AQUATIC TURTLES – THE PERFECT CRITTERS FOR TEACHING STUDENT RESEARCH SKILLS, CONDUCTING SERIOUS LONG-TERM STUDIES, AND PROMOTING COMMUITY CONSERVATION 
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In 1989 the Department of Energy partnered with Anderson County and Oak Ridge Schools, TN to develop an education/research program that promoted field research experiences for middle and high school students. All partners recognized the appeal of using field studies to teach basic science skills as well as the importance of conducting long-term population research on the local flora and fauna of the Valley and Ridge Ecotone. The program, known as the Clinch River Environmental Studies Organization (CRESO), also placed a high value on bringing together a diversity of students of variable ages and backgrounds in order to accomplish common goals to help build a stronger and broader sense of community. We quickly realized that aquatic turtle studies would allow students to rapidly build a large data base and while experiencing a broad scope of research related challenges, ranging from constructing data sheets, data processing and analyses, to developing techniques for avoiding systematic errors. Because of the mostly benign nature of this charismatic group, aquatic turtles have also helped students with their conservation efforts through community outreach education. Our turtle research began in 1990 and continues today – we seem to never tire of trying to figure out what each individual turtle is “trying to tell us.” Analytics will include turtle morphological and natural history information that compares two widely separated pond habitats and a local fish hatchery. There is no finer group of critters for combining serious research, citizen science, and promoting positive conservation attitudes and behavior. 
