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It all started a mild July day in 2015 when 
Detroit Lakes High School chemistry 
teacher Steve Fode joined Sally Hausken 
on her deck for a root beer. The 
conversation went something like this: 
 
Steve had been teaching water quality in 
his 9th grade chemistry classes for 20+ 
years and was feeling he could do more to 
offer students greater retention of their 
learning experiences. His dream was to 
expand his Water Watch unit. He really 
wanted data collected to be useful beyond 
that of Detroit Lakes High School. He 
wanted to broaden the reach of the data.  

 

Ecologist & Fisheries specialist Dave Friedl 
assists with invertebrate identification. 

Informational Video on Sucker Creek 
https://goo.gl/U5Z42R 

 

For sure Steve wanted to use exclusively 
Sucker Creek for an all day field trip to test 
water quality in it. Sally’s attention was 
suddenly riveted. As founder of the 117 acre 
Greater Sucker Creek within the city of 
Detroit Lakes, her long term goal had been 
having schools use Sucker Creek for 
educational field trips. Opened in 2006, the 
woods-prairie landscapes with self-guided 
educational signage, had immediately 
become a popular tourist attraction to all 
ages. Further, an anonymous donor had 
made funds available in a City Sucker Creek 
Education account to be used strictly for 
education in Greater Sucker Creek. 
 
Each of them had a problem with 
implementing their visions. Steve knew all 
the teachers but few scientists in town; Sally 
knew many scientists but few teachers 
interested in this kind of field trip. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IEE1hENgxRw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IEE1hENgxRw


With 120 students each semester, the field 
trips would be twice a year. A full day in 
Sucker Creek testing dissolved oxygen, 
turbidity, and pH would be one station. 
The other would be invertebrate testing 
for determining water quality. What 
others? Could we get social studies, 
English, or math in with other stations to 
make a whole day? Steve had long 
pondered all of this. Sally could name 
water scientists. Would Steve like to meet 
with them? 
 

 

Water quality scientists meet. From left to right, 
teacher Steve Fode, Greater Sucker Creek 
chair Sally Hausken, biologist Brent Alcott, 

wildlife specialist Lowell Deede, and ecologist 
Dave Friedl 

 
Timid about the expansive nature of the 
idea, the first meeting took place on April 
26, 2016. Steve presented his background 
and a profile of his current water unit. 
Can we establish a framework for the field 
trips? Steve wanted scientists’ ideas; and, 
he was good at listening. Ideas bubbled 
from the scientists. Each session should be 
an hour so students could do hands-on 
data collecting. Each group would 
summarize and compile results together as 
a class.   

  Possible testing could be: stream 
geomorphology, stream invertebrates, 
water chemistry, habitat, animals, soil 
chemistry, plant communities on either 
side of the creek. How about flow, 
floodplain, stream  health, soil health, 
morphology, biology and contrasting data? 
Might we include agriculture 
environmental education with soil health 
and erosion. Down the road, Steve could 
visualize this integrating with the Career 
Academy.   
 

Many meetings ensued. Steve always 
listened to the scientists. Some meetings 
became stalemated; nonetheless, we all 
stayed the course. Although hoping for a 
fall debut, the can got kicked down the 
road; we were not prepared. As time 
lapsed, Sally reminded Steve that they 
could not let the time eat away the 
scientists’ enthusiasm.  
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On March 22, 2017, the missing piece was 
discovered! The students needed a problem 
to investigate. What might they want to 
research? A landfill built by Sucker Creek? 
A new housing development? An airport? 
How would it impact Greater Sucker 
Creek? Students could research both 
economic and social scenarios, examining 
how science and policy interact and how 
complicated decisions can be. Through 
much discussion, here is how the problem 
evolved:  
 
 

“A local creek is within city boundaries. 
The city is debating whether to build a 
natural woods park at that location or 
create a new housing development there. 
Which is the wisest long-term plan for 
the community?” 

 
 
 

Students are sampling water with guidance from 
Brent Alcott, assistant administrator for Pelican 

River Watershed. 

 
 
 

  
 
Steve outlined a general framework: the 
main objectives were stewardship, learning, 
and kids having fun! Students would arrive 
at Sucker Creek at 9, break for lunch 
there and leave at 3. The 120 students 
would be broken into groups of 12 and 
assigned to a station. Station 1: water 
quality, dissolved oxygen, turbidity and pH. 
Station 2: invertebrates. Station 3: what 
would it be? 

 

Mark Geihl, one of the originators of the Water 
Watch project, assists biologist Brent Alcott 

who is leading the water quality station. 

 
Scientists winnowed the information. To 
them, an entire day with 120 ninth graders 
in the creek was a long time and we had 
no topic for station 3. A half day with 60 
kids sounded more realistic. At 9AM, those 
60 would go to one of the two stations: 
water quality and invertebrates. Each 
station would last one hour; then, students 
would go to the other station. At the end 
of that time, they would remove the hip 
waders, go back to the bus, and return to 
school for lunch. Scientists would have 
lunch on site. The other 60 students would 
come at 1PM and return at 3PM. Nice! 
That will work! And it did! 
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