
This past year has been a life-changing time for all of us, even as it has 
affected some of us more deeply than others. If anything, 2020 has shown us 
the fragility of our environment and lessons that we should not take our 
everyday pleasures and practices for granted. When the World Health 
Organization declared a pandemic on March 11, 2020, and we did not return 
to our physical classrooms after spring break, we knew this would be a long 
journey. Despite our training in environmental issues and knowledge about 
the well-being of Earth, none of us wanted to think that a pandemic would 
happen in our lifetime.  

As we learn to enjoy a slower pace, appreciate life and living to its 
fullest, and be there for one another, we are also learning to work together to 
build a more resilient system for all. In our classes, we teach about how 
resilience and vulnerability are central to understanding social-ecological 
change and the challenges of sustainability. We also discuss how multiple 
stressors such as climate change, urbanization, and deforestation as well as 
social and economic factors, including racial inequality and economic 
inequality, have made the world and this country more vulnerable to the 
pandemic. Yet, we also know that vulnerability is defined more as a 
condition that encompasses characteristics of exposure, susceptibility, and 
coping capacity. To reduce vulnerability, we need to think about 
transformation as central to the notion of resilience. As we rethink our 
social, economic and environmental systems that we live in, we need to 
think about adaptive capacities alongside a strategy for change. Thus, in the 
context of socio-ecological resilience, we need to think about how to use 
crises as opportunities for transformation. As we work toward building 
more resilient systems, our focus should be adapting to disturbances, rather 
than simply recovering. Such transformation and adaptive capacity have 
been the key to the lives of our faculty, staff, and students this year. 

You can see these transformations and adaptations in the remote 
internships that students have completed successfully over the summer and 
our use of the outdoors for some classroom activities. While A.J. Schneller 
moved his environmental education application component fully outdoors, 
Kurt Smemo, Kris Covey, Anne Ernst, and Karen Kellogg adopted Creative 
Thought Matters and filmed their field trips, lab assignments, or walking 
tours on campus to share with their students. Kurt and Kris continued 
collaborative summer research and worked with seven students. One project 
continued research to map soil and vegetation distributions through a 
geospatial analysis on Dome Island in the Adirondacks while the other 
assessed carbon sequestration and enhanced ecosystem services in an
organic farm all the way in Tennessee. Our senior class successfully

completed their year-long capstone projects despite major setbacks (e.g., 
laboratory and greenhouse closures, and lockdowns affecting collection of 
qualitative data in person). Anne, Karen, and I adapted our classes to teach 
in tents this fall. We soon learned that being partially outdoors in the 
Northeast in November requires a lot of bundling up during class time. All 
these demonstrate human resilience in the face of adversity and our ability to 
work through challenges.

With new rules for our safety in place, we missed seeing students 
constantly working in the “resource room” or the student work space in our 
new home, the Annex building. While it was challenging to pack everything 
and move out of Dana in May, we are happy that the new building provides 
us beautiful offices and new classroom and laboratory spaces in our 
temporary home until all phases of the Center for Integrated Sciences are 
completed. We are looking forward to seeing the business of the corridors 
and the students working everywhere in the Annex building alongside us 
soon.

The political climate and the instances of racial injustice in the United 
States have demonstrated that we still have a lot of work to do in our nation 
and on our campus. In our program, we have integrated social and racial 
justice issues into our curriculum through two new classes (Environmental 
Justice, and Human Rights and Development), both which contribute to the 
Black Studies minor and fulfill the Bridge Experience requirement in 
Skidmore’s new curriculum. We hope our curriculum will not only provide 
academic rigor but also cultivate a sense of community among all 
community, particularly as all of us stand in solidarity with BIPOC students 
and community members. 

We asked your feedback as alumni for a study of our program in 
December, and we heard from many of you. It was great connecting with 
you again and hearing about your accomplishments and how you are doing 
in this new world. We like to hear about your feedback at any time. Please 
keep in touch with us, and share your experience and expertise with our 
students in Capstone class, through LinkedIn, or at the College career days.

Big thanks go to Anne Ernst for putting together another impressive 
newsletter highlighting many accomplishments during this difficult year. In 
the initial months of pandemic, our faculty, students, and alumni, kept in 
touch through Instagram (@NorthwoodESS) through regular posts. Please 
consider following us on Instagram and joining our ESS group on LinkedIn 
(request an invite through an email to Karen Kellogg) for more frequent 
updates on what is happening in the ESS Program.

Nurcan Atalan-Helicke
ESS Program Director
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Nurcan hiking with her 
daughter Melisa at the 
top of Gore Mountain in 
the Adirondacks.. 



This year’s faculty profile features Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) professor and Skidmore’s first director of the GIS 
Department, Charlie Bettigole. Charlie has been at Skidmore since the 
summer of 2019 and has been working with GIS since he was an 
undergrad student himself.

Charlie was first introduced to the field through a course similar 
to the introductory course he teaches now, ID 210. He recalls being 
instantly hooked on the subject, taking every GIS course that was 
available to him. After undergrad, he spent time doing volunteer work 
for a variety of groups, mainly conservation groups, doing GIS work 
for them. His first job out of college was working with American 
Wildlands, a non-profit in Montana that works to maintain key habitats 
for native fish and wildlife, where he worked on variety of projects 
from modeling at-risk streams to working with GPS collar tracking on 
wildlife. Charlie then moved on to attending graduate school at the 
University of Vermont for a master’s degree in Wildlife Biology, 
where he studied and modeled land change in the state of Vermont to 
understand how land development scenarios would impact wildlife 
species. After graduating from the University of Vermont, Charlie 
worked with the Yale School of Forestry, where he focused on the use 
of geospatial tools and techniques for land management, before

starting his work at Skidmore.
Charlie greatly enjoyed his transition to Skidmore, and 

appreciated how he was able to immediately work on a variety of 
projects with different faculty members from a range of departments, 
such as working on conflict mapping with Yelena Biberman from the 
Political Science department, to working with Heather Hurst in 
Anthropology on LiDAR data for archaeology work in Guatemala. In 
addition to working with other Skidmore faculty members, Charlie has 
worked with students on a range of interesting projects, including 
mapping Hemlock Woody Adelgid in the local area with students in 
his Advanced GIS and Modeling course and collaborating with the 
Yale School of Forestry on Al Gore’s farm, Caney Fork Farms, with 
Skidmore students who are currently working with and mapping soil 
properties. 

