
VANDERBILT STUDENTS FIND ‘OUTDOOR CLASSROOM’ ON 
SCHOOL PROPERTY 

A  N E W  T E A C H E R  A T  V A N D E R B I L T  H I G H  S C H O O L  I S  M A K I N G  I T  
H I S  M I S S I O N  T O  P U T  H I S  S T U D E N T S  T O  W O R K  O N  T H E  L A N D .

Matthew Saunders has taught science at the small school with a 

little over 100 k-12 students since January 2016. He lives with his wife 

in Petoskey where he gardens and plants trees on the 16 acres where 

he grew up. 

The school sits on 80 acres on the east side of Vanderbilt and the 

land has a long history of harvesting by loggers and replanting by 

students, including a hillside pine plantation in the spring of 2015 

with the Otsego Wildlife Legacy Society. 

Young stands of aspen and sprawling wild raspberry patches have 

also sprung up since the last clearing several years ago, making it a 

popular place for deer and other wildlife whose tracks litter the 

sandy soil all over the property. 

“MY GOAL IS TO GET THEM OUT HERE ONCE A WEEK.”

“As a school we’ve made it a focus to get our students out in the 

woods more,” Saunders said during a morning walk on the property in 

October 2016.

Contact Huron Pines for more information on land stewardship: 

4241 Old US 27 South, Suite 2, Gaylord, MI 49735 

(989) 448-2293 

info@huronpines.org 

Field trips on the property have been made easier since a work day 

this fall had students in all grades clearing old trails and planning new 

ones. Shorter and longer loops cover gently rolling terrain that 

alternates between young pine and deciduous forest, pockets of older 

trees, berry-choked cut-overs and grassland. 

On their walk in late October, fourth- and fifth-grade students found 

flowers, identified deer and dog tracks, and poked scat with sticks as 

they debated what kind of animal it came from. 

“We collect leaf specimens to identify later in the year and we’ve 

talked about having older kids do plaster casts of animal tracks, 

having math classes mapping the property on a grid, and making trail 

markers and interpretive signs in the wood shop here,” Saunders said. 

“The kids really seem to like it and that’s the main thing. We’re trying 

to treat it as an outdoor classroom for them.” 



“It’s all centered around getting kids outside” 

-Jennie Zoll, Program Manager for Huron Pines.

Huron Pines, a nonprofit conservation organization in 
Gaylord, has been assisting the school with a forest 
study to determine ways to fit the land into the
curriculum there. They are working through the 
Northeast Michigan Great Lakes Stewardship Initiative 
(GLSI) which aims to help schools provide place- 
based environmental education for their students. 

Zoll said a GLSI effort in Onaway had students 
identifying erosion sites on the Pigeon River, doing 
science experiments in the field, and ultimately 
finding solutions to the erosion problem. 

“They really took over the problem, figured it out and 
solved it,” Zoll said of that effort. “(In Vanderbilt) they 
have a lot of really great ideas for their forest.” 

The town of Vanderbilt is known as the gateway to 
the Pigeon River Country State Forest, a sprawling 
tract of more than 100,000 acres of contiguous public 
land that’s home to three rivers and the state’s wild 
elk herd of 1,000 animals. 

This proximity to such wild country is reflected in the 
lifestyle of Vanderbilt students, many of whom are 
avid hunters. 

“The acreage here gives us a great opportunity for 
some hands-on learning,” said principal and 
superintendent Rick Heitmeyer. “It fits our students’ 
lifestyle pretty well.” 

More information about Vanderbilt Area School and 
its activities can be found online, 
vanderbiltareaschool.org. 


