
By Kelsey Dayton

F or a week, Reyada Ata-
nasio’s Boise, Idaho, 
classroom was replaced. 
Instead of sitting at a 

desk, she knelt on the ground. 
Instead of reading from a text-
book, she collected data from 
creeks. 

She finally understood the 
debate about letting forest fires 
burn naturally as she walked 
amid trees. She connected to 
the environment in a way she 
couldn’t in a classroom.

Atanasio was part of the Young 
Women in Science program 
through Teton Science Schools.

In its 20th year, the Young 
Women in Science program 
brought 18 ninth-grade girls, 
nominated by their teachers, 
from Wyoming, Nebraska and 
Idaho to the Kelly Campus of 
Teton Science Schools. 

“We are continually trying 
to maintain relevance for these 
girls,” said Elizabeth Palchak, a 
graduate faculty member of the 
group who organized the event. 

More women are in the science 
fields than when the program 
started, so there are more oppor-
tunities to introduce them to role 
models, Palchak said. 

A panel of women in science 
careers gave the girls a chance to 
see what professional possibili-
ties exist.

The girls spent five days at 
Teton Science Schools, where they 
worked with a pika researcher in 
the field, debated wolf manage-
ment plans, studied fire ecology 
and conducted their own studies 
on water quality. 

When the group of highly mo-
tivated girls gets together and all 
are wanting to dive into science, 
it provides a unique learning op-
portunity, Palchak said.

“There’s an opportunity to go 
into it deeply,” she said.

More so than being away from 
members of the opposite sex, the 
girls liked being surrounded by 
others who love science.

“You don’t have all the people 
rolling their eyes and snickering,” 
said Taylor Bayne, of Douglas.

The program puts them in a 
place where being smart is cool, 
Palchak said.

“We can all feed off each other,” 
said Emily Sikorski, of Pinedale. 

Sikorski has done science proj-
ects, but never in a large group. 
It was challenging at first to find 
ways to work together and in-
corporate ideas, she said. But it 
helped that everyone was so en-
thusiastic.

“If you get people together who 
enjoy the stuff, you get more ac-
complished,” she said.

The goal of the week was to 
get the girls excited about sci-
ence, while forging a connection 
with nature, said Chris Beltz, 
a graduate student at the sci-
ence school who worked with the 
girls.

The program was self-directed 
and more about the process than 
actual results, he said. The data 
collected was less important than 
teaching the girls how to design 
an experiment.

In small groups the girls 
bounced ideas off each other, for-
mulating a question: How does 
water quality differ between the 
Snake River and Ditch Creek?

They agreed on a hypoth-
esis: Ditch Creek will have bet-
ter water quality because there 
is less recreation on it and it 
has fewer tributaries than the 
Snake River.

They talked about how much 
time they would need and what 
tests they would use to mea-
sure quality: dissolved oxygen, 
water temperature, alkalinity, 
pH level, turbidity, conductiv-
ity and others.

Then they picked up their test 
kits and headed for the water, 
ready for research.
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Teton Science Schools graduate student Chris Beltz, second from right, explains a device used to determine water clarity to Young Women in 
Science participants, from left, Taylor Bayne, Ambor Schankey, Emma Guzman, Emily Sikorski and Katie Miller on Thursday near Ditch Creek 
at Teton Science Schools’ Kelly Campus. The program brought 18 ninth-graders to the area last week.

Schankey uses a test strip to measure Ditch Creek’s water quality 
Thursday during the Young Women in Science program. The girls 
in the program were from Wyoming, Nebraska and Idaho.

Nature beliefs
The girls were asked to write 

a belief statement about nature 
while they were at Teton Science 
Schools. Here is what some of 
them said:

“I believe nature is a kid’s best 
teacher, mentor and inspiration.” 

	 – Madison Binegar

“I believe nature is like a ge-
lato, full of diversity of flavors and 
colors.” 

	 – Reyada Atanasio

“I believe even though nature 
can be scary, it is very fun and en-
joyable at times. Nature is every-
thing.”

	 – Devin Bingham

“I believe kids that play outside 
are going to be more successful 
and they won’t be lazy.”

	 – Chelsea Wagner

“I believe that nature is precious 
and needs to be protected and 
cared for because once it’s lost it 
won’t come back.”

	 – Taylor Bayne

“I believe everything is connect-
ed and should be.”

	 – Sarah Maze

Delving Young Women in Science 
program inspires girls to 
take deeper look at issues.

into data