Since his first course in college, Charlie has watched GIS 
software become much more user friendly in terms of both the 
accessibility of the software and the accessibility of information, as 
access to data is improving, with high quality data readily available. 
The field has also shifted from being focused on the biophysical world 
to including a wider variety of fields, and these changes are reflected 
in how Skidmore’s GIS department has evolved over time. GIS has 
been at Skidmore for about 15 years as an interdisciplinary course, and 
since then the course has grown to be its own department with which a 
variety of departments are associated. Now, students from many 
different disciplines see the benefits of GIS knowledge and how it can 
be applied to fit a number of different fields of study—such as political 
and social issues like gerrymandering—and the courses remain 
increasingly popular with students. 

When discussing the future of the department, Charlie would 
love to see the cross-collaboration with different departments continue 
to grow, as well as more course offering on different elements of GIS, 
such as remote sensing and spatial data sciences. He also looks to 
increase involvement between students and the community through 
collaboration with local non-profits and government through 
independent studies and research. Charlie’s biggest goal for the 
department is to create a strong community around mapping at 
Skidmore, aiming to create a hub of students thinking about how maps 
and spatial data can be used in an interdisciplinary manner.

- Amity Wilson ‘22

Faculty Profile: Charlie Bettigole
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Faculty Highlights
Associate Professor Nurcan Atalan Helicke worked on collaborative 
projects this past year. She co-authored two articles on Covid-19 and 
food systems with Bürge Abiral, a Ph.D. candidate in Anthropology at 
John Hopkins University.  One was published in Food and Foodways, 
and another is forthcoming in The Journal of Agriculture, Food 
Systems and Community Development. Her papers discuss losing trust 
in food systems and ways to re-build it, and the role of alternative food 
networks in response to COVID-19. Her project with Dilek Eroğlu, 
Assistant Professor of Sociology at Abant Izzet Baysal University 
(Turkey) on vulnerability and marginalization of snail harvesting rural 
gypsy families in Turkey was published in International Journal of 
Social and Humanities Sciences.  She continued to work with Rachel 
Seligman and Sarah Goodwin, co-curators of the Tang Teaching 
Museum exhibit “Like Sugar,” who edited the exhibit catalogue. Her 
article in Like Sugar: Exhibit Catalogue is about the changing forms of 
sugar through history from sugar cane to ethanol and its continuing 
importance in our lives. Her work with the Tang Teaching Museum 
also resulted in a collaborative reflection with Rebecca McNamara in 
the book Teaching and Learning with Museum Exhibitions: An Inter-
Institutional Approach. She continued to work on genetically modified 
food and Islam, and her article about the intersection of organic, halal 
and genetically modified food was published in Sociology of Islam.

Associate Professor Karen Kellogg wrapped up her latest round of 
directing the ESS Program at Skidmore in Spring 2020 and served as 
an external reviewer for the ESS Department at Ithaca College. She 
hosted two events, including a talk by Ken Ilgunas titled “This Land is 
Our Land: How We Lost the Right to Roam and How to Take It Back” 
and a viewing of the film “The River and The Wall.” Karen spent 
much of her summer serving on committees that were focused on 
helping the college plan for responses to Covid-19 and potential 
strategies for the Fall 2020 semester. She closed the fall semester with 
a collaboration with several researchers at the National Renewable 
Energy Laboratory that will yield research experiences for students in 
the summers and semesters ahead.

Senior Lecturer Anne Ernst helped 
Biology Professor Monica Raveret Richter 
lead a trip of students to Monteverde, Costa 
Rica last March, returning just as Skidmore 
was closing.  She spent the rest of the 
semester working with ESS professors Kurt 
Smemo and Kris Covey to pivot ES 105 lab 
exercises to virtual “field-based” 
experiences for the class.
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Faculty Highlights (cont.)

Friday Fun-Day! EJ Updates
COVID put a crimp in our 
usual Fall Fun Day, where 
in previous years we have 
hiked up a local mountain 
or paddled down a stream 
before enjoying a pizza 
dinner or an array of snacks. 

Despite restrictions, we still 
managed to get our students 
out for 2 socially-distanced 
walks through the Skidmore 
North Woods this past fall, 
followed by some delicious 
cookies!  It was a fun 
opportunity for students and 
faculty alike to get outside 
and socialize, and reinforce 
how important it is to 
reconnect with nature.

Assistant Professor A.J. Schneller started a new Environmental Justice 
research project with ESS Capstone students Haja Bah ‘21 and Sophia Livecci
‘21, in coordination with Dr. Stacy Pettigrew and student Saima Hannan from 
the University at Albany. Their research works to document and better 
understand the ongoing EJ issues faced by the residents of Ezra Prentice 
Homes in the south end of Albany, New York. They are exploring the impacts 
from a diversity of industrial activities that have resulted in both human and 
environmental harm: impacts from crude oil shipments via rail, industrial 
activities at the Port of Albany, sewage treatment plants, a recycling center, 
and hundreds of diesel engine trucks that drive through the community every 
day. Additionally, they are investigating the outcomes and role of community 
and civil society advocacy efforts, agency programs, and the media, in bringing 
attention to, and resolving environmental injustices the community. 

