, getting married, having children, changing jobs, moving to New York—be identifiable by abrupt changes in color or texture, or would all the changes be gradual and blend together so that individual events appear less important, insignificant compared to some greater overall theme? And then I realized that, after living up here for 8 months, I can finally appreciate why Eskimos have so many different words for snow—there’s just not a whole lot else to think about sometimes.

Isaac will probably not spend much time ruminating about snow any time in the near future; he has just found out that he has been accepted into the Ghana program for the fall, so he will be spending the next semester in West Africa. He’s very excited about this, and we’re very proud of and pleased for him. But personally, I’m a little jealous. I don’t know exactly what he will be studying. I think he’ll be taking the same classes he would take over here in Bloomington, but he’ll be doing it immersed in a foreign culture. He’s already spent some time in Europe and the Middle East, so getting to spend some time in sub-Saharan Africa should give him an even greater understanding of human nature—help him appreciate how much of our behavior is unique to our culture and how much is universal, or at least cross-cultural. I think traveling is one of the most effective things a person can do to cultivate and open and inquiring mind, and I’m very glad that he’s had the opportunity to do so much of it.

I’ve been on spring break this past week. In addition to the day trip to Ithaca, Michele, Corina and Kevin, her boyfriend, and I went to Ottawa for the day. We walked around Parliament, went to the Canadian Museum of Civilization—which was almost as impressive as the building housing it—and walked around the Byward Market, a shopping district established in the 1830’s. Late March surely must be the ugliest time of year to visit any northern city. Seeing a large city on a cold, gray, dreary, late winter day is sort of like seeing older relatives walk around in their underwear—there is no pretense of beauty or refinement, just the bare, plain reality of daily existence. That being the case, Ottawa seemed like a very nice place. Some of the architecture was very impressive, and it was fun seeing all the Potsdam sandstone used in the construction of several government buildings. And the city feels extremely safe. I want very much to return during the tulip festival in May, when the city has had a chance to spruce itself up a little and put on some airs.

Corina has been putting a lot of time into mock trial. The team has advanced from the local area contests and is moving into regional competitions. Yesterday she and Michele went shopping for some lawyerly clothes, and they came back with a black jacket and skirt and a red blouse. Corina looks very professional in the outfit; she is really becoming quite beautiful. She was one of the three lawyers on the team at the last competition and did a very good job. She still needs to brush up on some of the finer points of the rules of law, but she has incredible poise under pressure. There are about 8 or 10 students on the team, and there are 6 different roles performed during the competition—3 lawyers and 3 witnesses. The team coach decides who gets to do what during the proceedings. Apparently he was impressed with her performance, because she will be one of the lawyers at the next competition. In addition to the mock trial team, Corina has begun softball practice. The team has their first scrimmage next weekend. Hopefully the snow will be gone by then. It will be interesting to see what happens if it isn’t.

Michele continues her training for the crisis line. She has already taken a couple of phone calls under supervision. It turned out these were mostly requests for information. But still, she is progressing through her training well and her supervisors have a lot of confidence in her. Even more than I, Michele is also ready for the snow to be gone. We have a nice garden space in front of our house that she is anxious to get her hands dirty in. She’s already bought some flower seeds, and the local food coop sells organic vegetable seeds, so I expect Michele will be stocking up on vegetable seeds soon, too.

Because I was on break from SUNY this week, I decided to do some substitute teaching at the local middle school. It felt good being back in the public schools, teaching math to 8th graders. The young people in this town are really amazing—friendly, respectful, interested in the world. Even those students who aren’t particularly motivated in their studies—and there definitely are some—are at least courteous and cooperative. It’s a real pleasure being around them. So far I have seen very little of the angst and seething resentment that was so common in the middle schools back in Indiana. The other thing that is so wonderful about the schools up here is that class sizes tend to be around 18-20 students, with 24 students the largest class I’ve seen so far. There is so much more time to teach in classes of this size. And I’m not talking about just fewer discipline issues, although that is also true, but when you have 30-34 students in a classroom, which is what I averaged my last few years, it seems like most of your time is spent putting out fires—students coming and going for different reasons, dealing with absences, handling all the basic logistical issues that arise when you have 1/3 more individuals to cater to. After being in the schools up here, it amazes me that school corporations elsewhere still tolerate the overcrowding that was so rampant back when I taught elementary school.

Working at SUNY is going remarkably well. It’s hard to believe I’m over halfway through my second semester already. My undergraduate students are having their field experiences now. They’ve been placed in area elementary schools where they are expected to help out in the classroom and teach at least two science lessons. So I’m out in the public schools more, observing my students teaching science to their students. This is fun for me because I get to see my students put into practice a lot of the ideas I’ve been trying to impress upon them during the on-campus part of the class. In general, the college students come away very excited about what they see the elementary students doing during their lessons, and they now understand the point of teaching hands-on, inquiry-based science. I’ve had quite a few students tell me that they are now excited about teaching science, which pleases me. Also, many of my former students from last semester are doing their student teaching this semester, and I often get emails from them updating me on their experience and asking for ideas for teaching different topics. So I feel like I’m having an impact, which makes me feel good about what I’m doing. Also, I’ve been approached by one of the administrators of a local school corporation about helping their elementary teachers revamp their elementary science program. This is really exciting for me. Science instruction is often an afterthought in elementary schools. Having a school corporation value science instruction so much that they make a focused effort to develop a coherent program is very encouraging. It’s not that science knowledge in itself is more important than reading or math, but the process of scientific investigation—of articulating a question and then developing a strategy for exploring that question, of conducting “fair” tests, observing, collecting and analyzing data, and of using the results of that analysis to generate knowledge and develop additional questions—these are important skills that can help students improve their learning in all subjects. And it’s not that we need more scientists. But with some of the issues scientists are currently dealing with—genetic engineering, climate change, energy—it’s important to have people who understand what scientists are doing. So it’s good to see an entire school corporation recognize this need, and I’m really pleased to be a part of the process.

Today is sunny and bright, and Michele and I are planning to take Athena for a walk in the woods, snow notwithstanding. Now that the snow has gotten hard and crusted, you can walk in the woods without sinking down 12” with each step. So this is a good time for me to sign off for this month. I don’t know if I’ve mentioned this or not, but previous NCN letters are now available over the internet at: http://www2.potsdam.edu/simonega/publications_V1.html
Hope spring is treating you well.

Glenn 