The EJ Atlas (www.EJatlas.org) recently published a flurry of new student 
cases written during A.J.’s Environmental Justice course (ES 223). Newly 
published peer-reviewed cases include:
Kieran Yater: Luxury Residential Units in Bayview-Hunters Point, CA
Bella Klosterman: Portland Harbor Superfund Site on Willamette River, OR
Gabe Feldman-Schwartz: Norlite Plant Burning PFOA's for Department of 
Defense, NY
Forrest Levey: West Roxbury Lateral Pipeline and Metering and Regulating 
Station, MA
Matt Cocchi: Hartford Trash-to-Energy Incinerator
Taylor Goodell: U.S. Steel's Clairton Coke Works in Pennsylvania
Amira Silverman: Homestead Air Reserve Base Superfund Site, Florida
Paige Karl: Pre-Harvest Sugarcane Burning in western Palm Beach County, FL
Emily Chase: Twin Metals Minnesota Mining in Superior National Forest
Chelsea Chambers: Clean Harbor Waste Facility, CA
Sarah Gordon: Northeast Supply Enhancement Pipeline by Williams Transco
Isabela Gukeisen: Mount Dioxin at Pensacola, FL

Assistant Professor Kurt Smemo continued his Adirondack research 
program, with multiple visits to field sites as part of a collaborative 
National Science Foundation study on forest fungi and ecosystem 
processes. In lieu of undergraduate research assistants this year, he 
instead wrangled help 
from his 7- and 10-year 
old daughters and was 
able to keep research 
efforts afloat. Innovative 
use of virtual work 
allowed Kurt and Visiting 
Professor Kris Covey
to continue collaborative 
research on Dome Island 
in Lake George. One 
group of students was 
able to collect tree cores 
from the island and 
ship them to homes of 
other students, who were 
able to process the cores and analyze the data remotely. 

Assistant Professor A.J. Schneller published a new manuscript with 
Kurt Smemo in the Journal of Risk, Hazards and Crisis in Public 
Policy entitled “Crude Oil Transportation by Rail in Saratoga County, 
New York: Public Perceptions of Technological Risk, State 
Responses, and Policy.” The publication is a direct result of an ESS 

Capstone research project conducted with former ESS students Emily 
Mangan '16, Christine Munisteri '16, Caroline Hobbs '16, and Colton 
Mackay '16, who are all co-authors of the manuscript.  A.J. and former 
ESS Capstone students Greta Binzen ’18, Colin Cameron ’18, Sam 
Vogel ’18 (and PL student Isaac Bardin ’18) published “Managing 
Recreation in New York's Adirondack Park: A Case Study of Public 
Perceptions and Preferences for Reducing User Impacts to the High 
Peaks Wilderness Complex”, in the Journal of Park and Recreation 
Administration. For the second year in a row, students in A.J.’s US 
Public Lands and Oceans: Policy, Law, Management, and Current 
Events course (ES 306) swept Skidmore’s annual Make Your Voice 
Heard Public Policy Competition. Congrats to the Winners: Gabi 
Morris-Flores (1st Place) and Runners Up - Kieran Yater ‘22 and 
Christina Lindstrom ‘22! 

Visiting Assistant Professor Kris Covey continued his research on soil 
carbon on multiple field sites, including Dome Island in Lake George 
and Caney Forks Farm in Tennessee, as part of the MySOC soil 
carbon mapping program. He got several grants to extend his research 
(e.g., Skidmore Faculty-Student Summer Research program, the 
TomKat Foundation, and Caney Forks Farm) and is currently 
expanding the scope and breadth of the program.  He collaborated with 
faculty members Kurt Smemo and Charlie Bettigole on Dome Island, 
and he worked with numerous ESS students on his various projects 
over the summer and fall, despite the challenges posed by COVID-19 
restrictions. 



This past summer, applying for internships came with an added 
challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic.  In order to compete for 
summer funds from Skidmore, students were required to obtain 
internships or other experiences that were completely remote.  
Despite this challenge, 13 ESS students successful obtained funding 
to carry out various internships and conduct research.

Skidmore SEE-Beyond Award Winners

Justine Bolling ’22, Environmental Science major

Ruthann Richards ’21, Environmental Science major

accessible they were. As part of the research, she coded the data
and interviewed staff from a variety of grant providers. Ruthann 
also won the Barbara Hume Memorial Prize, awarded to an 
upperclassman each year who has shown personal growth as a result 
of new interests developed while at Skidmore.

Nicole Barry ’21, ESS minor

writing workshops and joined PMCF’s grant-writing team (which 
she will remain involved with during her senior year)! She also 
worked on grants geared towards greenhouse heating supplies 
necessary to elongate growing seasons.
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Student Awards and Accomplishments
Lucy Janovitz ’21 received a SEE-Beyond Award to work at 
Earthwise Aware as a Biodiversity Citizen Science Assistant.

ESS Summer Internship Award Winners 

Kate Bjorklund ’20, Environmental Science major

DO levels that were a result of a seagrass die-off. She also developed 
a curriculum for an organization called Breakthrough Miami, which 
ensures that under-resourced middle-school students have access to 
excellent high-school opportunities, graduate from high school on 
time, and attend college.

Lily Feldman ’22, Environmental Studies major

Skidmore Career Development Center Summer Experience 
Fund (SEF) Winners

Kieran Yater ’22, Environmental Studies major

airgun blasting, and “plastics by request” ordinances. He wrote 
outlines for the strategy including letters to the editor and proposals to 
make appearances on local radio shows.

Kate received an ESS 
Summer Internship 
Award to do research 
and outreach for Miami 
Waterkeeper, part of the 
Waterkeeper Alliance.  
Kate focused her 
research on clean water, 
sea level rise, and 
ecosystem protection. 
She helped map a major 
fish kill caused by low

Nicole received a SEE-
Beyond Award to work at
Pitney Meadows Farm 
(PMCF) where she was able 
to build on her interest of the 
cross-section between 
humans and the environment 
and learn about a plethora of 
bottom-up food justice and 
food sovereignty topics. She 
attended a series of grant-

Lily received an ESS Summer 
Internship Award to work as an intern 
at the Wilson Center, a non-partisan 
international think tank, where she 
completed a research project with her 
assigned scholar from Georgetown 
University. They focused on the 
negative impacts that American foreign 
direct investment (FDI) has on the 
informal sector in India. She was able 
to research the environmental 
implications FDI has on specific 
communities in India and give a formal 
presentation to her scholar with her 
findings at the end of the summer.

Justine received a SEE-Beyond 
Award to do marine mammal 
research with Blue Ocean Society 
for Marine Conservation, where she 
completed an independent research 
project about how the patterns in 
bird and whale associations can be 
used by boat captains to prevent 
boats from striking and harming 
whales. In addition to her research, 
she did work for a weekly theme 
education program whose goal was 
to educate children on a new 
marine-related theme each week 
with videos and activities.

Ruthann received a SEE-
Beyond Award to work with Dr. 
Marissa Matsler, a political 
ecologist at the Cary Institute.  
She did research on municipal 
green infrastructure grants, 
working with Dr. Mastler to 
collect data from grant 
applications and publicly 
accessible information from all 
over the country, in order to 
analyze how equitable and

Kieran was awarded SEF funds to 
work at Oceana, a non-profit 
ocean conservation organization.  
Kieran worked on legislation 
addressing ocean plastic pollution, 
seismic airgun blasting, and 
offshore drilling. He researched 
legislators, media outlets, and 
NGOs in New York's 1st, 2nd, 
21st, and 23rd districts to pass 
municipal resolutions condemning 
offshore drilling and seismic
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Student Awards and Accomplishments (continued)

Julia Danielsen ’22, Environmental Studies major

outside of camp.  The other curriculum, “Ecology,” was a series of 
1-hour activities designed for campers to learn more about how fun 
and exciting nature is.

Chloe Faenhdrich ’23, Environmental Science major

as Chloe worked with Dr. Richardson to write up their findings for 
publication.

Abby Grayburn ’20, Environmental Studies major

impact that COVID-19 has had on new building permits/filings and 
notable new development filings in Manhattan.

Julia was awarded SEF 
funds to work as an 
environmental educator at 
Kieve Wavus Education 
Camp to develop 
Environmental Education 
curriculums. One 
curriculum, “Leave No 
Trace,” was a series of 15-
minute lessons designed 
for co-ed campers 8-16 to 
learn about how they can 
reduce their footprint on 
wilderness trips and in life

Chloe won an SEF award to do 
research at Cornell University 
on harmful algal blooms on 
Cayuga Lake, as well as get 
involved in education efforts. 
She was responsible for 
collecting and cataloging water 
samples on Cayuga Lake for the 
Richardson Lab, the 
Community Science Institute, 
and the Finger Lakes Institute. 
She also used the Biomeme 
Franklin, a machine that runs 
Real-Time PCR in the field, to 
rapidly assess the quality of 
water in swimming areas.  Her 
research continued into the fall, 

Abby was awarded SEF funds to 
work with the Manhattan 
Borough President and her 
former middle school teacher 
who is starting a middle school 
centered on environmental and 
social justice issues. She 
attended webinars and 
community dialogues about 
transportation (survival of the 
MTA), saving the NYC compost 
program, and local garden/school 
initiatives. She also worked with 
their land-use team to provide a 
detailed presentation of the

Nick Meconiates ’22, ESS minor

guide was implemented in several communities in Massachusetts, 
leading to a ban of plastics in all restaurants and grocery stores in those 
communities.

Mateo Schwartz-Torres ’21, Environmental Science major

cohosted these virtual information sessions, where he explained the 
rationale of No Coal No Gas and the details of the strike, and answered 
any questions that the public had. 

Anna Tiajoloff ’20, Environmental Studies major

social media. She had a wonderful experience working at the 
intersection of environmental sustainability and human rights, and hopes 
to continue this focus post-graduation.

Nick won an SEF award to 
work at Seaside 
Sustainability, doing marine 
research and writing grants. 
He managed a total of 45 
interns across several projects, 
such as finding legislative 
steps towards banning plastic 
in grocery stores. Working 
with his legislative team and 
other intern managers, they 
were able to write a 53-page 
step by step guide to 
implement a general plastic 
ban in any community.  This

Mateo was awarded SEF 
funds to work in outreach and 
recruitment with No Coal No 
Gas, a climate activist group 
in New England.  This 
organization, whose motto is 
“Strike Down Coal, Build Up 
Justice”, launched the New 
England Utility Strike this 
summer. Mateo managed the 
launch of the campaign on 
social media and wrote posts 
urging people to visit the 
website and join the weekly 
information sessions. He also

Anna was awarded SEF funds to 
work as an intern with the 
International Institute of Rural 
Reconstruction (IIRR), where she 
helped raise awareness about the 
organization and its programs. 
Located in eight countries around the 
world, IIRR is dedicated to 
empowering rural people and 
communities facing poverty, food 
insecurity, and climate change. Anna 
worked as a marketing intern, tasked 
with increasing visibility of IIRR on
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Student Awards and Accomplishments (continued)

DOME ISLAND

Environmental Science students Seb
Gatton ’20 and Jacob Adams ‘21 and 
Environmental Studies student Siddharth
Nizamuddin ’21 worked with ESS professors 
Kris Covey and Kurt Smemo on Dome Island, a 
protected island in Lake George.  They have 
been working since 2019 to map soil and 
vegetation distributions at a fine scale and 
analyze the spatial relationship between plant 
traits and ecosystem properties.  This year they 
focused on tree mapping and tree aging by

CANEY FORKS FARM

Environmental Science students Shaylan Kolodney ’21 and Sylvana Szuhay ’22 traveled to 
Carthage, Tennesee to live and work at Caney Forks Farm (CFF) for the summer and fall semester.  
CFF, headquartered on the family farm of Vice President Al Gore, is a regenerative, organic farm 
focused on agricultural production that results in carbon sequestration and enhanced ecosystem 
services.  Over the summer, Sylvana and Shay collected about 360 soil samples to create a carbon 
baseline on a new piece of land that CFF recently purchased. They also made a significant number of 
soil bulk density measurements to improve the accuracy of scaling carbon baseline results to the

Faculty-Student Summer Research Program
Every summer, Skidmore’s Faculty-Student Summer Research Program provides students with a unique opportunity to spent part of the summer 
living on campus and working with faculty on original research.  This year, due to the pandemic, the program had to be modified so that students 
could do research in a way that kept everyone healthy while still providing an opportunity to engage in original research.  Seven ESS students 
worked on various research projects last summer and into the fall, funded partially by Skidmore FSSR and partially by a variety of other 
organizations, including The Nature Conservancy and Caney Forks Farm.  

Working on an island requires lots of boat time in order to get to your study site!  

One of the GIS maps displaying research results was highlighted in a Lake George 
newspaper, along with a story showing off the value of the research project to the local area.

landscape scale, allowing more direct comparisons of the 
effectiveness of the farming practices relative to other locations 
and conventional agricultural practices.  

During the fall semester, Shay and Sylvana stayed at CFF, 
continuing their research while taking classes remotely. They 
were able to study soil bulk density measurements in depth, in 
order to improve rapid assessments that can decrease of the 
number of time consuming measurements that need to be taken 
and thereby reducing the costs and time needed to develop

Shay takes a mental break with a furry 
friend before drilling a new soil sample.

Sylvana collects a soil sample and 
prepares it for processing.

collecting tree cores.  The cores were then shipped to Environmental Science students Eliana Colzani ’22 and Emme Tissue ’23, who aged the 
tree cores at home using microscopes and stains.  All tree data were added to the database, which was then analyzed in the statistical software R. 
ArcGIS was then used to create above- and below-ground maps of spatial dynamics on the forested island preserve. The group is currently working 
on a large paper to be submitted for peer-reviewed publication. That paper will focus on how fine-scale data collection on an isolated ecosystems 
can provide important insights into how plant traits can predict and control a variety of ecosystem processes.  Some of the maps

produced by the group have already been used by local media, with the long-term goal of the products from 
this study being used by The Nature Conservancy to make conservation and management decisions.  The 
recent discovery of Hemlock Wooly Adelgid on the island only underscores the importance of having high 
quality baseline data in order to quantify the effects of environmental change. Said Seb, “this experience was 
some of the most intense and valuable work I’ve done at Skidmore, and it was really rewarding to see what 
started out as a capstone project idea begin to take shape!”

accurate carbon maps.  Further, they got first-hand experience on regenerative farming practices:  every 
Friday, they each spent a full day working on the farm, taking turns with both the vegetable crew and the 
livestock team.  They also both spent time harvesting and processing chestnuts!

Shay also worked to develop a long-term off-campus internship program at CFF. This program will 
allow future Skidmore students who are interested in sustainable agriculture to spend an entire semester living 
and working at CFF, doing research, and participating in the day-to-day workings of a production-based 
regenerative farm. Because CFF is situated at the cutting-edge of climate resiliency and farming as a means to 
mitigate climate change, Skidmore students will have direct role in creating a more sustainable future.
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Study Abroad
Skidmore ESS students traveled around the globe this past year, working 
and studying in over 10 different countries to gain a global perspective on 
global challenges and potential solutions.  Unfortunately, the pandemic 
ended the spring semester early, but students still relished the months they 
had abroad. 

JC Mueller ‘21 studied with CIEE in Barcelona on their Business 
and Culture Program.  “I visited Barcelona when I was in elementary 
school, and always wanted to return when I was older. I got to do 
more than visit; Barcelona was my home for a semester. It was 
challenging adjusting to a different culture but was extremely

Olivia Berson ‘21 studied in 
Copenhagen with DIS and studied 
Sustainable Development in 
Northern Europe. “I absolutely 
fell in love with Copenhagen and 
could not have been happier with 
the classes I chose and where I 
lived.  The city is incredible, and 
everyone there is very sustainable,  

Jacob Adams ‘21 traveled to 
Copenhagen, Denmark with DIS.  
“My class went to Greenland, which 
was phenomenal! We saw glaciers, 
walked on the Greenlandic ice sheet, 
got pulled by Greenlandic sled dogs, 
and saw the Aurora Borealis! This 
was an experience I will never 
forget."

Parker Heuer ‘21 went to mainland 
Ecuador and The Galapagos with 
IES. ”It was so amazing! I went on 
two incredible field trips for my 
classes: a hike in the Paramos
followed by a trip to the hot springs, 
and unbelievable snorkeling at 
Kicker Rock in the Galapagos. I also 
got to travel all around Ecuador, 
going tubing and ziplining in the 
cloud forest, canyoning in Baños, 
and exploring all the beaches in the 
Galapagos. We also stayed with two 
different host families, which was a 
special cultural experience.”

Sophia Livecchi ‘21 spent a 
semester with DIS in Copenhagen, 
“where I took classes in sustainable 
development, urban livability, and 
renewable energy systems. I loved 
studying sustainability in such an 
environmentally progressive city. In 
my urban livability class, half of the 
class was spent on bikes or walking 
the city and studying physical aspects 
of our surroundings instead of being 
stuck in a classroom; DIS did an 
excellent job with out-of-class and 
experiential learning.”

Lucy Janovitz ‘21 went to Italy on the Syracuse Florence 
Abroad program.  “I had a wonderful time in Florence. It was 
incredible to live with a host family, while making new friends and 
traveling around Italy! Even though my program was cancelled

which made my time there that much more insightful. Composting 
is part of everyone's lives and biking is the primary mode of 
transportation! I lived in a living learning community focused on 
sustainability, so I was with like-minded people every day, which I 
think was one of the most rewarding aspects of my time abroad: 
being able to talk about all things environmental with the most 
incredible people that I got so close to!

midway through 
the semester due 
to COVID-19, I 
thoroughly 
enjoyed the time 
I spent there.”

rewarding. The beauty, 
vibrancy, and rich 
diversity of living in 
Barcelona challenged 
my perception of 
intercultural 
communication.”
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College in the time of COVID-19
College life was not the same after Spring Break 2020.  The world went on pause 
midway through March, and for the second half of the spring semester, students 
were sent home to complete all their courses remotely. The Skidmore ESS crew 
carried on in as many creative ways as we could, trying to cover content and 
engage students while recognizing the tremendous stress and uncertainty that was 
brought on by the pandemic.

ESS Program planning took place over Zoom, or in person with 
masks, or some combination of the 2!

ES 100 instructors made a “walking tour” film 
instead.  After watching the film as a class, 
students worked in groups to locate other 
sustainability initiatives on campus not covered 
in the film.  Above (left), ESS Professor Karen 
Kellogg films Sustainability Director Levi 
Rogers talking about Zankel features.

ES 100 students (above, left) were able to work with partners during in-class discussions, while 
Plastic Planet students in ES 252 (above, right) got to escape their tent to work in small groups.  

Students in Professor A.J. Schneller’s ES 305 Environmental Education class 
were able to bring preschoolers to campus to deliver a garden-based curriculum.   

For the fall semester, we had a lot more information about the virus, so we were able to bring most 
students back to campus safely and run the whole semester from mid-August until Thanksgiving.  From 
moving some classes online, to teaching in tents, to creating new virtual content, to meeting with students 
outside, ESS faculty came up with creative ways to deliver content and students had a unique semester that 
they will never forget!

Professor Karen Kellogg had her students in ES 
206 Environmental Engineering and the Science 
of Sustainability bring their pets to a class 
(above) during an early Zoom class.  She also 
sent students materials to do a biofabrication lab
at home.  Environmental Science majors Eliana Colzani ’22 (top, right) and 
Amity Wilson ‘22 (bottom, right) show off their lab supplies!

ES 105 instructors Kurt Smemo, 
Kris Covey, and Anne Ernst filmed 
their remaining labs to give 
students a virtual lab experience to 
go with their data.  Check out Kurt 
using the Go-Pro camera on his 
ski helmet (left) – creative thought 
matters!

Class tours of 
sustainability 
initiatives on 
campus, once a 
staple of ES 100 
courses, did not 
work under Covid
restrictions, so the



Sustainability Interns Get Started
This fall, the Sustainability Office launched a new project-based 
internship program to advance sustainability efforts across campus and 
support office operations.  Matthew Cocchi ’21 focused on improving 
campus waste practices, Christina Lindstrom ’22 developed 
educational signage for our geothermal nodes on campus, and Elodie
Link ’21 and Emme Tissue ’23 developed Instagram posts about 
campus sustainability efforts and lifestyle tips 
(@SustainableSkidmore). They also used their content research to 
inform a digital Green Guide, which will be released within the coming 
months. Kieran Yater ’22 developed a plan for a pollinator meadow 
on Daniels Road where students will sow wildflowers and other 
pollinator-friendly plants to support local insect and bird populations. 
This site will serve as a model for similar plots around campus.

New Sustainable Workplace Program
Luna Peralta ’23 and Meera Ratté ’21, Sustainable Workplace 
managers, used the Fall 2020 semester to develop a new Sustainable 
Workplace Program, encouraging faculty, staff, and students to adopt 
sustainability practices in their offices and within departmental 
operations. They plan to organize a soft launch this Spring, with a 
campus-wide launch in the 2021-2022 Academic Year.

Record Traffic in the North Woods
This summer and fall, many people used the 
North Woods to get some fresh air and take 
social distance walks. North Woods steward 
Jacob Adams ’21 installed additional signage, 
maintained trails, and started work on an online 
Story Map to capture the history of the 155-
acre North Woods.

Food Justice
Compost managers Olivia Berson ‘21, Parker Heuer ’21, and Elle 
Ping ’21 worked to highlight the connection between food, compost, 
and justice, through posters and Instagram content. They also partnered 
with the Environmental Action Club (EAC) to fundraise $645 for Soul 
Fire Farm, “an Afro-Indigenous centered community farm committed 
to uprooting racism and seeding sovereignty in the food system.” 

Short Season, Big Harvests
The Skidmore Community 
Garden was put on pause 
over the summer because 
of COVID-19, but re-
opened in the fall.  Garden 
manager Nina Bernhardt 
’22 developed a garden 
plan, coordinated socially-
distanced work parties throughout the semester, and hauled out 250 
pounds of produce in a short, late-fall growing season.

Fall 2020 Give+Go + Winter Break Food Pantry
Changes to Fall move-out led the Sustainability Office to launch the 
first-ever Fall Give+Go program, offering students an opportunity to 
donate unwanted clothing, food, toiletries, and cleaning supplies before 
leaving for Winter Break.  Items were donated to the Backstretch 
Employee Service Team, Saratoga EOC, and local thrift stores. 

With support from the Student Government Association, Challah 
for Hunger, and Office of Religious and Spiritual Life, the 
Sustainability Office led an effort to launch a temporary Winter Break 
Food Pantry, stocked with food items collected during the Fall 
Give+Go, to support students on campus during the Winter Break. 
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Alumni spotlight
Alex Guest ‘14 is a science 
and math teacher at Hyla
Middle School, a small 
independent school on 
Bainbridge Island, WA. After 
graduating from Skidmore, 
she moved to North Carolina 
for an AmeriCorps position 
focused on forest 
conservation and community 
outreach. During her time in 
this position, Alex designed 
community service 
programming for a middle

school in Asheville, and subsequently was offered a science teaching 
position at the school the following year. This launched her teaching 
career, and later Alex chose to pursue a Masters in Education for 
Science Education at the University of Washington. For her teaching 
practicum, Alex taught 4th-6th graders at IslandWood, a residential 
environmental education center on Bainbridge Island. In her classes at 
Hyla, Alex finds herself saying, “Creative thought matters!” all the 
time to her students. She works to engage them with wonder, inquiry, 
and experimentation, and to support them to make meaning and stay 
open to challenge as they explore the world and how things work. 
Alex will always be grateful for the way that her professors at 
Skidmore demonstrated creative pedagogy and offered their support 
so she could pursue projects and questions, no mater how wacky!

Jeffrey Parker ‘03 is an energy analyst and co-owner of Eco Achievers, a 
green building consultant company in Chicago. The firm acts as a third-
party rater on construction projects ranging from code compliance in public 
housing to high performance Passive House certified commercial centers. 
A Filene Scholar, Jeffrey focused exclusively on music after graduating 
from Skidmore, travelling internationally with jazz and rock outfits, before 
eventually returning to his hometown, Chicago. There, he worked for ten 
years managing remnant native prairies and savannahs with Turning Leaf 
Conservation, focusing on invasive species control, prescribed burns, and 
botanical surveys. In recent years, he pivoted to becoming a building
scientist where he still gets plenty of 
time in the field, along with the 
challenges of managing a small 
business in a rapidly evolving 
market. The wide-ranging ESS 
course offerings at Skidmore 
prepared Parker for a career 
addressing environmental concerns 
in both the natural and built worlds.  
“My first forays into invasive 
species management were removing 
purple loosestrife in the North 
Woods with Sue Van Hook. The 
climate computer modeling course 
was an excellent precursor to the 
building energy models I work with 
now.” 

Sustainability Initiatives
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Experiential Learning: Field Trips and Hands-On Learning
Kurt Smemo’s students in ES 205 Ecosystem 
Science and Analysis of Forested Landscapes 
spent most of the labs outside in the North 
Woods collecting field samples, and then 
analyzed their findings in the lab.

In January, Kris Covey brought 
a group of ESS students back to 
the Noble Research in Ardmore, 
Oklahoma to learn about 
prescribed fire and grazing
management.  Students also 
learned about soil organic matter 
and the importance of carbon on 
soil health.

Kris led another group of students to Oak Spring Garden Foundation in 
Upperville VA, where they learned how to detect land use history based 
on landscape features, and collected soil samples.  

ESS Professor A.J. Schneller took students from ES 306 US Public 
Lands and Oceans Policy and ES 221 Sustainable Development to the 
Adirondack Park Environmental Lobby Day in the NY State Capitol 

Students in ES 105 Field Studies in Environmental Science got in 
plenty of lab and field work during the first half of the semester

Anne Ernst got her students from ES 252C Plastic Planet into the lab 
this past fall, analyzing different chemical 
and physical properties of various plastic 
types and even making their own bioplastics. 
They also got out in the field, cleaning up 
plastic waste from campus and inventorying 
what they found.

before the pandemic shut-down, getting 
onto frozen Loughberry Lake to take 
water samples and exploring the soils in 
the watershed.

this past February, in order 
to advocate for strong 
environmental policies.  

Karen Kellogg’s students in ES 206 
Environmental Engineering and the Science 
of Sustainability got plenty of time in the lab 
before the pandemic shut-down, as well as 
field trips to a wastewater treatment plant and 
a living machine.

Mac Dill, Nicol La Cumbre-Gibbs, and Anna Merrens
Heating, Cooling and Energizing New York’s Empire State Plaza: 
A Proposal for a Just Transition to Renewable Energy
Sheridan Hollow has housed fossil-fuel facilities that power Empire 
State Plaza (ESP) in Albany, NY, for decades. In 2019, the New York 
Power Authority created a plan to generate approximately 50% of 
ESP’s electricity from renewable sources. We then created a proposal 
to cover ESP’s remaining electricity demand, so it could be powered 
by 100% green energy, in order to alleviate stress on a historical 
Environmental Justice community.

Madison Collins, Maia Taylor, and Anna Tiajoloff
Skidmore College: Bee-ing the Change
Higher education institutions in the U.S. are expanding pollinator 
conservation efforts. Bee Campus institutions, certified by the Xerces 
Society, commit to conserving and raising awareness about 
pollinators, their habitats, and population declines. We used literature 

review, semi-structured interviews, student surveys, and bio-
geospatial inquiry to evaluate Skidmore College’s potential to become 
a pollinator-friendly certified campus. Skidmore College would 
benefit from the certification, but further research is recommended. 

Olivia Glaser, Isabella Gukeisen, and Jazmin Rendon
Food Insecurity Among Women and Resource Accessibility in the 
Capital District
We investigated how food insecurity in the Capital District affects 
women and resource accessibility at local, regional, and federal 
scales. We collected data through semi-structured interviews, surveys, 
and observation in Saratoga and Washington counties, NY. Our 
findings contribute to food studies literature and activists, 
policymakers, and food security stakeholders by providing knowledge 
on food-insecure women in a focused region and providing examples 
that reduce food waste and expand local networks among food 
pantries.

Senior Capstone Projects 2020 



Michelle Dufficy, Eli Hersh, and Adam Kaszas
The High-Resolution Solution: Phytoremediation and Fine-Scale 
Mapping of Lead Contaminated Soil at Skidmore College
Skidmore’s ex-community garden contains unsafe lead levels and a 
remediation plan must be developed. We measured lead concentration 
in the garden at 0-10 cm and 10-20 cm. Average lead concentration 
was 630 ppm at 0-10 cm and 629 ppm at 10-20 cm. We recommend 
high-resolution mapping and selective excavation coupled with soil 
replacement and biostabilization. Additionally, fine-scale mapping 
could be used to reduce costs for other small-scale lead remediation 
projects.

Stella Solasz and Kailey Toia
Fishing for Microplastics: Assessing microplastic ingestion by 
freshwater fish: A Review 
Microplastics (MP) are becoming increasingly present in freshwater 
systems due to improper disposal of plastic products, leachates from 
landfills, and incomplete removal from wastewater treatment plants. 
This study examines the presence of MPs in freshwater fish intestines 
in the NYS Hudson Watershed. In response to COVID-19, we wrote a 
review to harmonize methodologies, compare MP contamination in 
fish species, and provide parameters with GIS that aid in focusing 
study areas.

Kate Bjorklund, Freddie Klaus, and Zoe Pagliaro
Tree Methane: A Silent but Deadly Threat
Trees are widely recognized as a globally important carbon sink. 
However, forest climate interactions are complex, and the relationship 
between forested ecosystems and methane, a potent greenhouse gas, 
is not well understood. Previous studies have used internal methane 
concentration measurements to model flux without direct evidence of 
linking the two. Our research investigates this relationship by 
comparing instantaneous stem concentrations and chamber-based 
stem flux measurements.

Sebastian Gatton and Samuel Sheppard 
Under (and over) the dome: species distributions and 
aboveground-belowground relationships on an Adirondack 
Island
Forests provide numerous services to humans and the environment, 
but are also complex, dynamic systems subject to disturbance and 
heterogeneity. Geospatial techniques can be a useful tool to analyze 
these heterogeneous landscapes. One aspect of spatial statistics that 
has not been fully explored is the integration of high-resolution plant 
and soil data in forests. We explored how overstory tree species and 
soil properties were spatially correlated using aboveground point 
process data and belowground raster data.

Lily Esposito, Abby Grayburn, and Alana Pogostin
Laying Trail Down to Palmertown: Using the Travel Cost 
Method and Contingent Value Method to Evaluate the Value of a 
Palmertown Range Recreational Trail in Saratoga County, NY
We examined the monetary value of an expanded trail system, and the 
extent to which the proposed Palmertown Range Trail offers an 
opportunity to improve local business revenues, protect natural 
resources, and promote sustainable development. Saratoga County 
residents support the Palmertown Trail for several reasons, 
particularly growth in business revenues through increased tourist 
visits. Saratoga County residents would be willing to pay $18.83 –
$19.85 annually for a trail connecting the Saratoga Greenbelt Trail to 
Moreau Lake State Park. 

Isabel Beard, Audrey Erickson, Andy Rhodes, and Brandon 
Wilson Radcliffe
Impact & Outcomes of Environmental Education on Albany High 
School Students & Community Perceptions of the Radix 
Ecological Sustainability Center
We evaluated the impacts of an after-school program at the Radix 
Ecological Sustainability Center on Albany, NY high schoolers 
participating in environmental education (EE) programming, as well 
as the community perceptions of Radix’s youth programs. We 
addressed gaps in the literature by analyzing garden-based, place-
based, experiential, and transformative education and environmental 
justice, through EE at Radix. We found positive changes in 
environmental understanding and life projections for students 
involved in Radix programming.

Will Borowka, Sabrina Dabakarov, and Alex Ricci 
Greenhouse Hydroponics: An Opportunity for Enhanced 
Academic Learning & Food Sustainability at Skidmore
Across the US, higher education institutions are realizing the benefits 
alternative farming on their campus. Hydroponic farming, where 
crops grow submerged in nutrient solution rather than soil, can reduce 
food miles and engage college students and their communities. We 
used a variety of techniques to evaluate the feasibility of a hydroponic 
garden at Skidmore. Hydroponics supports Skidmore’s sustainability 
and educational goals, and can easily be maintained and scaled up for 
greater future yield and profit.

Grace Sowyrda
From Farm to Fiber: Consumer and Producer Perceptions of 
Slow Fashion in the Hudson Valley
Unlike fast fashion, one of the world’s largest polluters, slow fashion 
considers all aspects of the supply chain, including environmental and 
social factors. This research explored consumer and producer 
perceptions of the drawbacks and benefits of slow fashion in the 
Hudson Valley through semi-structured interviews and surveys, to 
help consumers understand the importance of sustainable clothing and 
local fiber systems that decentralize the supply chain, heal soil, and 
reduce waste.

The 2020 ESS Capstone class (left) was all smiles at the start of the 
fall, with no idea how COVID-19 would interrupt their final push mid-
spring semester!  Congrats to this amazing group of students for 
persevering through and completing their research.

Senior Capstone Projects 2020 (cont.) 
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Siddharth Nizamuddin ‘21 tried his 
hand at prescribed burns at the 
Noble Research Institute in OK.

ESS faculty celebrated the 
Class of 2020 graduation 
online, with personalized 
glasses and fun ESS mementos.

Professor Nurcan Atalan-
Helicke celebrated the 

graduation of some of her 
Capstone students, Alex Ricci 
‘20 and Will Borowka ‘20, in 

a socially distanced way.

Students in Professor Karen Kellogg’s class, ES 206 Environmental Engineering and 
the Science of Sustainability, got in some fun trips and lab work this past spring 

before the semester went online.

Ruthann Richards ‘21 and Elle Ping ‘21 collect soil 
samples, while Shay Kolodney ‘21 and Zoe Pagliaro ‘20 

relax on a trip to the Oak Spring Garden Foundation. 

Lily Esposito ‘22 organized a 
campus plastic cleanup and 
made a Jack O-Litter display.  
Students in Anne Ernst’s Plastic 
Planet course helped collect.  

Back in the Before Times, our students used to hang 
out in the ESS Resource Room while they worked, 

without masks!

ESS faculty tried to meet 
outside and in person as 
often as possible this fall

Team PFOA spelled out their Capstone research focus on the top of Whiteface 
Mountain before getting to work collecting soil samples for analysis. 

Students in Kurt 
Smemo’s ES 205 
course enjoyed a 
semester of 
beautiful lab 
days for socially-
distance field 
work in the 
North Woods.


